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LEARNING BRIEF
E A R L Y  W A R N I N G  S Y S T E M S  F O R  L E A R N E R  E N G A G E M E N T  

J U S T  G R A C E  N P C

OVERVIEW OF JUST GRACE

Qhubeka! Youth Development Programme 
Holistically supports learners throughout high school and into
further education, training or employment.
Phuhlisa! School Strengthening Programme 
Supports learner retention and educational attainment at five
high schools in Langa through training, as well as support for at-
risk learners such as home visits, counselling, career guidance
and life skills.
Masincedisane! Community Psychosocial Support 
Provides professional and caring support from qualified social
workers to community members.
Phakama! Youth Activation Programme 
Reignites a passion in unemployed and disengaged youth by
offering training in personal and professional development,
computer and sewing skills.

Just Grace is a community-based organisation that engages in various empowerment initiatives in Langa,
Cape Town. Their methodology is based on the premise that sustainable and meaningful change comes
from a long-term commitment to create a positive impact in a local geographic area.
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School dropout is a global dilemma that leaves a lasting impact
on a learner, their family, a community and society as a whole.
Within South Africa, learners who do not achieve their National
Senior Certificate (NSC) are more likely to experience
unemployment, receive lower wages, and as a result, experience
more economic burdens than those with an NSC . 

The Learning Trust brings light to the social return of investing in
learning by identifying how one's level of education directly
impacts one's future earnings, and as a result, how a country's
average level of education impacts its labour market and
economy. Indirectly, unemployed citizens are less likely to
prioritise nutritional health and are more likely to engage in
violent and illegal behaviour, negatively impacting the poverty
levels of an entire community. School dropout, therefore, works
as a cog in the perpetual cycle of poverty and counteracting it
should be considered a national priority.  

Because dropout results from a myriad of factors causing a
gradual disconnection with education from as early as Grade 1,
the solution to the problem is multifaceted. In this learning brief,
we will explore how Just Grace has developed Early Warning
Systems (EWS) to identify and mitigate dropout across high
schools in Cape Town's low-income community of Langa.

INTRODUCTION

South Africa is characterised by a scarcity
of high-quality education, with only 48% of
total school-aged learners being enrolled in
school by the 12th Grade (taking into
consideration those who had dropped out
or repeated a grade due to factors such as
alcoholism, pregnancy and absenteeism,
between Grade 10 and 12) . Of that 48%,
only 39% receive an NSC pass, while only
13% receive grades high enough to be
admitted into a tertiary institution .

Within the Langa community, the
Department of Basic Education (DBE)
reported that 30.4% of learners drop out
between Grade 10 and Grade 12, a rate
slightly lower than the Western Cape's rate
of 36%. 53.3% of Langa's youth between
the ages of 20 and 24 have completed their
NSC. While only about half (52.6%) of
youth between the ages of 15 and 24
attend an educational institution, only
37.6% of those writing their final exams
receive an NSC pass .
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[1] The South African National Senior Certificate (NSC) is the high school diploma and school-
leaving certificate awarded to South African students on the successful completion of the
12th Grade. Students must achieve at least 40% for all relevant subjects to receive an NSC. 
[2] Hoff, Olson & Peterson (2015). Dropout Screening & Early Warning.
https://k12engagement.unl.edu/DropoutScreening&EarlyWarning3-27-15.pdf
[3] Olivier, J. (2021). After School Programmes in South Africa: The Investment Case. (Pg17-
19). https://thelearningtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/TLT_Investment-Case-21.pdf
[4] Ibid.
[5] My Broadband. South Africa’s Real Matric Pass Rate – 39%.
https://mybroadband.co.za/news/government/334352-south-africas-real-matric-pass-rate-
39.html
[6] Ibid.
[7] Western Cape Department of Education Statistics (2017). City of Cape Town: Ward 51.
https://youthexplorer.org.za/profiles/ward-19100051-city-of-cape-town-ward-51-
19100051/
[8] Ibid.
[9] Lower quintile schools refer to schools that cater to the poorest citizens of a country. South
Africa’s schools are separated into 5 quintile groups. Quintile 1 schools cater to the country’s
poorest 20%, quintile 2 schools cater to the country’s next poorest 20% and so on, while
quintile 5 schools cater to the country’s richest 20%.
https://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/Documents/Legislation/Call%20for%20Comments/N
ATIONAL%20NORMS%20AND%20STANDARDS%20FOR%20SCHOOL%20FUNDING.p
df?ver=2008-03-05-104405-000 
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AN OVERVIEW OF EARLY
WARNING SYSTEMS AND
THEIR EFFECT ON
DROPOUT RATES IN LOWER
QUINTILE HIGH SCHOOLS

EDUCATION IN SOUTH AFRICA

Prominent causes of dropout in lower
quintile  schools include:

Disability
Inability to perform academically
Grade repetition and subsequent
demotivation
Disinterest in curriculum
Health issues
Financial pressures
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https://k12engagement.unl.edu/DropoutScreening&EarlyWarning3-27-15.pdf
https://thelearningtrust.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/TLT_Investment-Case-21.pdf
https://mybroadband.co.za/news/government/334352-south-africas-real-matric-pass-rate-39.html
https://youthexplorer.org.za/profiles/ward-19100051-city-of-cape-town-ward-51-19100051/
https://www.education.gov.za/Portals/0/Documents/Legislation/Call%20for%20Comments/NATIONAL%20NORMS%20AND%20STANDARDS%20FOR%20SCHOOL%20FUNDING.pdf?ver=2008-03-05-104405-000


 
 
 
Pregnancy
Family commitments
Violence at school
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[10] Business Tech (2020). This is the School Drop Out Rate in South Africa
https://businesstech.co.za/news/government/438509/this-is-the-school-drop-out-rate-in-
south-africa/
[11] The Western Cape Government defines School Governing Bodies (SGB) as ‘a statutory
body of parents, educators, non-teaching staff and learners (from Grade 8 or higher) who
seek to work together to promote the well-being and effectiveness of the school community
and thereby enhance learning and teaching.’ The SGB defines and actions an admissions
policy, a language policy, which religious practices the school will follow and devises a code of
conduct of disciplinary procedures for learners to abide by.
https://www.westerncape.gov.za/general-publication/school-governing-bodies-sgbs
[12] Mouton, Louw & Strydon (2012). Critical Challenges of the South African School System.
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/297722032_Critical_Challenges_Of_The_South_A
frican_School_System
[13] Ibid.
[14]Business Tech (2020). This is the School Drop Out Rate in South Africa.
https://businesstech.co.za/news/government/438509/this-is-the-school-drop-out-rate-in-
south-africa/
[15] Ibid
[16] National Income Dynamics Study (2021). Synthesis Report NIDS-CRAM Wave 4.
https://cramsurvey.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/1.-Spaull-N.-Daniels-R.-C-et-al.-2021-
NIDS-CRAM-Wave-4-Synthesis-Report..pdf
[17] Bruce, Bridgeland, Hornig Fox & Balfanz (2011). On Track For Success: The Use of Early
Warning Indicator and Intervention Systems to Build a Grad Nation.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED526421.pdf
[18] Bruce, Bridgeland, Hornig Fox & Balfanz (2013). Building a Grad Nation: Progress and
Challenge in Ending the High School Dropout Epidemic.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED542115.pdf

 
 
As a long-term implication, remote
learning might cause a rippling effect of
an unequal loss of school attendance
across socio-economic groups, with
those in upper quintile schools enjoying
better access to learning resources  .

1.
2.
3.
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Combined with a lack of parental support and stimulation, these
factors have led to a perpetuating cycle of disengaged youth and
dropout behaviour. The South African government has
responded by putting in place several initiatives and incentives
to increase learners' school attendance, including no-fee schools,
nutritional feeding schemes and providing complimentary
workbooks and stationery. These initiatives, however, have not
been sufficient to address the problem of learner disengagement
and dropout adequately.

Seen as the umbrella explanation for high dropout rates, low-
quality education is typical in lower quintile schools. Research
shows that many School Governing Bodies (SGBs)   struggle to
follow certain regulations when dealing with high volumes of
administrative data  . This is primarily due to a lack of
collaboration between principals, parents, teachers and other
members of SGBs. Inefficiencies within SGBs directly impact the
quality of education that a school provides, therefore
contributing to high dropout rates.

Community support and ownership are severely lacking in
historically disadvantaged schools. In a continuous cycle, the
community in which a school is located influences the success of
that school, while the level of education that a school provides
impacts the community. In this sense, community and parental
engagement with local schools needs to increase  .

The effect of Covid-19 on South Africa's dropout rates: 

With less time spent at school, learners are more likely to
engage in other activities that influence the use of alcohol,
drugs and the occurrence of unplanned pregnancies  .
Learners are not offered sufficient academic attention and
are more likely to repeat a grade, leading to a loss in
motivation and potential dropout  .

Further aggravating South Africa's high dropout rates, Covid-19
has forced schools to reduce personal contact and adopt a learn-
from-home methodology. While practical in many parts of the
world, remote learning has not been adopted as well across
much of the developing world, with limited parental guidance
and internet connection hindering the quality of education that
many learners receive. 

Research shows that Covid-19 has impacted dropout rates of
high-school-aged learners (Grade 10 to Grade 12) in the
following ways:

1.

2.

Civic Enterprises (2011) identifies EWS as
offering a collaborative approach that
empowers schools, learners, educators,
parents and communities to use real-time
data to identify learners at risk of dropping
out  .

The United States of America devised the
Civic Marshall Plan (CMP) to meet a
nationwide 90% graduation rate goal. The
CMP, which uses an evidence-based
methodology to address high dropout rates,
identified EWS as essential for accelerating
learner achievement, using it as a
benchmark for the country to record its
progress against dropout rates  .

LEARNER ENGAGEMENT
GLOBALLY
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https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED526421.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED542115.pdf


Just Grace's Learner Engagement
Programme was developed in response to
high dropout rates across South Africa. The
programme seeks to collaborate with
principals and teachers to identify learners
who display negative behaviour signs as
early as possible. Once at-risk learners have
been identified, Just Grace forms a
development plan for intervention in
collaboration with the learner, social
workers and guardians.

Just Grace organises and oversees
intervention activities, including group and
individual life skills sessions, counselling
sessions, group activation sessions, home
visits and parent support groups, intending
to develop community-wide engagement
with the dropout problem. 

Mental health disorders (often caused by
traumatic experiences, substance abuse
disorders, domestic violence, child abuse,
poor living conditions and economic
stresses) are highly prevalent in low-income
communities. Absenteeism from school,
which often leads to early dropout, is
heavily associated with learners who
experience mental health problems  . In
response to this, Just Grace employs
qualified social workers and offers
psychosocial support tailored to individual
learner needs.

www.justgrace.com

Case Study: In a Florida high school previously known as one
of the state's lowest-performing schools, EWS and
subsequent intervention strategies (including the
implementation of academic 'credit recovery labs' which
aimed to connect students who were off-track due to
insufficient academic credits with student mentors) were able
to reduce the number of Grade 9s at risk of dropout from
36% to 28% in one year, whilst reintegrating 75% of the
previous year's Grade 9s who were at risk of dropout  . 

[19] Sarlo, R (No date). Early Warning Systems: Moving From Reaction to Prevention.
http://www.rtinetwork.org/learn/rti-in-secondary-schools/early-warning-systems-moving-
from-reaction-to-prevention
[20] Lawrence, D. Dawson, V. Houghton, S. Goodsell, B. Sawyer, M.G. (2019). Impact of
Mental Disorders on Attendance at School.
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/0004944118823576

JUST GRACE NPC

Just Grace is a community-based organisation that engages in
initiatives that aim to empower local residents in the informal
settlement of Langa. With its core focus on providing a long-
term commitment to a defined geographical region, Just Grace
seeks to use a methodology that brings sustainable and
meaningful change to the community.

Through its Qhubeka! Youth Development Programme, Phuhlisa!
School Strengthening Programme, Masincedisane! Community
Development Programme and Phakama! Youth Activation
Programme, Just Grace offers holistic support to community
members by increasing further education, training, and
employment opportunities. This is done by supporting citizens
through the implementation of home visits, counselling, career
guidance and life skills lessons, as well as training and
development in personal and professional capacities.
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AN OVERVIEW OF JUST
GRACE'S LEARNER
ENGAGEMENT PROGRAMME

THE LEARNER ENGAGEMENT
PROGRAMME
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Education reduces poverty - If all school-aged youth left their
respective school systems with basic reading skills, there
would be a 12% drop in global poverty rates.
Education increases individual earnings - Basic education
increases one's chances of employment and one's average
earning potential by 10% for each year of schooling
completed.
Education reduces economic inequality - If education were
equal between socio-economic groups, economic inequality
would decrease by 39%.
Education fuels economic growth – If Sub-Saharan youth
received an average of one additional year of tertiary
education, the regions long-term GDP would increase by
16%.
Education promotes environmental sustainability – Basic
education teaches sustainable farming practices  .

Research states that access to quality education is central to
ending extreme poverty while increasing economic development.
With an opportunity to attend school daily, learners are kept
occupied and, as a result, are less likely to engage in illegal
behaviour, are taught fundamental social values and are
educated on the importance of nutritional health  . In this sense,
education is a catalytic force that contributes to ending extreme
poverty in all its shapes and forms.

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organisation (UNESCO) outlines five statistics regarding the
impact of education on poverty:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

The quality of education that a learner receives directly impacts
the employment opportunities they encounter and their mental
and physical health. Through its Learner Engagement
Programme, Just Grace aims to reduce the high dropout rate
experienced across the country by focusing on providing
psychosocial interventions and support to learners at risk of
dropping out. The challenge lies with engaging and motivating
youth (whether at-risk or not) to recognise the value of
education.

There is a need for a coordinated
approach to address disengagement
and absenteeism. 
Covid-19 has aggravated the issue and
will likely cause additional dropouts in
the near future.
There is a need to identify key
performance indicators (KPIs) for
dropout and set targets for reduction. 
Improved data and monitoring systems
are needed to build an EWS to track
learners moving in and out of the school
system. Real-time data is needed to
improve decision making and response
times.
Psychosocial support linked to EWS
needs to be offered to at-risk learners  .

recognised as a national problem at both
governmental and societal level. It
emphasises the importance of increasing
community ownership of the issue by
providing parents, educators and learners
with the tools they need to curtail dropout
behaviour.

In a 2020 portfolio committee meeting on
basic education, the Zero Dropout
Campaign shared the following insights and
recommendations regarding South Africa's
dropout crisis:
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Early Warning Systems in South Africa: Insights from
The Zero Dropout Campaign

The Zero Dropout Campaign is a knowledge hub that aims to
halve the national dropout rate by 2030 whilst promoting the
perception that completing one's schooling can help reduce
poverty and unemployment  .  The campaign partners with a
range of non-profit initiatives to gather research to identify
models and policies which demonstrate reduced dropout rates  .

The campaign advocates that dropout rates need to be 

[21] Speech by Villa Kulid (2014). Role of Education in Ending Extreme Poverty – Taking a
Global Lead. https://www.norad.no/en/front/about-norad/news/role-of-education-in-ending-
extreme-poverty--taking-a-global-
lead/#:~:text=Increased%20access%20to%20education%20can,of%20return%20on%20th
e%20economy.&text=Education%20also%20changes%20structures%20in%20food%20se
curity.
[22] Global Partnership (2016). 5 Ways Education Can Help End Extreme Poverty.
https://www.globalpartnership.org/blog/5-ways-education-can-help-end-extreme-poverty
[23] Zero Dropout Campaign (2021). https://zerodropout.co.za/our-campaign/
[24] Ibid.
[25] Zero Dropout Campaign: Briefing & DBE Response; With Deputy Minister (2020).
https://pmg.org.za/committee-meeting/31112/

23

22

24

25

21

https://www.norad.no/en/front/about-norad/news/role-of-education-in-ending-extreme-poverty--taking-a-global-lead/#:~:text=Increased%20access%20to%20education%20can,of%20return%20on%20the%20economy.&text=Education%20also%20changes%20structures%20in%20food%20security.
https://www.globalpartnership.org/blog/5-ways-education-can-help-end-extreme-poverty
https://zerodropout.co.za/our-campaign/
https://pmg.org.za/committee-meeting/31112/


LEARNINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS

PAGE 6

The key to Just Grace's Learner Engagement Programme is
using EWS to identify learners who show signs of
disengagement in school. EWS allow and encourage all
stakeholders in a learner's education to monitor and refer pupils
who display signs of dropout behaviour to the organisation,
which then actions individualised intervention plans. Just Grace
emphasises using a stakeholder inclusive approach and the need
to equip the entire community to be able to identify and
recognise risk factors associated with dropout behaviour.

Local and international literature define a myriad of complex and
interacting risk factors that can predict learners at risk of
dropping out. Understanding how 'push-out factors' and 'pull-
out factors' relate to one another can help one conceptualise
these risk factors better  . 

Push-out factors – A learners' experiences outside of school that
influence dropout behaviour, including family, peer and
community interactions and individual perceptions.

Pull-out factors – A learners' experiences within school
boundaries that influence dropout behaviour, including school
policies, academics, environment and curriculums.

To address the relation between behavioural and academic
issues on school dropout, the Check and Connect model was
devised to monitor the Attendance, Behaviour and Course
Performance (ABCs) of at-risk learners  . This model has been
tailored to the local context of Langa and forms a core
component of the methodology of Just Grace's Learner
Engagement Programme. 

Using Early Warning Systems in the Learner
Engagement Programme

KEY LEARNINGS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS
FROM JUST GRACE
Since 2013, Just Grace has adopted a community-inclusive
approach by working alongside learners, parents and schools to
implement its various programmes. During this time, the
organisation noted the high prevalence of school dropout in the
Langa community and identified an urgent need for intervention
programmes to address this crisis. 

Based on the organisation's experience and
in line with local and international research
on the subject, Just Grace has developed an
EWS to identify at-risk learners for
intervention. Key learnings and
recommendations based on Just Grace's
experience in implementing the programme
are discussed below.

1 - COMMUNITY-WIDE
INCLUSION

Collecting data points alone is not effective
nor sufficient for identifying learners at risk
of dropping out. Just Grace ensures that
teachers are equipped with the skills and
resources to identify at-risk learners with a
degree of accuracy. 

However, this identification process should
follow a community-wide approach,
including referrals from policymakers,
parents, social workers and clinics. In this
sense, an entire community should be able
to collaboratively identify educational risk
factors (attendance, low grades and
misbehaviour) and home risk factors
(depression, abuse and financial trouble).

The benefits of a stakeholder inclusive
approach include:

EWS are integrated into school
improvement efforts to ensure learners
have access to the correct support
resources in school.

1.

[26] Hartnack, A. (2017). Background document and review of key South African and
international literature on school dropout.
[27] Ibid.
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Teachers can collaborate with support personnel,
community-based organisations and parents to provide a full
circle of services inclusive of mentoring and psychosocial
support. 
Partnerships between public and non-profit organisations
help foster collaborative learning and engagement between
stakeholders. Such collaboration offers increased access to
group learnings and additional resources (both financial and
knowledge-based). 
Stakeholders can share knowledge. When knowledge is
exchanged across regions and schools, information can
expedite improvements for systems and procedures across
different levels.

1.
2.

3.

4.

recognise the signs of at-risk behaviour
while making it a simple process to refer at-
risk learners for intervention.

Non-profits as an essential stakeholder:

Non-profit organisations, such as Just Grace, act as an influential
base of research to plan and implement interventions across
schools that require additional resources and know-how. With a
holistic community-wide approach, Just Grace aims to equip the
entire Langa community with the know-how and ability to 

While most community referrals are

accurate, a limitation exists in

determining whether or not there

are missing referrals. This

emphasises the need for a

comprehensive risk tracking system

to be implemented at the school

level, whereby teachers and

mentors can monitor all learners for

risk factors based on day-to-day

interactions with the learners.

2 - EMPOWERMENT

[28] Quinn, C. What We’ve Learnt From Covid-19: Engaging Parents in the Learning Process.
https://nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/885336/what-weve-learnt-from-covid-19.pdf
[29] Maluleke, S.G (2014). Parental Involvement in their Children’s Education in the Vhembe
District: Limpopo.
http://uir.unisa.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10500/18814/dissertation_maluleke_sg.pdf?
sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Research shows that youth populations
perform better academically, socially and
emotionally when they have supportive
caregivers interested in their learning  .
Unfortunately, many communities in South
Africa underestimate the importance of this
relational engagement and believe that
learning should be confined within school
boundaries.

Maluleke (2014) emphasises the need for
parents to be offered training and
development to educate them on how best
to participate in their children's academic
lives. When parents are empowered with
heightened attitudes towards education,
their children are more likely to prioritise the
importance of education with their children
in the future  . 

28
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https://nt.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/885336/what-weve-learnt-from-covid-19.pdf
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Provide parents with an opportunity to be involved in SGBs
and policy-making decisions.
Communicate with parents effectively to minimise
humiliation for all parties (teachers, parents, and learners).
Host parental involvement workshops to educate parents on
how best to be empowered through their children's
education. 
Advise parents to supervise and monitor homework
completion to provide learners with a sense of educational
support. Parents should feel empowered to prevent their
children from engaging in activities that distract them from
schoolwork.
Teachers should have an engaging and supportive attitude
towards parents, making them feel welcome and 
 understood  .

Maluleke describes five activities that could increase parental
and caregiver involvement:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Just Grace has found that large-scale parent workshops,
although still important, do not always yield the same results
that smaller and more frequent parent support groups do. These
smaller groups foster personal relationships between parents
and allow guardians to actively engage with the topics
presented rather than act as recipients of knowledge. Many of
the parents who attend these groups become agents of change
in their community, advocating for more parental involvement
among other parents and thereby increasing the impact that the
groups have on the community as a whole.

EWS and subsequent intervention should be careful not to
disempower schools, teachers or parents, and rather increase
the ownership and initiative of those stakeholders. EWS should
equip caregivers to support their children through their academic
journeys whilst recognising that professional assistance is
available for more severe issues. For EWS to be effective, all
stakeholders beyond the school system (police, social workers,
clinics, parents and other community members) need to be
engaged in the process to increase community ownership of the
dropout problem. 

3 - EARLY RISK FACTOR
IDENTIFICATION

[30] Maluleke, S.G (2014). Parental Involvement in their Children’s Education in the Vhembe
District: Limpopo.
http://uir.unisa.ac.za/bitstream/handle/10500/18814/dissertation_maluleke_sg.pdf?
sequence=1&isAllowed=y
[31] Sarlo, R (no date). Early Warning Systems: Moving From Reaction to Prevention.
http://www.rtinetwork.org/learn/rti-in-secondary-schools/early-warning-systems-moving-
from-reaction-to-prevention

Early learning begets later learning,

and success begets later success.

The later in life we try to attempt to

repair early deficits, the costlier

remediation becomes…
- James Heckman (2000)

Disengagement from school is a gradual
process that encompasses reduced
academic participation, reduced
engagement in social activities and a feeling
of lack of belonging at school, starting as
early as Grade 1. Often, those at risk of
dropping out experience psychological
(including psychosocial and interpersonal)
issues in their daily lives. It is paramount
that we attempt to identify learners who
exhibit at-risk behaviours as early as
possible, as this improves the potential for
the learner to be reengaged in school to
complete their NSC in good time.

Identifying at-risk behaviour as early as
possible makes it more likely for learners to
avoid dropout entirely instead of
reintegrating them after disengagement
(which is more resource and time intensive
for all stakeholders involved). Another
benefit of early identification is that it allows 

30
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for Just Grace to use accurate data tracking systems to track
personal risk factors over time. This offers the organisation an
opportunity to gather real-life examples as research to refine
their EWS offering.

While Just Grace has an established list of risk factors to define
and identify at-risk learners, it is essential to continuously refine
this list to allow the organisation to understand which factors are
most severe at which grade levels, the catalysing factors for the
experienced behaviour, as well as identifying new risks that
have not yet been classified.

Once an at-risk learner has been identified, it is essential that a
proper intervention process is established as soon as possible
and that any intervention methods are fostered by well-trained
professionals to support learners' retention in school, their
academic performance and general wellbeing. 

Just Grace forms part of a multidisciplinary support team that
ensures learners are provided with trained mentors, councillors
and social workers in the necessary capacity. The organisation's
staff members regularly attend training and up-skilling
programmes to ensure they are kept up-to-date with the
community's needs. Many of these skilled workers are registered
with professional bodies.

In maintaining the sustainability of the organisation, Just Grace
seeks out external validation of its intervention work. The
Department of Social Development (DSD) has designated Just
Grace as an official provider of child protection services in Langa
and oversees their processes and activities by ensuring that the
initiatives are run effectively and efficiently.

The United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund
(UNICEF) calls for a 'student needs assessment' to be
undertaken once a learner has been identified as at-risk. This is
necessary to understand which intervention methods will be
most successful. UNICEF mentions the need for schools to
communicate with the learner and their family to understand
better why they are displaying at-risk signs while openly
discussing the measures that could be implemented to get the
learner back on track for success  . 

Individual life skills sessions
Counselling sessions 
Group Activation sessions
Home visits
Parent support groups

Just Grace's Learner Engagement
Programme intervention activities include:

One of the first steps in the intervention is
establishing a personalised strengths-
based development plan for the learner,
which is drawn up with input from the
learner, teacher, the parent, and any other
relevant stakeholders.

Home visits and parent support groups
provide caregivers with the parental
support to be actively engaged in their
children's academic lives. Counselling
sessions, individual life skills sessions and
group activation sessions are implemented
to help learners develop necessary soft
skills, with an overall aim of contributing to
academic and behavioural improvements.

In order for community-wide engagement
to occur, EWS need to be supported by
strong referral networks. Just Grace has
identified four critical learnings regarding
strong referral networks:

[32] UNICEF. Early Warning Systems for Students at Risk of Dropping Out.
https://www.unicef.org/eca/sites/unicef.org.eca/files/2018-
11/Early%20warning%20systems%20for%20students%20at%20risk%20of%20dropping
%20out_0.pdf

4 - INTERVENTION

5 - STRONG REFERRAL
NETWORKS ARE KEY

32

https://www.unicef.org/eca/sites/unicef.org.eca/files/2018-11/Early%20warning%20systems%20for%20students%20at%20risk%20of%20dropping%20out_0.pdf


LEARNINGS & RECOMMENDATIONS

PAGE 10

Convenience - It should not be a burden to refer someone as
at-risk, and there should be minimal paperwork and
responsibility for the person referring. For learners enrolled in
Just Grace programmes, the organisation uses biometric
scanners that allow staff to identify at-risk learners based on
poor attendance automatically. At present, this is only
implemented at a programme level, but there is an
opportunity to implement it at a school level. The referral
process for stakeholders to refer a learner to Just Grace is
quick and straightforward, ensuring that the referral
administration does not overburden the stakeholders.
Quick feedback response time - Just Grace needs to respond
to referrals as fast as possible. While maintaining privacy
and confidentiality, feedback must be provided to the referrer
within a short time frame. Feedback makes referrers feel
confident that their actions have made a tangible difference
and positive feedback has the power to give sceptical
referrers hope in the system.
Accuracy of referrals – Referrers need to provide accurate
referral data. Inaccurate referrals can lead to intervention
inefficiencies and wasted resources. At present, schools
struggle to provide up-to-date and accurate data on a
learner's caregiver information, including their contact
information and home addresses.
Acknowledgement of value - There is a strong need for
stakeholder trust in the EWS process. An EWS will not
succeed unless there is a mutual relationship of trust 

1.

2.

3.

4.

between the stakeholders and the
organisation. Just Grace has been
involved in the Langa community since
2012 and has established a relationship
of trust and respect with schools and
other institutions in the region. Part of
the requirements for trust is evidence of
value. Schools are only able to trust an
organisation that has strong evidence of
success.

6 - THE NECESSITY FOR
ACCURATE DATA SYSTEMS

[33] Bruce, Bridgeland, Hornig Fox & Balfanz (2011). On Track For Success: The Use of Early
Warning Indicator and Intervention Systems to Build a Grad Nation.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED526421.pdf
[34] Ibid.

In a research report undertaken by Civic
Enterprises and the John Hopkins
University, strong technical components,
such as data and system design, are
integral to identifying at-risk learners and
promoting learner achievement  . 

In the past, paper filing systems were
burdensome and often produced inaccurate
results and long wait times. Inaccurate data
can produce ineffective recommendations.
To address this, early warning data systems
such as the Metro Nashville system uses
built-in validation levels that allow for data
correction  . 
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Online data capturing systems should
consolidate and compile data into easy-
to-read reports and presentations to
make interventions more actionable.
Data from home visits, counselling
sessions, life skills sessions and referral
forms are collected separately and from
different sources. Just Grace's data
system automatically collates all the
required data into reports that are easy
to view and interpret, enabling the
social workers to make accurate and
timely inferences and recommendations.
Learners privacy should be respected
and protected at all times. With the
implementation of the new Protection of
Personal Information (POPI) Act,
organisations must ensure that their
data collection and storage processes
are lawful and protect the learners and
their families.

accuracy protocols. Just Grace data
systems include auto-validation fields to
detect and prevent any errors and
ensure the validity and accuracy of the
data are upheld. 

Use research-based indicators and thresholds to respond to
at-risk learners before behaviour worsens and requires more
intense interventions. Just Grace triages referrals based on
the estimated urgency, and in some programmes, allocates a
weighting to the risk factor to assist with determining an
overall threshold for intervention in both absolute and
relative terms.
Data should be recorded simply for straightforward
stakeholder interpretation.
Data should be entered by trained personnel in line with

In a DG Murray Trust (DGMT) report on the Zero Dropout
Campaign, DGMT emphasises the importance of collecting
suitable data types about schools and learners to help
organisations better understand how to design and implement
policies whilst effectively tracking one's progress  . At present,
basic data such as learner enrolment statistics and
demographics are relatively well reported. Education outcomes
data, which includes information surrounding learners' academic
progress, is increasingly well reported by the DBE. However,
behavioural data, including a learners' personal and psychosocial
wellbeing, is not currently being sufficiently reported, as this
data requires more complex and expensive data collection
systems  .

In addition to inaccuracy, an overload of information can reduce
school buy-in and community ownership. In response to this,
reporting should focus on critical research-based predictive
factors that are easy to use by teachers  .

Just Grace's experience has echoed much of the report's
findings, with the following being most important:

[35] DGMT (2019). School Dropout: What’s the Catch? https://dgmt.co.za/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/ZERO-DROPOUT-PUBLICATION-FINAL2-30.01.pdf(Pg 49).
[36] DGMT (2019). School Dropout: What’s the Catch? https://dgmt.co.za/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/ZERO-DROPOUT-PUBLICATION-FINAL2-30.01.pdf(Pg 49).
[37] Ibid.

Each Just Grace intervention programme is
monitored and evaluated according to their
own specific criteria, based on the number
of learners who attend each intervention
and their specific processes. Using
biometric scanners, Microsoft Office 365,
SharePoint, PowerBI and Microsoft Flow,
Just Grace automates data reporting so that
stakeholders can identify risk categories in
real-time and make adjustments to
intervention programmes in a timely,
accurate and complete manner.

These advanced software tools reduce the
need for manual data entry and save
valuable time and resources in the
intervention process, all while allowing for
input validation checks and procedures to
be performed to increase data accuracy.
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As indicated in the above learnings, EWS have proven to be a
successful methodology for dropout risk identification and
intervention strategies across a range of contexts.
Currently, many low-income schools in South Africa are failing to
capture accurate data. The result of this causes potential
inaccurate identification of at-risk learners, ineffective
intervention strategies, and wasted resources. This being said,
some schools accurately capture basic information such as
demographic information, attendance and grades. There is no
reason why these schools cannot move towards a more holistic
learner view that incorporates at-risk factors and allows for early
intervention.

It is recommended that the South Africa School Administration
System (SA-SAMS) and the DBEs Centralised Education
Management Information System (CEMIS) are redesigned to
incorporate the identification of risk factors into school data
capture systems. Individual learner data should be continuously 

captured from registration in Grade 1 and
closely monitored until school exit in Grade
12 to ensure any risk factors are identified
as early as possible.

The long-term goal is for the school system
to engage with other systems to
incorporate a more stakeholder inclusive
referral process, including referrals from
local clinics, police and the Department of
Social Development.
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