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Introduction
• The global education landscape underwent 

unprecedented disruptions due to the onset of 
COVID-19.

• Closures of residences and campuses removed 
equalising learning environments, returning 
students home.

• Institutions and students were differentially 
prepared to transition to online teaching and 
learning.

• At the end of the 2020 academic year, however, 
improved performance across the sector was 
announced.



Introduction
• Raises questions of the source of this aggregate 

improvement.
• Actual learning versus cheating, lecture leniency and/or 

content reduction?
• Differential student dropout rates?

• Today we unpack evidence on this from two papers 
from our project examining the implications of Covid-19 
for higher education inequalities in SA.

• We ask:
• What happened to student retention in 2020?
• Does aggregate improvement mask differences by prior 

performance and socio-economic status?
• Does performance in 2021 shed further light on what 

happened in 2020?
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Context



What does existing work show?

• COVID-19 impacts differ by:

• Pre-pandemic academic performance
• e.g. Ardington et al. (2021); Grewenig et al. (2021)

• Socioeconomic status (SES) and funding status
• e.g. Ardington et al. (2021); Rodríguez-Planas (2022), Lui (2021)

• Share of disadvantaged students
• e.g. Maldonado and Witte (2020) 

• Characteristics of the institution or programme
• e.g. Prudencio et al., (2023); Chambers et al. (2023) 



South African Higher Education
• System intentionally differentiated to meet the range of 

skill and knowledge requirements. 

• Activities across undergraduate and postgraduate levels 
determine classification as:
• teaching-led - University of Technology (UoT);

• comprehensive - Comprehensive University (CU), or 

• research-led - Traditional University (TU)

• Institutions also differentiated by apartheid policy 
(dis)advantage. 
• Historically disadvantaged (HD) institutions were designated to 

serve Black students, HA to serve White students

• Mergers to reconfigure a fragmented and unequal system



South African Higher Ed (HE)
• Public HE institutions shaped by: 

• structure of funding framework - the enrolment plan; 
enrolment, graduation, and research incentives,

• NSFAS policies and the share of students paying tuition fees 
directly and,

• availability of third-stream funds. 

• Relative weighting linked to institutional type and, 
continues to be aligned with historical (dis)advantage.

• Institutions thus differ in the composition of their staff 
and student bodies, their geographical location, and the 
infrastructure and the resources available in them. 

• Together, these affected institutions’ abilities to facilitate 
remote teaching and learning. 



Source: Diane Parker and Thandi Lewin, SAAIR presentation 2023

Ability of an institution to 
operate without any income. 
E.g. a ratio of 1 implies that 
the institution could operate 
for one year on its reserves. 



Share of students funded via the 
National Student Financial Aid 

Scheme (NSFAS), 2020



Response during 2020

• Although the shutdown and closure of all 
universities and residences was central, there
were no centralised guidelines or support provided.

• Many institutions:
• Provided laptops and data

• Reduced course content and submission requirements

• Extended the academic year to March 2021

• With 69% of students funded via NSFAS, the funding 
adjustments made by NSFAS in response to the 
pandemic largest centralised response in the sector.



NSFAS funding in 2020

• Living allowances were equalised across all NSFAS 
accommodation groups to R1 500 per month. 

• Tuition and accommodation was paid as before, 
without adjustments for returning home. 

• Therefore, the situation of NSFAS students in 
campus residences (both on campus and off 
campus) would have changed the most.



Data and outcome 
measures



COVID-19 & INEQUALITIES IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION

Retention Performance

National level Institution level

2020 2020 & 2021

Disaggregate effects by NSFAS status



Findings



National retention analysis
• Deciding to dropout is a plausible response to the 

hardships faced in 2020.

• Interesting question in SA context: funding and poor 
employment prospects add an additional dimension to 
this decision.

• NSFAS bursary removes the direct cost of attendance, 
but is targeted to students from lower SES households, 
those most vulnerable to hardship and limited access to 
data and devices for learning during Covid-19.

• Relative impact of Covid-19 for inequality in terms of 
retention in HE is therefore unclear.



National retention analysis
• Higher Education Management Information System 

(HEMIS) data. 
• Individual-level student data mapping student enrolment 

from 2015 to 2020. 

• Diploma and degree qualifications

• Outcome of interest: Attrition – not re-enrolling in 
subsequent year (without completed qualification).
• Dropout by the HEMIS census date 

• Differencing approach – comparison of year-specific 
attrition in 2020 compared to previous years.



Dropout rates by cohort and year 
of study







Differences by funding status
• NSFAS-funded students do not appear to have been 

more likely to attrit than their unfunded peers 
during 2020. 

• In institution-year of study combinations where an 
increase in attrition was found, the negative impact 
tends to be larger for unfunded students. 

• The experience of second years was a bit anomalous 
to this general finding. 
• Attrition decreased for unfunded students in year 2 at 9 

out of our 25 institutions, and in these instances, funded 
student attrition was either not impacted or increased. 



COVID-19 & INEQUALITIES IN HIGHER 
EDUCATION

Retention Performance

National level Institution level

2020 2020 & 2021

Disaggregate effects by NSFAS status



Performance



Performance improvements, especially 
among those in lower quartiles of first-year 
GPA

Closing performance 
gap between higher & 
lower achievers

How did this change the 
achievement gap?

2020

Reversed & grew: Finaid 
students 6.6 percentage 
points behind 

What about dropout?

20% ↑

10% ↑



2021

Q1: No impact on students not on finaid 

Q1: Finaid students – declines in performance

Growth in gap amongst most vulnerable 
students



• 2021 academic year proceeded online too

• Therefore, seems unlikely that increased 
cheating/improved assessment practices in online 
assessments was driving improvements in 2020

• Marker leniency/change in content taught 
hypotheses as drivers of the performance 
improvements in 2020…

• Aligns with the observed increase in achievement 
gap 

What do these results suggest?



• Of those entering UCT in 2021
• Some wrote NSC in 2020

• Some delayed entry and wrote NSC in earlier years

• Compare outcomes of these two groups

• Controlling for trends between these two groups in 
previous cohorts

What about incoming students?





Conclusion & Relevance
• Composition of the sector has changed

• Differential dropout

• Changing composition of UCT 2021 cohort

• Measures of improved academic performance seen 
nationally do not reflect improved learning
• Reversed in 2021 at UCT & a widening achievement gap

• HE system is strongly shaped by the students coming into it, likely 
differentially prepared – what does this mean for additional 
support? Measurement of progress?

• Performance and graduation likely to be weaker as labour 
market signals of ability and knowledge acquired?
• Expand data access & linking to better understand LM outcomes



More detail on our work:
• Whitelaw, E., Branson, N., and Leibbrandt, M. (2023). Learning in lockdown: University 

students’ academic performance during COVID-19 closures. (SALDRU Working Paper 
No. 289. Version 2).

• Branson, N., Ranchhod, V., and Whitelaw, E. (2023a). South African student retention 
during 2020: Evidence from system-wide institutional data. (SALDRU Working Paper 
No. 300). 

• Branson, N., Ranchhod, V., and Whitelaw, E. (2023b). What can we understand about 
learning loss in 2020 from university application and enrolment data? (SALDRU 
Working Paper No. 301).

• Whitelaw, E. & Branson, N. (2023). Catalyse social mobility through the success of 
students. University World News. 24 August.

• Culligan, S. (2022). Using census, institutional and geospatial data to estimate the 
socio-economic profile of post-school students by institutional type (Master’s thesis). 
University of Cape Town. South Africa

• Whitelaw, E., Culligan, S., and Branson, N. (2020). Student ability to learn at home: An 
introductory look at student access to remote learning resources.

https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11090/1021/2023_289_Saldruwp_v2.pdf?sequence=3
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11090/1021/2023_289_Saldruwp_v2.pdf?sequence=3
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/handle/11090/1034
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/handle/11090/1034
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/handle/11090/1033
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/handle/11090/1033
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20230823150131938
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20230823150131938
https://open.uct.ac.za/handle/11427/37101
https://open.uct.ac.za/handle/11427/37101
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11090/1001/2020-learn-at-home-siyaphambili.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.opensaldru.uct.ac.za/bitstream/handle/11090/1001/2020-learn-at-home-siyaphambili.pdf?sequence=1


CHALLENGING INEQUALITIES THROUGH POLICY 

RELEVANT ACADEMIC RESEARCH.
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Sidebar: The National Student 
Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS)
• Full cost of study bursary for max N+1 years.

• Includes institution-specific tuition and 
accommodation charges, and nationally-
standardised allowances to cover transport, books, 
food and off-campus accommodation.

• Since 2018, students from families with income 
below R350 000, if accepted to HE, are eligible.

• Students entering prior to 2018, eligible based on 
the previous R122 000 threshold



Composition of NSFAS funding
• NSFAS pays institution program specific tuition directly 

to institutions
• Accommodation and living allowances based on 

whether student is in: 
1. Catered residences, 
2. Non-catered residences, 
3. Private formal lease agreement and 
4. Living at home. 

• For groups 1 and 2, accommodation fees are paid
directly to the institutions, while group 3 receives the 
funds directly and is responsible for the payment. Group 
4 does not receive an accommodation allowance. 

• All students receive a living allowance, with amount 
dependent on accommodation situation.







UCT dropout rates
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