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Abstract 

In South Africa high school attrition and disengagement rates have been problematic for the past decade 

with adolescent girls and young women (AGYW) more likely to dropout of school than their male 

counterparts, especially those AGYW from socio-economically disadvantaged communities. Increased 

levels of education, a social determinant of health, strongly correlates with better health outcomes for 

youth. The disengagement and dropout of AGYW in high school is a public health concern. AGYW are 

at a greater risk of HIV infection and other sexually transmitted infection (STI) due to biological, 

cultural, religious, socio-economic and structural factors, and efforts to increase their retention and 

completion of high school, a protective factor, will increase the likelihood of better health outcomes in 

this population group. This study was a qualitative analysis of AGYW and stakeholders across five 

provinces from urban, semi-urban and rural districts. The transcripts were thematically analysed to 

explore the perceptions of and attitudes to high school completion and dropout and the factors which 

may contribute to either. Findings revealed that AGYW valued their high school education and 

associated it with future success and independence but several context specific factors on the individual, 

interpersonal and institutional levels influenced their retention and likelihood of dropping out of high 

school. An understanding of the multiple factors which influence high school dropout and retention, as 
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indicated on the different levels of the socio-ecological model, may inform more target specific 

interventions to increase the retention and completion of high school of AGYW in South Africa. 

Introduction 

School dropout results in poor economic, social, psychological and physical health for adolescents 

worldwide (Weybright et al., 2017). Globally, education is the strongest predictor of positive health 

outcomes, yet it was estimated that more than 200 million adolescents were not in high school in 2018 

(Lansford et al., 2016; Roman et al., 2022; Santelli et al., 2015; UNESCO, 2023; Weybright et al., 

2017). Research indicates that individuals who dropout of high school are four times more likely to 

have poorer health outcomes later in life (Lansford et al., 2016). Research revealed a strong correlation 

between greater school enrolment with a significant decrease in HIV prevalence and pregnancy of 

youth, as well as better socio-economic status in adulthood (Santelli et al., 2015). School dropout is 

considered a slow, incremental process of disengagement caused by the convergence of several factors 

at an individual, family, school and community level (Cham et al., 2014; Hartnack, 2017; Mokoena & 

van Breda, 2021; Runhare et al., 2021). A greater understanding is needed about how these risk factors 

interact and when they converge because the process of disengagement does not occur in isolation from 

other factors, making identification complex (Hartnack, 2017). To date, there is a paucity of research 

to assist in understanding the factors which facilitate both high school retention and completion among 

adolescents in South Africa. 

In this study the term ‘learner’, individuals who acquire knowledge, will be used, as it is more 

commonly utilized within the South African context (Oxford University Press, 2025). School dropout 

refers to learners who withdraw from school, more specifically those who leave school without 

obtaining the minimum qualification (Hartnack, 2017). In South Africa this qualification is known as 

‘Matric’, the national senior certificate, written at the end of Grade 12 (Hartnack, 2017). South African 

law stipulates compulsory education for a learner from the age of seven years to fifteen years or grade 

nine and research indicates a significant increase in school dropout after the age of 16 years, grade 10 

(Hartnack, 2017; Stoner et al., 2019). Dropout rates in South Africa differ significantly by ‘race’ or 

population group, due to the injustices of apartheid, resulting in severe inequality and poor standards of 

education (Hartnack, 2017; Sing & Maringe, 2020). High school completion in South Africa is 

significantly lower in the ‘black’ population when compared to other racial groups (Muyambi & 

Ahiaku, 2025). To date, ‘black’ schools are less resourced with high numbers of learners per classroom 

with less access to digital resources, when compared to better resourced ‘white’ schools in South Africa 

(Muyambi & Ahiaku, 2025; Stoner et al., 2019). There are also significant differences in dropout by 

gender (Shahidul and Karim, 2015). While some research studies indicate boys are more likely to 

dropout of school, in South Africa adolescent girls and young women (AGYW) are more likely to do 

so, especially in socio-economically disadvantaged communities (UNESCO, 2023, Mokoena and van 

Breda, 2021). Girls also dropout of school earlier when compared to boys, which suggests that unique 
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factors impact AGYW differently (Shahidul and Karim, 2015). Their disengagement and dropout from 

school is a serious public health concern, particularly in a country like South Africa where 25 percent 

of its AGYW, aged 15-24 years are HIV infected (Yah et al., 2020). 

There are several negative health outcomes for AGYW who dropout of school, including but not limited 

to, increased sexual risk behaviours, early unwanted or unintended pregnancy, increased risk of sexually 

transmitted infections (STI) including HIV, which could result in morbidity or premature mortality 

(George et al., 2020; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021; Roman et al., 2022; SAMRC, 2022; Stoner et al., 

2019). AGYW are at a greater risk of HIV infection and other STIs due to biological, cultural, religious, 

socio-economic and structural factors which make them more susceptible to infection than their male 

counterparts (George et al., 2020; Murewanhema et al., 2022). Higher levels of education, decreased 

leisure time to engage in sexual activity, social support at school, information and health education 

received at school, fosters risk reduction and avoidance and is known to greatly reduce the risk of HIV 

in several countries in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) (Lewis et al., 2022; Santelli et al., 2015; Stoner et al., 

2017; Zulaika et al., 2019). Therefore, the retention and the completion of high school can have a 

significant impact on health outcomes of AGYW (Stoner et al., 2017). 

Studies in Africa revealed several, multileveled factors, biological (menses and pregnancy), social 

(parental views of marriage and gender norms versus AGYW’s education), economic (financial status 

and decreased financial access to tertiary educational institutions), school (teacher attitudes and school 

environments), cultural (educating sons to secure future parental care), which appeared to influence 

both retention and dropout of AGYW in high school (Chaponda, 2016; Duby et al., 2022; Kamwendo, 

2014; Karabo & Ayiga, 2013; Karondo, 2018; Mason et al., 2022; Mnguni, 2014; Mokoena & van 

Breda, 2021; Shahidul & Karim, 2015; Uche, 2013).  

Due to these complex, multidirectional influences, the socio-ecological theory provided a framework 

best suited to analyse these multileveled factors (Bronfenbrenner, 1977).  The theory centres on the 

individual, nested within concentric circles of different systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Kilanowski, 

2017). It posits that environmental factors influence an individual’s identity development (bi-

directional) and life choices (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Wood et al., 2017). At the core of this theory is the 

individual, characterised by factors such as self-identity, ability, attitudes and behaviours (McLeroy et 

al., 1988). In the first concentric circle is the microsystem which focuses on the direct interactions the 

individual has with significant people in different settings, in school, at home and the wider community 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1977; McLeroy et al., 1988). The second circle speaks to the interactions and 

influences of these different interactions and their influence on AGYW’s schooling (Bronfenbrenner, 

1977; McLeroy et al., 1988). The outer circle, the exosystem, indirectly affects the individual from an 

institutional or organisational level (Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Wood et al., 2017). For the purposes of this 

study all characteristics relating to the individual will be grouped under individual factors, factors 
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relating to the microsystem and mesosystem, will be grouped under interpersonal factors and finally the 

exosystem, highlights the perceptions of AGYW’s understanding of the institutional factors which may 

have an impact on their retention completion and potential dropout of high school (please see Appendix 

3). 

Due to the increased risk of school dropout in AGYW and their predisposed vulnerability to poor health 

outcomes as a result, qualitative research is needed to understand their subjective experiences and the 

factors which influence school retention and dropout in South Africa (George et al., 2020; Lewis et al., 

2022; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021). Previous studies in South Africa have largely focused on learner 

performance and the school system excluding the broader factors which intersect and contribute to 

school dropout (Hartnack, 2017). Factors which relate to both school dropout and retention in this 

demographic, has not been explored and a greater understanding of the mitigating factors, which may 

increase high school retention on an individual, family, social and wider community level is required. 

Knowledge gaps are also revealed in the interventions and strategies to address school dropout which 

are predominantly international (Hartnack, 2017). This qualitative research study seeks to understand 

the perceptions of high school retention, completion and dropout among AGYW across South Africa. 

It also seeks to understand the multiple context specific factors which contribute to the retention and or 

dropout of AGYW within the South African context. 

Materials and methods 

Study design 

This qualitative research study is nested within a larger mixed-methods study titled HERStory, which 

was an evaluation of a South African HIV prevention intervention for AGYW between August 2018 

and March 2019 (SAMRC, 2023). Funded by the Global Fund, this multi-model intervention aimed to 

reduce HIV incidence, teenage pregnancy, gender-based violence, increase economic opportunities and 

retention of AGYW attending and not attending school. The multimodal intervention included 

biomedical, structural and socio-behavioural components (SAMRC, 2023). The HERStory qualitative 

component provided in-depth knowledge of the intervention’s successes and failures as well as the 

social contexts and lived experiences of AGYW between 15 and 24 years of age (Duby et al., 2020). 

Study setting 

The qualitative data of the primary study was collected in five purposively selected South African 

districts, characterised by HIV prevalence and high rates of pregnancy, based on the geospatial mapping 

of HIV hot spots and antenatal statistics in South Africa. The provinces included the Western Cape 

Province (City of Cape Town), Mpumalanga (Gert Sibanda), North West (Bojanala), Eastern Cape 

(Nelson Mandela Bay) and KwaZulu Natal (Uthungulu) (Duby et al., 2020). Districts selected were a 

mix of urban, semi-urban and rural (Duby et al., 2022). This study sought to conduct a secondary 
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analysis of the qualitative data of the national study, with reference to the retention, completion and or 

school dropout of AGYW. 

Population and sampling 

The qualitative study activities were conducted in five purposively selected districts, to ensure that there 

was a district from each of the Principal Recipients (PRs) of the Global Fund grant. Within each district, 

of the primary study, two schools were purposively selected from a list of schools with Clubs and the 

Keeping Girls in School (KGIS) programme, as well as one out-of-school Rise Club, from lists of Clubs 

provided by the PRs. Participants of the sampled Clubs and KGIS programme were invited to participate 

in focus group discussions (FGDs) and in-depth interviews (IDIs). The study population (of the primary 

study) consisted of AGYW intervention participants and non-participants, aged 15-24 years (Duby et 

al., 2020; Duby et al., 2022). Inclusive of parents and caregivers of the AGYW, teachers in school which 

implemented the interventions, club facilitators of both Keeping Girls in School and Rise Clubs, 

community leaders, male peers of AGYW (aged 18 – 24 years), implementers of the intervention and 

programme designers (Duby et al., 2020; Duby et al., 2022). The final qualitative sample of the primary 

study consisted of 237 AGYW aged 15-24 years, 177 were in the 15-19 years age group and 60 were 

in the 20 – 24 years age group (Duby et al., 2022). Key informants interviewed included 7 parents, 10 

teachers, 38 male peers, 6 community leaders, 14 intervention club facilitators and 12 intervention 

implementers (Duby et al., 2020). 

Data collection 

Data collection of the primary study included in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with 

AGYW and key informants (Duby et al., 2020). Trained female researchers collected the data, 

conducting interviews in English, isiZulu, isiXhosa, Setswana or siSwati (Duby et al., 2022). IDIs and 

FGDs were semi-structured, followed topic guides and used open ended questioning to explore 

respondent subjective experiences (Duby et al., 2020). Key points in the topic guide, relating to 

AGYW’s school experiences and future plans, were discussed. All IDIs and FGDs were audio recorded, 

transcribed verbatim into their original language, then translated into English. This 3-step process was 

reviewed, by the original interviewer, at each stage to ensure accuracy. The original language transcript 

remained the primary data source for cross-referencing and checking to ensure meaning and translation 

was correct, once translated into English (Duby et al., 2020). 

Data analysis 

The primary study had a specific focus on questions which explored the perceived obstacles and or 

benefits to school achievement, attendance and retention, including required and recognised support 

(Duby et al., 2022). 

The secondary data analysis process sought to further analyse and answer the research question and 

objectives using thematic analysis. This flexible and iterative process allowed for a richer description 
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and organisation of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Using a deductive and inductive approach in the 

development of a codebook (Roberts, Dowell & Nie, 2019). Twenty-eight transcripts were extracted 

from the larger qualitative sample by utilising the guided code reports from the primary data analysis 

process (guided code reports list select transcripts from the larger sample which indicate data relating 

to ‘education’, ‘school’, ‘pregnancy’, ‘educators’, ‘teachers’ and so forth). From these twenty-eight 

transcripts, twenty transcripts were extracted from the sample based on word/phrase searches within the 

data item, which spoke to the research question and the objectives  of the secondary data analysis 

process such as ‘dropout’, ‘matriculate’, ‘stay in school’, ‘go to school’, ‘leave school’, ‘finish school’ 

etc. These transcripts were coded further as new codes emerged and were further delineated according 

to factors which either increased or decreased retention, dropout or high school completion. Utilising 

these deductive and inductive approaches, data guided by the socio-ecological model emerged on an 

individual, intrapersonal and institutional level. The socio-ecological framework provided structure for 

the interpretation of these codes, subthemes and broader themes, which were continually added, 

removed or refined until no new data was generated in the process.  

NVivo 14 software was used to upload the selected transcripts, to ensure systematic coding and data 

organisation in the analysis process (Roberts, Dowell & Nie, 2019).  

Ethical considerations 

All participants were informed of the purpose and process of the study and provided written consent. 

Informed consent was obtained from all participants 18 years and older. All participants 18 years and 

older were informed of the purpose and methodical steps of the research before being asked to give 

their informed, written consent. For those younger than 18 years, written assent with written guardian 

consent was obtained before getting assent from the AGYW (Duby et al., 2020). An agreement of 

confidentiality was signed between the principal investigator and researcher, in order to ensure the 

confidentiality and protection of identifying information of participants, study sites and procedures. All 

interviewers including the researchers (primary and secondary analysis) were trained in qualitative 

research methods. Participants were anonymised and at low risk of being identified in this secondary 

data analysis process (Duby et al., 2020).  Ethics approval was received from the Health Research Ethics 

Committee (HREC approval REF: 771/2023, Appendix 1) at the University of Cape Town and the 

South African Medical Research Council (Protocol ID: EC036-11/2016; Protocol title: Impact 

evaluation of the Global Fund Young Women and Girls (YW&G) Intervention in ten South African 

districts, Appendix 2). 

A systematic and detailed audit trail was kept of the analysis process to increase the dependability and 

transparency of the research study, inclusive of a reflexive diary to record the researcher’s thoughts to 

reduce researcher bias (Szabo & Strang, 1997). The analysis process was documented, logical and 

traceable and any changes made were noted (Nowell et al., 2017).  
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Results 

The findings are structured according to individual, interpersonal and institutional factors which 

highlighted AGYW’s perception of and attitudes toward high school completion, retention and potential 

dropout. Direct quotations from respondents have been extracted from the transcripts and language has 

been corrected to ensure understanding.  

Individual factors 

AGYW shared multiple factors on an individual level, factors which related specifically to the 

individual respondent’s cognitive characteristics and personal experiences which either facilitated or 

hindered high school retention, completion or dropout. The findings revealed sub-themes of personal 

trauma, future oriented identities, education or knowledge acquired, poor academic performance and 

individual financial circumstances. 

Personal trauma 

At an individual level AGYW shared personal experiences of abuse outside of the school environment 

which indirectly impacted their learning and retention in high school. These individual experiences of 

trauma appeared to hinder their ability to concentrate and focus when in the classroom thus decreasing 

the likelihood of academic success and high school completion. 

…you will grow up a traumatised child and you won’t even concentrate at school.  When they 

teach, you won’t concentrate because you will be thinking about what is happening at home. 

(15 – 18 years, AGYW, MP). 

Respondents explained how these individual traumatic experiences impacted their ability to learn and 

caused personal distress with their peers which increased the likelihood of their absenteeism and poor 

attendance at high school. 

You see, the thing that can stop a girl child from going to school is a girl who grew up being 

abused, you see growing up abused maybe you were raped when you were younger, you’re 

stressed because other learners know about your ordeal, and they talk about you at school, you 

know your mind just ends up… even at school you end up just confused, you feel like they know 

everything about you at you school, and you end up not going anymore. (15 – 18 years, AGYW, 

KZN). 

Although AGYWs’ traumatic experiences made learning difficult, respondents shared the importance 

of staying in school to complete their high school education, as they envisioned a better future. Another 

subtheme which innately motivated AGYW on the individual level was a future directed identity, one 

of individual improvement and success.  
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A future directed identity 

A future directed identity, based on high school completion, was reconciled with independence and 

broader job prospects, which seemed to increase the attendance of AGYW. 

…with what I have seen is from the community, where I live, that school, is not an option, if you 

leave school tomorrow you want to be a cleaner you need to have a matric there’s no way you 

can stay at home. (15-24 years, AGYW, NW) 

AGYW equated high school education with future success and the fulfillment of personal goals, which 

appeared to motivate respondents to stay in school.  

Acquiring knowledge 

Another subtheme which respondents highlighted on the individual level was the need to acquire 

knowledge as it was expressed as a personal driving force to success. 

 …We are hungry for education… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, WC) 

Respondents also perceived education as a means to independence. 

…You need to be educated as a woman, you need to be independent. (15 – 18 years, AGYW, 

KZN) 

It also inspired respondents to strive to do better in the future. 

 …that must push you to study so that you can be there yourself and do better… (15 – 18 years, 

AGYW, WC). 

Knowledge acquired through the multi-modal HERStory intervention also appeared to shift individual 

attitudes of respondents as they shared observations of pregnant AGYW who still attended high school. 

…Okay, keeping girls in school has taught me that girls should not give up because we 

sometimes have pregnant girls here at school but they keep coming to school even though they 

are pregnant… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, EC) 

This internal dialogue highlighted that they no longer regarded adolescent pregnancy as a reason to drop 

out of school. 

…it taught us that even if you fall pregnant while you are still young or at school that doesn’t 

mean that your life is over, but you can go give birth and raise the baby for a while there is also 

a possibility that you can go back to school and continue with your studies. (15 – 18 years, 

AGYW, KZN) 
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Knowledge acquired and its links to a better future may have motivated the personal choices of AGYW 

to stay in school. Respondents shared an attitude of taking ownership of their lives and reflected on 

other AGYW who stayed out of school, which they felt could not be blamed on external circumstances. 

…that person knew that she was suppose to be in school, there was no gun or knife pointed at 

her– but it is out of her own choice... (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

Yet, other AGYW felt that factors beyond their control influenced high school retention and completion.  

Poor academic performance 

Poor academic performance, another subtheme at an individual level, seemed to steer subject choice 

and future job prospects as some performed poorly academically. Their subject choice was not based 

on personal preference but rather on poor grades, as subjects were assigned to specific classes 

(categorized alphabetically). 

The subjects that I’m also doing I do not like them, the reason I chose them was because where 

I was in C I failed. So I changed and went to E and did Geography and Tourism, in actual fact 

I liked Accounting so I can be a CA (e.g., Chartered Accountant) but because I failed accounting 

it was hard so I changed and went to E. (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

As a result, poor academic performance steered AGYW’s subject choice and appeared to increase a 

disinterest in the school curriculum and a despondency in future job prospects which did not align with 

their personal goals. 

…it’s just that when I aspire to be a doctor then I look at my results then I see that I’ll never 

make it, then you look at a another career like social work then lack in subjects again, so it’s 

challenging… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, WC) 

The challenge appeared to not be a lack of goals for the future but feeling curtailed by poor academic 

performance and a limited choice in subjects as a result. 

Financial circumstances 

Respondents reflected on their own and other AGYW’s individual financial circumstances, 

compounded with poor academic results, which may result in increased levels of learner despondency 

to stay in high school. 

Yes because others give up hope and say that at home we are poor and I myself am not clever 

to get a lot of distinctions. (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

AGYW shared that they wanted to study at tertiary level after high school completion but realized that 

their daily living expenses and family financial circumstances could prevent them from doing so, even 

with financial support in the form of bursaries. 



15 

 

…when I want to go to the University or College, even when they say it is free education, I still 

need clothes to wear, I have to eat, and where will my parent get the money for all this when 

they don’t have this. (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN). 

AGYW felt they were better off entering the workforce immediately once they completed their high 

school careers. 

…I have decided that when I finish Matric, I will take my certificate, go and look for a job… 

(15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

Multiple, multidirectional factors at an individual level appeared to influence AGYW’s perception of 

and attitudes toward high school retention, completion and potential dropout. Individual factors of 

trauma (incidents which occurred beyond the walls of the school environment) were revealed to be one 

of many factors which impacted learning and academic performance. Poor grades appeared to decrease 

subject choice and increased disinterest in schooling. It appeared to limit their future job prospects with 

no financial support for tertiary level education, fostering even greater disinterest and despondency. 

These factors were also influenced by the relationships and interpersonal interactions that AGYW had 

with individuals in their respective homes, schools and communities, which either facilitated high 

school retention, completion or dropout. 

Interpersonal Factors 

Engagement with teachers 

Interpersonal interactions with significant people in the lives of AGYW either facilitated or hindered 

high school attendance and completion. A subtheme reflected within the school environment indicated 

negative interactions with teachers which fostered thoughts of staying out of school.  

Sometimes the teachers will be like, why you sit and do nothing, you should have stayed at home 

and not come to school, and the next thing, the next following morning you will be like why [am 

I] going to school, the teacher said I might as well stay at home… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, WC) 

 

Repeated negative interactions with teachers appeared to foster absenteeism. 

I’m always absent, I’m absent because of the teacher coz I already know what they’re going to 

say… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

Derogatory remarks from teachers about AGYW’s poor academic performance also appeared to 

demotivate learners. 

…it will make you feel like not going to school like when a teacher will say to you “this thing 

that keeps on failing” that happens and you end up hating to go to school,… (15 – 18 years, 

AGYW, KZN) 
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Teachers also appeared to openly mock AGYW’s dual role and responsibilities of being both mothers 

and learners. 

…they will make joke out of that, tell you that yes it’s because you have a child… (15 – 18 years, 

AGYW, WC) 

Yet not all interactions were negative. Another subtheme within the school environment emerged which 

highlighted AGYW’s positive experiences with their teachers, which appeared to nurture and foster 

goals of high school attendance and completion. 

…like there are some teachers who wish for a better life for us and would like us to work hard 

at school and pass… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, NW) 

 Teachers were also proactive in garnering parental support for their learners. 

…they organize a meeting with parents in order to help you… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

The shared responses from AGYW indicated the strong influence teacher interactions had, both positive 

and negative, to their high school retention, completion and potential dropout. 

Engagement with Peers 

Peers appeared to be a beneficial factor which influenced high school attendance and retention. AGYW 

expressed concern when peers were absent from school. 

…We go ourselves to check up on each other when we don’t see you at school… (15 – 18 years, 

AGYW, WC) 

AGYW also highlighted the importance of the emotional support provided by fellow peers when at 

school, which appeared to foster high school attendance. 

…then here at school, there will be people around you, and at least I trust my friend so I can 

talk to her about what I went through… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, WC) 

AGYW felt that peers could also influence negative class behaviour and school attendance. 

…through peer pressure did all things such as bunking and skipping class and not going to 

school… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, EC)  

AGYW also shared how peer misbehavior impacted learning but also recognized that they also had a 

role to play in their own learning. 

…we must put all the blame to the teacher, we also play our part, some other students will come 

to school high, and they will make a noise and disturbed us …(15 – 18 years, AGYW, WC) 
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AGYW also shared that both peer and romantic relationships, whilst at school, impacted their high 

school careers.  

Engagement with boyfriends 

AGYW felt that having a boyfriend could affect high school attendance, both positively and negatively. 

…you leave going to school, and you don’t arrive because you went to your boyfriend… (15 – 

18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

AGYW expressed that a boyfriend could persuade one not to attend school. 

…a boyfriend says “baby can you come home with me” it is up to you to take your uniform 

along so that when you wake up in the morning, you can go to school… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, 

KZN) 

References made of these sleepovers at boyfriends’ homes were not only associated with poor high 

school attendance but was also linked to high rates of pregnancy in AGYW. 

…things that contribute to the high level of pregnancy is that when we leave our homes we are 

expected to be at school but we end up not reaching school… (19 – 24 years, AGYW, MP) 

Yet like peer relationships, not all romantic relationships negatively impacted high school attendance 

and school dropout, a boyfriend could also be a source of support and encouragement to complete one’s 

secondary education. 

…my boyfriend is focused and he like encouraging me because we are doing the same subjects 

at school… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, EC) 

Another important relationship which respondents felt influenced AGYW’s perception of and attitudes 

toward high school attendance and completion was AGYW’s interactions with their biological children.  

Engagement with AGYW’s biological children 

AGYW’s shared experiences of their parental responsibilities at home, which made attendance at school 

difficult. AGYW shared the difficulty in preparing for examinations, whilst raising a child. 

…it is difficult to have a child whilst you are still a student I saw it with myself. It’s difficult 

Miss, because you will find that you have an exam the following day, but your child was crying 

the whole night maybe from 00:00 to 04:00 and you have to wake up and go to school… (15 – 

18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

The dual roles and responsibilities of being both mother and learner were experienced by some AGYW. 

…the reason for my absenteeism, 1, I have 2 children, on Friday I was absent, on Monday I 

was absent and even yesterday I was absent… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 
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This dual role and responsibility may also result in embarrassment and may have been a barrier for them 

to return to school. 

…They will tell you now you are a woman. You have to go to school and finish your education, 

but as a girl, it’s more embarrassing to go to school. You looking at your peers, they not 

pregnant, they don’t have kids now when you are pregnant at a young age, you got to know 

there is a responsibility… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, EC) 

AGYW with children were also reported to dropout of high school to financially support their children, 

as a programme facilitator in the Eastern Cape noted: 

…some of them are grade 12 and they've got children and they are supporting their families 

and they don't wanna further their education because what they really need is to get money… 

(Programme Implementer, EC) 

However, the support provided by family members to AGYW, who were young mothers, may improve 

the retention and attendance of AGYW in high school, as some attested to. 

Engagement with family members 

AGYW shared positive experiences of childcare provided by family members which appeared to foster 

high school completion and retention. 

…for me what made it easy is when they took my child, they took the child to the grandmother 

so that I could come to school and further my education… (15 – 24 years, FGD, AGYW, NW) 

Parents and siblings also provided motivational support to younger siblings and daughters to stay in 

school, to complete their high school careers. Respondents shared how parents referred to siblings who 

dropped out of school as disappointments and that this motivated them not to follow suit. 

…so she encourages me to study and not be like my sisters and brothers as they did not finish 

school they dropped out early… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

Respondents also shared examples of siblings providing this advice. 

my sister always tells me “don’t be like me because I didn’t want to be in a place like this, I still 

want to live my youth but I can’t now because I have to think what are my kids going to do, 

where am I going to stay and what is my future at… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, EC) 

Learners also shared the importance of parental supervision and support to ensure AGYW were 

monitored and supervised to ensure high school completion and future success. 

…I think parents must know the child’s whereabouts, what are they doing, did they go to school, 

check their schoolbooks, work that was done at school…. (19 – 24 years, AGYW, MP) 



19 

 

A lack of support from family members was noted by some as demotivating them from study, AGYW 

seemed to want their supervision, motivation and support. 

…they don’t care about studying I can be busy on my phone until I go to bed and no one 

encourages me. (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

The interactions that AGYW have with their respective teachers, peers, boyfriends, parents, siblings 

and biological children impacted their retention, completion or potential dropout from high school. 

These engagements showcased the significant influence the interaction and bi-directional influences of 

both the micro and mesosystems on AGYW’s schooling. 

Institutional factors  

 

Institutional support 

AGYW shared their perceptions of institutional level factors relating to the school, education and the 

government institutions inclusive of business organizations in the wider community, which they felt 

could potentially influence young women’s high school retention, completion and dropout. At an 

institutional level respondents highlighted the need for increased access to educational resources, 

financial support, academic support and skills development programmes to enter the work force after 

completing high school. 

…they must make the computer labs available for everyone, not just for the students that does 

computer studies, we also need access to these facilities for research about health and our 

studies and etcetera because data is expensive for us to do this at home... (15 – 18 years, AGYW, 

EC) 

Respondents also shared the need for additional academic support from tutors. 

…They must also make tutors available for everyone, not just for those that does computer 

studies. (15 – 18 years, AGYW, EC) 

Computers and financial assistance from local business organizations were seen as factors that could 

motivate AGYW to complete their high school education and even tertiary studies 

…the Richards Bay Mall was able to help a child who was in Matric and was given a laptop so 

she knew that after matric she is covered with a bursary to further her studies. (15 – 18 years, 

AGYW, KZN)   

AGYW shared that increased access to bursaries may potentially influence high school completion. 

…guarantee bursaries when they finish school, so they are motivated knowing that at the end 

they will further their studies… (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 
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AGYW were also influenced by their current family financial circumstances. 

…the parent that I stay with is unemployed, they might not have money for me to go to the 

University, but we have passed that stage now because there are bursaries that you can apply 

for and get help... (15 – 18 years, AGYW, KZN) 

Respondents also shared that the government may be better suited to invest in skills development 

programmes to equip AGYW to enter the workforce. 

…introduce programmes for the youth. Like sports, and youth skills development centres, where 

they will use their skills to work. (15 – 18 years, AGYW, MP) 

At an institutional level, AGYW speak of greater access to resources and financial support at policy 

levels, within the educational system and beyond (with the economic sector). As well as the 

development of educational pathways of employment (post matric) for those less academically strong 

and from lower socio-economic circumstances. These AGYW’s responses also highlight context 

specific factors which either foster their retention, completion and or dropout of high school, on an 

individual, intrapersonal and institutional level.  

Discussion 

This qualitative research study seeks to understand the perceptions of high school retention, completion 

and dropout among AGYW across South Africa. The findings revealed multiple interrelated factors 

reported above at the individual, interpersonal and institutional levels and the subsequent interactions 

between levels. 

On an individual level AGYW spoke of their individual agency and intrinsic motivation to stay in 

school.  Respondents shared the choice to stay away or dropout of high school came down to the 

individual. Yet, one cannot underestimate the contextual, systemic issues nationally, which may 

influence AGYW’s choices every day, whether to stay in school or not. Having a future oriented identity 

and the inherent need to acquire knowledge in an education system weakened by poor infrastructure, 

restricted resources and inferior levels of education, many respondents shared the broader systemic 

issues at play (Hartnack, 2017; SSACI, 2024). These individual level factors to stay in school are 

comparative to studies conducted in Kenya and Ghana of AGYW, when faced with multiple context 

specific barriers to high school attendance (Oppong et al., 2022; Warrington & Kiragu, 2012).  

 

This study highlighted that trauma experienced at home may have had detrimental consequences on 

AGYW’s learning experiences in the classroom. Childhood trauma is associated with depression, 

anxiety, post-traumatic stress syndrome and behavioural issues such as attention-deficit disorder or 

hyperactivity disorder which negatively impacts academic achievement and has been shown by prior 

research to impact on school absences (Judeel & Ramhurry, 2018; Pieterse, 2015). AGYW reflected on 
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the impact of trauma on AGYW’s ability to learn and concentrate when in the classroom. Consistent 

with studies conducted in South Africa, Tanzania and Kenya of learner dropout, household conflict, 

physical and sexual assault, outside of the school environment, proved to be factors which could hinder 

high school retention and completion and academic achievement (Inglis, 2009; Rugimbana & Mwila, 

2023; Warrington & Kiragu, 2012). The increased vulnerability of AGYW to violence and trauma is 

consistent with national statistics on crime in 2019/2020 in South Africa, which indicated high rates of 

rape and assault committed against children and girls 17 years and younger (Statistics South Africa 

(Stats SA), 2024). This study highlights the need for increased psychosocial support for AGYW and 

not only academic support within the school environment, which may increase the likelihood of high 

school completion. 

 

Poor academic performance was perceived to increase the risk of high school dropout in AGYW as 

poor academic results steered subject choice at high school and not personal interest. Studies in South 

Africa have highlighted the increased risk in school absences and eventual school dropout when learners 

lose interest in the curriculum (Desai et al., 2024; Ismail, Mda & Mashiyi, 2022). Research indicates 

that learners who find subjects interesting were likely to study and apply themselves to their work than 

those who were not, which influences their decision to stay in school (Ismail, Mda & Mashiyi, 2022; 

Runhare et al., 2021). Subjects which also increased employability after high school graduation have 

also been found to increase the retention of AGYW in Tanzania, an avenue which needs to be explored 

to not only increase the retention of AGYW in South Africa but also increase their motivation to 

complete their high school careers to enter the workforce (Dejaeghere, 2018).  

 

Respondents communicated an understanding of the future benefits of completing one’s secondary 

education which included greater job prospects and goals of financial independence. Findings which 

were similar in qualitative studies of AGYW in Namibia and Tanzania (Karondo, 2018; Mason et al., 

2022). AGYW shared similar sentiments of wanting to improve their lives and wanting a better future, 

with education as the conduit (Karondo, 2018; Mason et al., 2022). Respondents also shared suggestions 

of sport and skills development programmes to be offered at school to those who were not academically 

strong, which could prepare AGYW to enter the work force once they completed their high school 

education. Worryingly, South Africa has the highest unemployment rate in the world of which 63.9% 

of the population fall within the same demographic as this study (15 – 24 years), it may be a strong 

motivating factor to advocate for alternate educational pathways for AGYW to enter the workforce after 

high school graduation (Desai et al., 2024). However, literature points to a need for a greater 

understanding of the widening skills gap in South Africa (the gap between skills training provided and 

skills required in the employment sector) (Mvunabandi et al., 2023; SSACI, 2024). Literature highlights 

that research is needed of the local labour market in South Africa to inform alternative employment 
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pathways for AGYW (Mvunabandi et al., 2023). Which will not only contextualise training and narrow 

the skills gap but increase the employability of these young women (Mvunabandi et al., 2023).  

 

Beneficiaries of the HERStory intervention also shared their observations of fellow AGYW, the 

knowledge acquired by their participation in the multimodal intervention saw pregnant AGYW choose 

to stay in school. Authors Mason (2022), Santelli et. al (2015) and Lewis et.al (2022) highlighted the 

benefits of the school environment when AGYW have increased access to health information and 

education as it provides a protective barrier to sexually transmitted disease and pregnancy and 

empowered young women with knowledge. Similar to pregnant learners in the Eastern Cape in South 

Africa, who returned to school after childbirth due to a greater awareness of their right to education 

which may have motivated high school return and completion (Jochim et al., 2023). 

 

Some respondents also shared their demotivation when reflecting on their individual financial 

circumstances and the lack of opportunity to study further at tertiary level, once their high school 

education was completed.  In previous studies, poverty was highlighted as a major factor which 

increased the likelihood of school dropout of young women (Chaponda, 2016; Karondo, 2018). This 

study may also highlight that the lack of money to study further may also be a contributing factor to 

school absences and potential school dropout in high school, as it could increase levels of despondency 

whilst at school, if tertiary level education was not a viable option for them. As several barriers to 

education intersect (gender, family socio-economic status and an urban/rural geographical bias), 

AGYW face greater barriers to high-school retention and completion, especially young women who 

live in rural areas who may struggle to access well-resourced schools, better learning environments and 

tertiary level education (Baxter, Novy‐Marx & D'Angelo, 2022). 

 

Parental support and involvement strengthen learner engagement and academic performance (Inglis, 

2009; Mnguni, 2014; Robertson, Cassity & Kunkwenzu, 2017). Studies in South Africa have 

highlighted the importance of supportive parent-adolescent relationships which fosters high school 

retention of both male and female adolescent learners, referencing a lack of supervision and parental 

involvement as neglect, which lead to increased despondency of learners with a greater likelihood of 

school dropout (Desai et al., 2024; Ismail, Mda & Mashiyi, 2022; Judeel & Ramhurry, 2018). Consistent 

with respondents in this study, parental emotional support and involvement, inclusive of siblings, may 

deter AGYW from dropping out of school. As corroborated in other developing countries such as 

Uganda and Tanzania which highlighted the importance of family support as it not only increased 

learner motivation but also parent-teacher involvement (Rugimbana & Mwila, 2023; Santelli et al., 

2015). As shared in this study teachers inspired AGYW to stay in school and sought ways to support 

them, which is indicative of having a greater understanding of AGYW’s challenges outside of the 

classroom environment, as other studies in Africa of positive learner-teacher experiences have indicated 
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(Oppong et al., 2022; Warrington & Kiragu, 2012). This study therefore highlights the importance of 

teachers not solely focusing on academic performance alone but to be informed and to find ways to 

support AGYW to overcome multiple barriers to high school retention and completion. 

 

As research indicates peer support and acceptance becomes increasingly strong in this developmental 

stage (Martinot et al., 2022).  Not surprisingly peers of AGYW in this study appeared to provide a much 

needed social and emotional safety-net when fellow learners were absent from school, which they 

would not otherwise access outside of the school environment, which may foster high school retention. 

However, the negative aspects of peer influence cannot be dismissed as mentioned by respondents, 

which could lead to increased school absences and or dropping out of school, similar to studies in 

Namibia, South Africa and Tanzania (Karondo, 2018; Mnguni, 2014; Shoo, 2024). Encouraging 

established peer relationships which encourage, and foster school retention and completion should be 

harnessed to mitigate and decrease school absences and dropout of AGYW. 

 

As in Kenya, respondents shared the double-edged sword of romantic relationships which either 

facilitated high school retention or hindered it (Oruko et al., 2015). Respondents shared that romantic 

relationships increased the risk of pregnancy, which is well documented as a significant cause of AGYW 

high school dropout (Amina, 2015; Karondo, 2018; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021; Weybright et al., 

2017). As a result of pregnancy and childbirth respondents in this study shared the difficulty of attending 

high school due to the dual role and responsibilities of being both a young mother and learner. Shedding 

light on the multiple barriers and responsibilities of these young mothers which may not be recognised 

and neither supported and which only perpetuates increased school absences and potential dropout. This 

study also highlighted the importance of family support when raising a child whilst still at high school 

which may foster high school retention and attendance. 

At an institutional level, AGYW shared the need for greater access to computers and academic support 

to increase high school retention and completion, inferences made by respondents were that only a 

select group of learners accessed these resources based on subject choice and academic performance. 

Poorly resourced schools not only increase barriers of retention and completion of AGYW but future 

employability, as the employment landscape changes due to digitization (Baxter, Novy‐Marx & 

D'Angelo, 2022).  Literature suggests that a lack of resources does negatively impact the retention and 

completion of AGYW in high school and therefore strategies to overcome these shortfalls, to decrease 

school absences and the potential dropout of AGYW is needed (Mackatiani, Mackatiani & Owino, 

2022). It also highlights how institutional constraints impact the individual’s employability, if they are 

forced to enter the workforce immediately after high school completion. Greater collaboration and 

investment, in both the education (infrastructure, resources, improved levels of teacher training, 

increased access to digital resources) and economic sectors (increased job market analysis) are required 
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to streamline and increase AGYW retention and completion of high school and employment post matric 

(SSACI, 2024). In the interim, a policy suggestion at this level may be resource sharing and homework 

support for AGYW at different high schools in a context specific geographical area, which was shown 

to improve the academic performance (and consequent retention) of AGYW in Limpopo (Nuamah, 

2020). However, greater flexibility within the education system and educational policy must be 

explored, recognising the complexity of the multiple barriers of retaining AGYW in school, to those 

who are often forced to leave, find employment but are eager to return (Baxter, Novy‐Marx & D'Angelo, 

2022). 

 

This study sought to provide insight into the perceptions and understanding of AGYW’s high school 

retention and dropout and the factors which influence both, yet it does not come without its limitations. 

Secondary data analysis reduces the control of researcher bias in the collection, generation, transcribing 

and recording of information in the primary data set. Questions posed in the primary collection of data 

may not have been specific enough to answer the research question and its objectives of the secondary 

data investigation. It may have curtailed a deeper level of secondary data collection, analysis and 

application of the broader theoretical framework. This may also indicate the reduced number of inputs 

for the secondary data analysis from key stakeholders, which may have added a richer exploration of 

the dataset and strengthened triangulation from different data sources. Another limitation may be the 

scope of the secondary study; qualitative data was only collected from five purposively selected South 

African districts, researchers and policy makers should be cautioned to not generalise the findings to a 

national level. However, these limitations were decreased by discussion and engagement with the 

primary researcher and co-supervisor of this secondary study (Szabo & Strang, 1997). 

 

The findings of this research study provide insight into AGYW’s understanding and perception of high 

school retention and dropout. What was clearly revealed is that AGYW value their high school 

education and expressed an understanding of the benefits of completing and graduating from high 

school for future success. Greater exploration and understanding are needed of alternate educational 

pathways for AGYW who are not academically strong but who are keen to complete their high school 

careers with goals to enter the work force. Several factors on the individual, interpersonal and 

institutional levels both hinder and facilitate AGYW’s retention and potential dropout which may 

motivate for more holistic approaches to support AGYW to stay in school and to achieve academic 

success and high school completion. Factors which increase the likelihood of increased absences and 

potential dropout require additional support beyond mere academic support. This study may add to the 

conceptualisation of multi-modal interventions in South Africa, which may be streamlined at an 

individual, interpersonal and institutional level, not only to increase the attendance, retention and 



25 

 

completion of AGYW at high school but to also increase the likelihood of better sexual health outcomes, 

as the school environment provides a protective barrier in this population group. 
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PART B: RESEARCH PROTOCOL 

A qualitative study exploring attitudes and perceptions of high school retention and dropout in 

adolescent girls and young women (AGYW) in South Africa 

Introduction 

Education is the strongest predictor of positive health outcomes for youth worldwide (Lansford et al., 

2016; Roman et al., 2022; Santelli et al., 2015; Weybright et al., 2017). Yet globally it was estimated 

that 200 million adolescents were not in school in 2018 (UNESCO, 2023). Although there are 

significant differences in school dropout rates internationally, in general, school dropout results in poor 

economic, social, psychological and physical health (Weybright et al., 2017). To date, there is a paucity 

of research to assist in the understanding of the factors which facilitate the school retention and 

completion of adolescents. 

School dropout is considered a long, incremental process of disengagement from schooling (Cham et 

al., 2014; Hartnack, 2017; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021; Runhare et al., 2021). Research reports that 

school dropout is not a once off event, nor the cause of a single risk factor but a multidimensional 

process caused by the convergence of several factors (Hartnack, 2017; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021; 

Runhare et al., 2021). Research findings show more than forty different risk factors, at the individual, 

family, school, and community levels for poor retention, which makes the process of identification and 

tracking of multiple, concurrent risk factors difficult (Hartnack, 2017). A greater understanding is 

needed about how these risk factors interact and when they converge because the process of 

disengagement does not occur in isolation (Hartnack, 2017). 

School dropout may be referred to as withdrawal from school or attrition, but simply it is those who 

have left school without obtaining the minimum qualification. In South Africa this qualification is the 

national senior certificate, written at the end of Grade 12 (Hartnack, 2017). In 2015, it was estimated 

that only 52% of the age-appropriate Grade 12 learners in South Africa remained enrolled. Most of 

those who dropped out did so in Grades 10 and 11 (Hartnack, 2017). In South Africa school dropout 

rates increase sharply after the age of 16 years (Stoner et al., 2019). High school retention and dropout 

rates have been problematic for the past decade, with statistics indicating a 50% drop in retention rates 

in South African high schools (Roman et al., 2022).  

Levels of dropout in South Africa differ significantly by race, due to the injustices of apartheid, resulting 

in severe inequality and poor standards of education (Hartnack, 2017; Sing & Maringe, 2020). There 

are also significant differences in dropout by gender (Shahidul and Karim, 2015). While some research 

studies indicate boys are more likely to dropout of school, in South Africa adolescent girls and young 

women (AGYW) are more likely to do so, especially in socio-economically disadvantaged communities 

(UNESCO, 2023, Mokoena and van Breda, 2021). Girls also dropout of school earlier when compared 

to boys, which highlights unique factors which impact AGYW differently (Shahidul and Karim, 2015). 
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Their disengagement and dropout from school is a public health concern, particularly in a country like 

South Africa where 25 percent of its AGYW, aged 15-24 years are HIV infected (Yah et al., 2020). 

School dropout poses several complex long-term challenges for female adolescents (Mokoena & van 

Breda, 2021). Literature reports several negative health outcomes for AGYW who dropout of school, 

including but not limited to, increased sexual risk behaviours, adolescent unwanted or unintended 

pregnancy, increased risk of sexually transmitted infections and HIV infections, which could result in 

morbidity or premature mortality (George et al., 2020; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021; Roman et al., 

2022; SAMRC, 2022; Stoner et al., 2019). AGYW are at a greater risk of HIV infection and other 

sexually transmitted infection (STI) due to biological, cultural, religious, socio-economic and structural 

factors which make them more susceptible to infection than their male counterparts (George et al., 2020; 

Murewanhema et al., 2022). Retention and the completion of high school will improve general health 

outcomes by reducing the risk of HIV and STI acquisition in AGYW (Stoner et al., 2017). 

Higher levels of education have shown to greatly reduce the prevalence and incidence of HIV in several 

countries in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) (Lewis et al., 2022; Santelli et al., 2015; Stoner et al., 2017; 

Zulaika et al., 2019). As a result of decreased leisure time to engage in sexual activity (Stoner et al., 

2017). Information and health education also received in school increased AGYW knowledge about 

HIV, STIs and the risk of pregnancy. The school environment also provides a protective barrier of social 

support which fosters risk reduction and avoidance (Lewis et al., 2022; Santelli et al., 2015). Therefore, 

the importance of fostering school retention and completion in AGYW to decrease poor health 

outcomes in this vulnerable population group is key (Lewis et al., 2022; Stoner et al., 2017). 

Rationale 

Historical South African research on school dropout has predominantly focused on learner performance 

and the school system at the expense of a more holistic focus on the factors which converge and 

contribute to school dropout (Hartnack, 2017). Due to the different causes of school dropout and the 

mediating factors which may increase school retention on individual, family, school and community 

levels, context specific research is required.  

Literature also revealed that recommendations are predominantly based on strategies and interventions 

from international studies which highlighted the need for a greater understanding of both phenomena 

within the South African context (Hartnack, 2017). The knowledge gap is also reflected in the lack of 

understanding of the causes of school dropout specifically in AGYW, which qualitative data may 

illuminate (Mokoena & van Breda, 2021).  

This study aims to provide a holistic understanding of the complexity of reasons of school dropout and 

retention within a small sample. Due to the increased risk of school dropout in AGYW and their 

predisposed vulnerability to poor health outcomes as a result, qualitative research is needed to 

understand their subjective experiences and the factors which influence school retention and dropout in 
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South Africa. This qualitative analysis, using a national research study, hopes to contribute to the 

knowledge gap within the South African context. 

Research question and objectives 

Aim: To understand and explore high school dropout and retention among AGYW in 5 South African 

communities. 

•To explore AGYW’s perception of and attitudes towards high school completion and dropout  

•To understand the factors that may contribute to high school retention or dropout among AGYW 

•To explore key stakeholder perceptions of factors which influence high school completion or dropout 

among AGYW 

Literature review 

The literature review below is structured according to the research aim and objectives of this study. It 

will focus on research exploring both school dropout and retention of AGYW in Africa. Although there 

is a dearth of literature on school dropout regardless of gender internationally, there is a scarcity of 

qualitative research which specifically focuses on exploring the factors that may cause school dropout 

or those facilitating school retention and completion, particularly in AGYW in Africa (Mokoena & van 

Breda, 2021). Historical literature noted the lack of qualitative data which explore and seek to 

understand the factors which foster the retention of learners in school (Hunt, 2008). The knowledge gap 

remains, qualitatively little is known of why AGYW stay in school in Africa. Yet studies reviewed have 

revealed several interrelated social, economic, school and cultural factors which converge and influence 

both retention and dropout in AGYW.  

Qualitative and quantitative research studies in Africa have reported that AGYW did not see the value 

or lacked an interest in completing their schooling, based on a subjective disconnect between student 

life and the real world (Chaponda, 2016; Oruko et al., 2015; Uche, 2013). Findings in Zambia and 

Nigeria indicated that AGYW revealed a lack of interest or found no value in completing their 

education, as they experienced a lack of access to tertiary institutions or trade schools (Chaponda, 2016; 

Uche, 2013). They saw themselves to be most likely at home even if they were academically strong 

(Chaponda, 2016). This was also indicated by parents and teachers in Malawi and Zambia who 

expressed that AGYW lost interest in their education because there were no job prospects for them to 

strive toward (Chaponda, 2016; Kamwendo, 2014). Teachers in Namibia and Zambia expressed the 

need for AGYW to be exposed to educated women in their local communities which they felt would 

motivate, inspire and retain AGYW in school for future generations and development (Chaponda, 2016; 

Karondo, 2018). 

In Kenya and Zambia, negative parental views of AGYW’s education influenced their daughters’ 

outlook and perceived value of secondary schooling, as parents placed greater value on marriage and 

viewed the education of their daughters as a waste of time and resources (Chaponda, 2016; Oruko et 
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al., 2015). This was corroborated by the AGYW, who expressed that parental views of marriage were 

more important than their education (Chaponda, 2016; Oruko et al., 2015). Yet qualitative studies 

conducted in rural Kenya with AGYW reported contradictory findings (Mason et al., 2022). There 

seemed to be a shift in attitude in recently published literature from one which was negative to a more 

positive stance on the value of education when compared to previous generations of AGYW (Mason et 

al., 2022; Oruko et al., 2015). 

Qualitative findings in Ghana and Namibia of AGYW who had dropped out regretted the decision 

(Amina, 2015; Karondo, 2018). Retrospectively they understood the value of completing their 

secondary schooling when they compared themselves to their peers, who were now employed in 

reputable professions and were able to provide for their families (Amina, 2015). AGYW felt they had 

disappointed parents, who would only provide and financially support siblings who were still in school, 

which they shared increased the retention of AGYW in school or motivated those who dropped out to 

return (Karondo, 2018).  

Qualitative and quantitative literature has revealed that poverty is the key driver of school dropout in 

AGYW in Africa. Research revealed other common risk factors and experiences of AGYW in different 

settings in Africa, but poverty seemed to be the significant underlying cause, catalysing a series of 

events and or behaviours which eventually led to school dropout (Chaponda, 2016; Karondo, 2018; 

Mason et al., 2022; Oruko et al., 2015; Shahidul & Karim, 2015; Uche, 2013). As qualitative findings 

of teachers in Namibia and Kenya revealed, the economic status of parents had the greatest influence 

on the retention of AGYW and that poverty was the leading cause of early marriage, pregnancy and 

eventual school dropout of AGYW (Karondo, 2018; Mackatiani, Mackatiani & Owino, 2022).  Linked 

to economic factors, school fees played a significant role in school dropout for girls in South Africa 

when compared to their male peers (Shahidul & Karim, 2015). Consistent with qualitative studies 

conducted in Kenya, Tanzania and Ghana, which indicated a greater likelihood of female scholars 

dropping out of high school due to school fees when compared to their male peers (Amina, 2015; Oruko 

et al., 2015; Rugimbana & Mwila, 2023; Shahidul & Karim, 2015). The impact on attendance was not 

solely on the cost of school fees but also the added financial burden of school uniforms, books and other 

essential items which respondents shared, parents could ill afford (Oruko et al., 2015; Rugimbana & 

Mwila, 2023). AGYW in Zambia and Kenya were vulnerable to becoming dependent on sexual 

transactional relationships to meet their unmet needs for essential items, namely sanitary pads, face 

cream or underwear (Chaponda, 2016; Oruko et al., 2015). Which ultimately placed them at a greater 

risk of HIV infection, pregnancy and eventual school dropout.  

 

Literature revealed that parental investment in education was gender biased, parents weighed up the 

advantages and disadvantages of educating their daughters, this was particularly evident in socio-

economically disadvantaged homes in Africa (Chaponda, 2016; Oruko et al., 2015; Shahidul & Karim, 
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2015). As an investment into parents’ future wellbeing and care, they preferred to educate their sons 

(Shahidul & Karim, 2015). As indicated in qualitative findings of AGYW in Zambia and Kenya, when 

resources were limited in households, parents would pay for their sons’ education and not their 

daughters (Chaponda, 2016; Oruko et al., 2015). Research indicated that girls took on more household 

duties and experienced increased disadvantage due to unequal gender roles which affected their school 

performance (Chaponda, 2016; Shahidul & Karim, 2015). Girls shared that they take on more household 

chores and responsibilities than boys the same age and were more likely to dropout of school 

(Chaponda, 2016).  

 

Qualitative studies in South Africa and Namibia highlighted the barriers to school completion for 

AGYW after the birth of their children (Karondo, 2018; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021). Studies 

conducted in South Africa nearly a decade ago revealed the problem of adolescent pregnancy and 

associated risk of school dropout and the subsequent barriers to school completion, with not much 

change in recent articles as indicated in the qualitative and quantitative studies conducted in 

Mpumalanga, Gauteng and the North West provinces of South Africa (Karabo & Ayiga, 2013; Mnguni, 

2014; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021).  

 

Female students also revealed other biological factors including menstruation, which increased 

absenteeism and lead to eventual school dropout in Ethiopia, Tanzania and Kenya, as frequent absences 

were a precursor to permanent dropout (Mason et al., 2022; Oruko et al., 2015; Rugimbana & Mwila, 

2023; Shahidul & Karim, 2015). 

 

School environments and teacher attitudes also played a vital role in the dropout of AGYW (Duby et 

al., 2022; Shahidul & Karim, 2015). Research in sub-Saharan Africa indicated a gender bias, teachers 

believed boys were academically stronger than their female peers, paid more attention to boys and 

viewed girls as early school leavers, who would exit the school system to marry (Kamwendo, 2014; 

Shahidul & Karim, 2015). These beliefs and behaviours toward AGYW negatively impacted their 

educational experience and thus retention and completion of school (Kamwendo, 2014; Shahidul & 

Karim, 2015). In Zambia, South Africa and Namibia, qualitative findings of AGYW revealed that 

negative, judgmental teacher attitudes caused AGYW to dropout of school (Chaponda, 2016; Karondo, 

2018; Mnguni, 2014; Mokoena & van Breda, 2021). School-related gender-based violence (GBV) also 

contributed to school dropout of AGYW, physical, verbal, emotional and psychological harassment, 

whilst at school or travelling to and from school, perpetrated by both peers and teachers in South Africa, 

Tanzania, Malawi and Kenya (Kavulu, 2013; Robertson, Cassity & Kunkwenzu, 2017; Rugimbana & 

Mwila, 2023; Tabane, 2014). School environments, a lack of privacy (if toilets were shared or to closely 

located), basic sanitation and or harassment at school caused a greater likelihood of AGYW dropping 

out of school (Mackatiani, Mackatiani & Owino, 2022; Shahidul & Karim, 2015). 
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Qualitative research conducted in South Africa highlighted the positive impact of female teachers on 

AGYW’s schooling (Inglis, 2009). Research conducted in South Africa, Namibia and Kenya revealed 

consistent findings on the importance of supportive student-teacher relationships in AGYW’s 

educational attainment (Duby et al., 2022; Karondo, 2018; Kavulu, 2013). Female teachers who acted 

as strong role models, who motivated, inspired and mentored their female scholars had a positive impact 

on the retention of AGYW in school (Karondo, 2018; Kavulu, 2013).  

In Ghana, Namibia and Kenya, AGYW voiced the need for increased awareness on the importance of 

girls’ education, specifically aimed at parents (Amina, 2015; Karondo, 2018; Warrington & Kiragu, 

2012). AGYW who had dropped out and returned to school in the Kavango West region of Namibia, 

revealed the important role parents or key individuals played in their retention, consistent with 

qualitative findings in Kenya (Karondo, 2018; Warrington & Kiragu, 2012). These adults motivated 

AGYW to continue their schooling, even under difficult circumstances. Parents who had higher 

educational levels and who understood the socio-economic advantage of high school completion, were 

also found to be more advantageous in the retention of AGYW in school (Karondo, 2018).  

Although findings from key stakeholders were varied on the factors which influence the retention and 

completion of secondary school of AGYW, a common thread was the importance of collaboration, 

parental engagement and the wider community’s support (Kamwendo, 2014; Nuamah, 2020; 

Rugimbana & Mwila, 2023). As indicated in multiple studies (qualitative and mixed) in South Africa, 

Tanzania, Zambia, Malawi, and Namibia, key stakeholders expressed the importance of community 

participation and the positive impact of collaboration with parents to increase AGYWs’ retention and 

completion of school (Chaponda, 2016; Kamwendo, 2014; Karondo, 2018; Nuamah, 2020; Rugimbana 

& Mwila, 2023).  

Theoretical Framework 

To explore the attitudes and understanding of school retention, completion and dropout in AGYW, the 

social ecological theory will be used, as it provides a holistic framework for the analysis of the study. 

This is a theory which centres on the individual, nested within concentric circles of different systems 

(Kilanowski, 2017). The theory posits that environmental factors influence an individual’s identity 

development and life choices (Wood et al., 2017). The closest influence on the individual, the 

microsystem, encompasses the direct interactions and relationships of the individual’s immediate 

surroundings. The second circle indicates the mesosystem which extends beyond immediate 

interactions but is inclusive of the direct contact the individual has at school, church and with the 

surrounding community. The outer circles represent the exosystem (of community context and social 

networks) and the macrosystem (societal, religious and cultural values). Although the outer circles do 

not have direct contact with the individual, they exert both negative and positive forces on concentric 

circles within and thus on the individual (Kilanowski, 2017). 
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The application of the social-ecological theoretical framework to this research question aims to bring a 

greater understanding of AGYW’s subjective experiences within these complex, multi-layered, 

interactive systems. As literature reports, school dropout (and presumably retention and school 

completion) is a multidimensional process which the multileveled framework of the social ecological 

theory may assist in explaining (Wood et al., 2017). 

Methodology 

This qualitative research study is nested within a larger study titled HERStory, which was an evaluation 

of a South African HIV prevention intervention for AGYW between August 2018 and March 2019 

(SAMRC, 2023). The HERStory qualitative component provided in-depth knowledge of the 

intervention’s successes and failures as well as the social contexts and lived experiences of AGYW 

between 15 and 24 years of age (Duby et al., 2020). Funded by the Global Fund, this multi-model 

intervention aimed to reduce HIV incidence, teenage pregnancy, gender-based violence, increase 

economic opportunities and retention of AGYW attending and not attending school. The comprehensive 

combination intervention included biomedical, structural and socio-behavioural components (SAMRC, 

2023). 

The different components of the intervention were aimed at specific cohorts of AGYW. The Keeping 

Girls in School (KGIS) programme was a school-based intervention directed to support and identify 

female learners (aged 14 – 18 years) who were at risk of dropping out of school early. The intervention 

provided homework support, health education, career guidance and home visits encouraging those who 

had left to return to school (Verwoerd, 2020). The Rise Young Women’s Clubs (RYWC) was an 

intervention aimed at girls aged 15 – 24 years, of AGYW in secondary school, those who had left school 

or in post-secondary education. Recipients were exposed to behaviour change counselling, life skills 

and empowerment activities (Duby et al., 2020). As well as a Teen Parenting Program, which was 

inclusive of the Child Protection Programme, Health and Welfare Jamborees and Community Dialogues 

on Gender Norms (Verwoerd, 2020). Soul Buddy Clubs, was aimed at both boys and girls aged 10 – 14 

years, which provided in school peer education. However, this cohort was not included in the qualitative 

component of the study as recipients were younger than the stipulated eligibility criteria of 15- 24 years 

of age (Duby et al., 2020).  

 

These interventions provided supportive environments for AGYW, parents and school governing 

bodies, including mass media interventions. Including HIV (Human Immunodeficiency Virus), TB 

(Tuberculosis), SRH (Sexual and Reproductive Health) services for boys at risk of abuse, victims of 

abuse and perpetrators, were provided in the specific districts too (Duby et al., 2020).  
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Study design 

The HERStory evaluation used a mixed-methods research design. Complimenting the quantitative data, 

the qualitative component provided rich interpretation and understanding of the different respondent 

experiences (SAMRC, 2023). This study seeks to further analyse the qualitative data of the national 

study, with reference to the retention, completion and or school dropout of AGYW. 

Study sites  

The qualitative component was conducted in five purposively selected South African districts, 

characterised by HIV prevalence and high rates of pregnancy, based on the geospatial mapping of HIV 

hot spots and antenatal statistics in South Africa. The provinces included the Western Cape Province 

(City of Cape Town), Mpumalanga (Gert Sibanda), Northwest (Bojanala), Eastern Cape (Nelson 

Mandela Bay) and KwaZulu Natal (Uthungulu) (Duby et al., 2020). Districts selected were a mix of 

urban, semi-urban and rural (Duby et al., 2022). 

Study population 

The study population included AGYW intervention participants and non-participants (aged 15 – 24 

years), as well as parents and caregivers of AGYW, teachers in school which implemented the 

interventions, club facilitators of both KGIS and Rise Clubs, community leaders, male peers of AGYW 

(aged 18 – 24 years), implementers of the intervention and programme designers (Duby et al., 2020). 

 

Sample 

Purposively selected, participants were sampled from selected schools within each study district (Duby 

et al., 2022). The sample consisted of 237 AGYW aged 15-24 years, 177 were in the 15-19 years age 

group and 60 were in the 20 – 24 years age group (Duby et al., 2022). Two schools within each district 

were purposively selected from a list of schools implementing the intervention, the Rise Clubs and 

KGIS programmes. As well as one out-of-school Rise Club, of AGYW currently not enrolled in schools 

(Duby et al., 2020). Key informants interviewed included 7 parents, 10 teachers, 38 male peers, 6 

community leaders, 14 intervention club facilitators and 12 intervention implementers (Duby et al., 

2020).  

 

The sample of teachers included were those who liaised with coordinators in the school-based 

intervention, as well as teachers involved in both teaching Life Orientation and in non-academic 

extracurricular activities (Duby et al., 2022). Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) were divided according 

to affiliation/membership of participants to specific clubs. As well as AGYW who were not members 

of clubs and programmes. FGD groups were also stratified according to age (15- 19 years and 10 – 24 

years). Groups were no larger than 6-10 participants and facilitated by a moderator and assistant note 

taker (Duby et al., 2020).  
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Transcripts within the larger qualitative sample will be selected by utilising the guided code reports 

used in the preliminary analysis. Transcripts are to be selected based on word/phrase searches within 

the data item which speak to the research question and the objectives such as ‘dropout’, ‘matriculate’, 

‘stay in school’, ‘go to school’, ‘leave school’, ‘finish school’ etc. These transcripts which mention 

school related issues will be analysed further. 

Recruitment 

All eligible participants were recruited by research assistants (RAs) in schools and communities within 

the respective districts. Formal letters, requesting permission to conduct the study at the school were 

sent out. Once permission was received, from the school principal, arrangements were made for 

participants to do the IDIs (In-depth Interviews) and FGDs with the relevant teacher/personnel. In the 

community, intervention implementers assisted with contact details of eligible participants. 

Arrangements were also made beforehand by the RA, to conduct the interviews outside of school with 

invited participants (Duby et al., 2020). 

Data collection procedures 

Data collection included 110 in-depth interviews (IDIs) and 32 focus group discussions (FGDs) with 

237 AGYW, 7 parents, 10 teachers, 38 male peers, 6 community leaders, 14 intervention club 

facilitators and 12 intervention implementers (Duby et al., 2020). Trained female researchers conducted 

IDIs of 20 – 40min and FGDs, 40 – 90 min in length, with respondents in English, isiZulu, isiXhosa, 

Setswana or siSwati (Duby et al., 2022). IDIs and FGDs were semi-structured, followed topic guides 

and used open ended questioning to explore respondent subjective experiences (Duby et al., 2020). Key 

issues in the topic guide which related to AGYW’s school experiences and future plans, were collected. 

These questions focused specifically on the hindrances and facilitators of AGYW retention and 

completion of high school and their perceived support (Duby et al., 2022). These included all AGYW, 

parents, teachers, male peers, implementer, community leaders and facilitator perspectives. 

 

All in-depth interviews and FGDs took place in private rooms or classrooms, usually after school or 

during break times. In the in-depth interviews, the interviewer or research assistant would first confirm 

the eligibility of the respondent and then complete the written informed consent. A unique participant 

ID number was then assigned to each enrolled participant before conducting the interview. 

Demographic forms were either administered before or after interviews (Verwoerd, 2020).  

 

Before FGD discussions began, informed consent and the administration of demographic forms were 

completed. Participants in the FGDs chose a pseudonym to ensure anonymity. Rules of conduct were 

established and discussed with participants, ensuring all participants understood operational guidelines, 

issues of confidentiality and mutual participant etiquette. FGDs were facilitated in rooms which 
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comfortably accommodated all participants and ensured that the predominant language of the group 

was spoken. The facilitator used an ice breaker to start the discussions and then followed the topic guide. 

The FGD guides were semi-structured, which accommodated rich, meaningful discussions and allowed 

the facilitator to explore and probe individual responses, which generated themes (Verwoerd, 2020).  

 

All IDIs and FGDs were audio recorded, transcribed verbatim into their original language, then 

translated into English. This 3-step process was reviewed, by the original interviewer, at each stage to 

ensure accuracy. The original language transcript remained the primary data source for cross-

referencing and checking to ensure meaning and translation was correct, once translated into English 

(Duby et al., 2020). 

Secondary data analysis 

The qualitative data will be analysed using thematic analysis, a qualitative method of analysis used to 

identify, analyse and report patterns within data. This is a flexible and iterative process which describes 

and organises data in rich detail (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 

A deductive and inductive approach in the development of a codebook will be utilised (Roberts, Dowell 

& Nie, 2019). Initial codes (applied to pieces of text in the data item) will be used during the process of 

familiarisation of the transcripts, the initial literature review and interview guides (Roberts, Dowell & 

Nie, 2019). It is this initial use of preliminary codes (a deductive approach) that provides a more focused 

and efficient analysis of the data (Roberts, Dowell & Nie, 2019). Similar codes are to be merged into 

subthemes and then broader themes, which are to be continuously added to, removed or refined, until 

no new data is generated during this process of reading and re-reading the dataset. The preliminary 

codebook will undergo several changes, refinement, and expansion, until no new codes and or 

subthemes/themes are generated into the analytical framework (Roberts, Dowell & Nie, 2019).  

 

Nvivo 14 software will be used to upload the selected transcripts, to ensure systematic coding and data 

organisation in the analysis process (Roberts, Dowell & Nie, 2019). The software will facilitate the 

clustering, comparison and sorting of codes into subthemes and eventual broader themes as they 

emerged from the data. Nvivo 14 will also facilitate the easy retrieval of data in the analysis process 

(Roberts, Dowell & Nie, 2019). 

Rigour  

All primary researchers and research assistants were female and had received extensive training on the 

study protocol, study design and research tools. Both female interviewers were experienced, qualified 

social science researchers who were fluent in the predominant languages spoken in the study sites (Duby 

et al., 2020). The secondary data analysis will be conducted by a female researcher, qualified in the 

social sciences and experienced in working with AGYW. 
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As cited by Nowell et al., (2017), Lincoln and Guba (1985) report that the trustworthiness of a study is 

based on the credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability of a study. Rigour and the 

dependability of the study will be increased by keeping a systematic and detailed audit trail of the 

analytic process (Szabo & Strang, 1997). Systematic recording of the analysis process and any changes 

to it will be recorded to increase its credibility and transparency in the analytical process (Szabo & 

Strang, 1997). This ensures that the analysis is clearly documented, logical and traceable (Nowell et al., 

2017). Confirmability will be increased by linking quotations to explanations and meanings made from 

the primary data/transcripts (Szabo & Strang, 1997). A reflexive diary or journal will be used to record 

personal bias, thoughts and feelings of the researcher, to ensure researcher bias does not influence the 

study. 

 

Triangulation of analysts and peer debriefing will take place in consultation with the qualitative 

principal investigator (who is co-supervisor) and the lead supervisor, to increase the credibility and fit 

of the research findings (Szabo & Strang, 1997). These sessions will facilitate greater understanding of 

context and decisions made as part of the primary research process.  

Data Management and data access 

A confidentiality agreement was signed by the researcher and the South African Medical Research 

Council (SAMRC), to protect the anonymity and confidentiality of the participants and study sites. All 

personal identifying codes (assigned to participants and study sites) will be safely stored in a password 

secure word document by the researcher. The researcher does not have any personal information of the 

respondents in the study. The only risk to this study is the access and viewing of electronic transcripts. 

All transcripts and folders require permission to access and or view and is securely stored in a digital 

google drive. Data will be stored until final analysis and submission of the mini-dissertation is complete. 

Ethical consideration and approval 

This is a secondary qualitative study of the HERStory study, a large mixed methods evaluative study 

of a combination HIV prevention intervention for AGYW. The primary data extracted from the 

HERStory study was approved by the South African Medical Research Council (SAMRC). Application 

for ethical approval for the current study will be processed with the University of Cape Town Health 

Sciences Faculty and the Ethics Committee for the School of Public Health and Family Medicine at the 

University of Cape Town.  

 

The HERStory study informed all participants of the purpose and process of the study, then requested 

and facilitated informed, written consent. Those younger than 18 years provided written assent only 

once their parents/guardians had signed the consent forms (Duby et al., 2020).  
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An agreement of confidentiality was signed between the principal investigator and researcher. To ensure 

the confidentiality and protection of identifying information of participants, study sites and procedures. 

The ethical risk to this study is low because it does not entail primary research and data analysis. 

Participants were anonymised and therefore at low risk of being identified in this secondary data 

analysis (Duby et al., 2020).   

 

Secondary data analysis presents a limitation in the lack of control in reducing researcher bias in the 

collection, generation, transcribing or recording of information in the primary data set. However, this 

limitation is decreased by engagement with researchers from the primary study as is intended in this 

secondary data analysis process (Szabo & Strang, 1997).  

Reimbursement 

The HERStory study provided reimbursement (supermarket voucher worth R50) and refreshments to 

all participants at interviews.Transport reimbursement was also provided to participants who had to 

make alternate transport arrangements or for those who had specially travelled in to be interviewed 

(Duby et al., 2020). 

Referrals 

If participants requested the need for psychosocial support/health care, referral was made by a private 

sector social worker, provided by the SAMRC, ensuring appropriate referral and support (Duby et al., 

2020). 

Budget and costs of current study (Secondary Analysis) 

There are no personal costs incurred for the purpose of this study. 
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