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Abstract 

Post-apartheid education funding is designed to redress past inequalities in funding and, in doing so, 

work towards providing all learners with high quality education (Schools Act, 1996). In August 

2006, new National Norms and Standards for Funding were established and the rollout of a no-

fee program initiated. The program abolishes compulsory school fees in specified schools in order 

to protect households in the least socioeconomically advantaged sections of society. From 2007, the 

Minister of Education began declaring certain public ordinary schools to be no-fee schools, with 

additional schools added each year, such that by 2011 over 80% of all public schools were 

declared no-fee schools. The rollout coincides with the first three waves of the National Income 

Dynamics Study. We geo-link each respondent's location in 2007 to administrative school data and 

combine differences in distance to a no-fee high school by location in 2007 with differences across 

cohorts that result from the timing of the program rollout. We find no discernable impact of the 

program on enrolment at 16, 17, 18 or 19 or on educational attainment and completion of secondary 

school by age 20.  
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Introduction  

There is an unresolved debate about whether school fees are beneficial in a basic education system. 

Proponents of school fees argue that fees improve parental ownership and involvement and provide 

an important resource stream to maintain education quality (Crouch 1995; Colclough 1995). The 

latter reason is the primary motivation given for user fees in developing countries where 

government revenue from a limited tax base is often insufficient to fund education in its entirety 

(Fiske and Ladd 2003). Advocates of school fee abolition view school fees as prohibitive for 

socioeconomically disadvantaged learners and argue that fees reinforce inequalities in education 

quality (Bentaouet-Kattan & Burnett 2004, Bentaouet-Kattan 2006, World Bank 2009). This is 

particularly the case in secondary school where fees can be substantial, making the decision to 

continue past primary school a large investment (World Bank 2009). 

 

Post-apartheid South Africa presents an interesting case study. While enrolment is high, completion 

of secondary school is low reflecting a history of large inequalities between schools. Inheriting a 

highly unequal education system, the post-apartheid government had the difficult  task of redressing 

the funding inequalities while attempting to improve the quality of education for all.  At the time of 

the transition, school fees were initially encouraged (SASA 1996) as a means to correct past 

funding injustices while preventing key ñopinion and decision-makersò from fleeing to the private 

sector (Crouch 1995, Colclough 1995). It was argued that given the limited public funds available, 

high user fees paid by richer communities would allow state funds to be focused on poorer 

communities. As a result, SASA (1996) and the National Norms and Standards for School Funding 

(1998) recommended that school resources be compiled from public funds allocated on a pro-poor 

funding basis with the collection of school fees. 

 

However, after a review of funding policies and fees in 2003 (Department of Education 2003), in 

2007, a fee elimination policy was rolled out in the poorest 40% of school. The no-fee policy was 

part of the Amended National Norms and Standards for School Funding (2004) where per learner 

non-personnel costs were restructured to redress inequalities in the allocation of education resources 

across provinces. The motivation was to improve meaningful access to education
1
 (Wildeman 

2008). 

 

Unlike many other African countries, enrolment, particularly until age 15 (compulsory schooling 

age), is high in South Africa. Thus enrolment was not the only or even primary reason for the 

implementation of the policy. The concept of ómeaningful accessô recognizes that while physical 

access (or enrolment) is a necessary condition for learning, it is not sufficient given resource and 

other constraints in schools [and communities] (Wildeman 2008). This is no more evident than in 

the low rates of secondary school completion in South Africa. Although about 95% enrol in grade 9 

only 50% of this cohort complete the grade 12 examinations. The no-fee policy therefore had 

potential to increase enrolment among late adolescents and, through changes in the structure of 

funding allocation, had potential consequences for actual learning.  

                                                 
1  A distinction is made between ñwhat it calls ñstructural accessò and ñmeaningful access.ò The difference is motivated by concerns 

about the unequal distribution of academic outcomes, especially for the vast majority of poor learners in South Africa. The nexus 

resources-outcomes is not trivialised, but the report makes it clear that adequate resources are a necessary condition, but by no means 

a sufficient condition to satisfying the notion of ñmeaningful access.ò Wildeman (2008) reporting on the Motala et al. (2007) 

CREATE Consortium for Research on Educational Access, Transitions and Equity: Educational Access in South Africa. 
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Our analysis focuses on the post-compulsory schooling ages, 16-19.2 We focus on late adolescents 

because dropout is highest at these ages in South Africa and the cost of secondary education is 

higher than prior grades. The analysis is based on geo-linking data from several sources to construct 

a measure of proximity to a no-fee secondary3 school for South African learners. Since a learnerôs 

access to a no-fee school was determined both by the timing and location of the rollout and whether 

they were in the applicable age range - 16 to 19 years old - we use a difference-in-differences 

strategy to measure the impact of the program. We combine differences in schooling outcomes for 

learners who lived near no-fee schools compared to those who did not, with differences across 

cohorts who were adolescents versus adults during the policy rollout. We find no significant effects 

of the program on enrolment or educational attainment.  

 

The paper contributes to the literature on the effect of school fee eliminations on enrolment in 

developing countries (see Morgan et al. 2014 for a recent review). There is growing empirical 

evidence that school fee elimination increases enrolment, particularly primary school enrolment, in 

populations with low initial enrolment. Less is known about the impact of fee elimination programs 

in countries that have high primary and early secondary enrolment, but where school completion 

remains low. The results add to the estimates of the no-fee program presented in Borkum (2012) 

and Garlick (2013). Borkum (2012) uses school level data and shows a small (2-3 percentage 

points) effect of the program on secondary school enrolment driven by the early secondary grades, 

and finds the effect to be stronger in quintile 1 schools (the poorest 20% of schools). Garlick (2013) 

finds that enrolment in South Africa is not price sensitive. Our results suggest that fee elimination in 

an environment of high enrolment and repetition is unlikely to result in higher enrolment in the 

post-compulsory schooling phase.  

 

Our analysis also contributes to discussions about the impact of school resources on educational 

outcomes in developing countries (see Glewwe et al. (2011) for a review). Many fee elimination 

programs have resulted in a reduction of educational quality, as schools struggle to maintain 

standards and are not adequately compensated for rapid increases in enrolment (Morgan et al. 

2014). We find no apparent impact, either negative or positive, of the no-fee policy on educational 

attainment or school completion in South Africa. This is in line with results from Pellicer and 

Piriano (2015) who find that while the policy encourages the marginal student to remain in school 

longer, there is no significant impact on matric pass rates. The fact that the policy was accompanied 

by large increases in per learner allocations in addition to funding and resources for school safety, 

classroom construction and school support (Wildeman 2008) but did not result in significant 

improvements in educational outcomes, suggests that resource backlogs or policy implementation 

problems may have hindered immediate improvements. On the other hand, it could also suggest that 

inequalities across schools cannot be address through pro-poor non-personnel funding alone.  

 

 

                                                 
2 Note that while the policy guidelines only stipulated that schools not charge fees to learners in the 

compulsory grades 1-9, in practice the program has been applied to all grades. We provide evidence for this 

in the table accompanying Figure 4. 
3 We include both combined and secondary schools in our definition as combined schools include a selection 

of both primary and secondary grades. 
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Background and Description of the No-fee School Program 

Enrolment, educational attainment and education funding in early post-apartheid South Africa 

Enrolment in South Africa is almost universal up until age 15 (compulsory schooling age) but 

repetition rates are high throughout the grades and failure to complete secondary school is a severe 

problem. Figure 1 presents the proportion enrolled in primary and secondary school
4
 by their age at 

1 January for males and females. It shows enrolment rates are above 95% until age 15, but drop to 

89%, 80%, 63% and 48% at ages 16, 17, 18 and 19 respectively. Figure 2 presents the proportion of 

learners enrolled in grades 9 through 12 in 2008 who had passed four grades by 2012 (pass), failed 

at least one grade by 2012 but remained enrolled (repeat) or who were not enrolled and had not 

completed matric by 2012 (dropout). A large percentage of learners repeated at least one grade in 

the four-year period. Focusing on the post-compulsory education grades i.e. grades 10 through 12, 

we see high rates of repetition and low completion rates. For example, only 40% of female and 30% 

of male learners who were enrolled in grade 9 in 2008 had completed matric by 2012 without 

repeating.  

 

Given these high levels of enrolment even in an environment of low success rates, it may seem odd 

that a school fee elimination program would be a prioritized policy. However the extreme inequality 

in the South African education system provides the key motivation. The top performing schools 

continue to serve the richest South African learners and have the highest resource levels; school 

fees exacerbate this situation.  The no-fee policy is intended to tackle this problem through pro-poor 

non-personnel funding and has been driven by a desire to provide ómeaningful accessô to all 

learners in South Africa.  

 

The policy affects both the supply and demand side of education in South Africa. On the supply 

side, the policy aims to redress past funding inequalities. As part of the apartheid
5
 regimeôs plan to 

segregate the population based on race, different education systems were established for different 

racial groups. Resources available in white schools were at one point more than ten times the 

resources assigned to black schools (Fiske & Ladd 2002). This resulted in substantially different 

quantity and quality of schooling infrastructure, teachers and learner outputs along racial lines. On 

the demand side, Figure 1 shows that while enrolment is high until grade 9, dropout increases 

substantially in the later grades with over 35% of grade 9s in 2008 no longer enrolled in school in 

2012 even though they have not completed matric. Of those who drop out, the most common 

reasons given for dropout relate to economic need: 13.2% say that they ócould not afford to stay in 

schoolô while an additional 18.3% said they ówanted to look for a jobô.
6
 

 

                                                 
4 The South African schooling system has four types of schools ï primary schools with grade 1 to at most grade 7, intermediate 

schools which provide a subset of primary and early secondary grades, combined schools which can include all grades or a subset 

thereof and finally secondary schools which are intended  provide grades from 8 to 12. Interestingly, only 60% of schools with grade 

9 continue until grade 12 signaling that learners in these schools will need to transfer schools at this critical point to further their 
education.  
5 Apartheid was a system of strictly enforced racial segregation in South Africa.  Apartheid officially ended with multi-racial 

democratic elections in 1994.  While laws no longer classify citizens by the colour of their skin, the classifications of white, 

coloured, black African, and Indian are still used in everyday conversation and are designations in surveys including the South 

African Census. 
6
 Note that the óreason not enrolledô question was poorly answered. 37% of those who are classified as dropouts do not have valid 

responses to this variable. The findings from this question are however consistent with information in the GHS 2006 data. 
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Those who do not complete secondary school are most vulnerable to becoming chronically 

unemployed and dependent on social grants (Leibbrandt et al. 2013); dropping out of school in the 

hope of finding employment is a low success strategy. The transition into post-secondary education 

and the labour market is tough and completing grade 12 provides important protection from 

unemployment and idleness. About 70% of respondents under 26 who have completed grade 10 and 

11 but are no longer enrolled in secondary school are either unemployed or out of the labour force 

(Branson et al. 2013). This compares to about 40% of those who have completed matric. 

 

The no-fee school program 

The no-fee school program forms part of the package of policies designed to redress past 

inequalities in funding and, in doing so, work towards providing all learners with high quality 

education (Schools Act 1996). The three policies integral to the South African governmentôs 

strategy to alleviate poverty and to redress the imbalances of the past are the school fee exemption 

policy, National Norms and Standards for School Funding (NNSSF) and the rollout of no-fee 

schools. 

 

The right to a basic education is enshrined in the South African constitution and the South African 

Schools Act (SASA) of 1996 makes education compulsory for all children between the ages of 7 

and 15 (or the completion of grade 9). Given that school revenue up until 2007 was comprised of 

state funds supplemented by school fees, the school-fee exemption
7
 and later the no-fee policies 

were instituted to prevent low socioeconomic learners being overly burdened by school fees.  

 

The NNSSF assigns all schools a quintile ranking based on the schoolôs neighbourhood income, 

employment rate and literacy levels calculated from the 2001 census. Schools are allocated non-

personnel expenditure budgets based on their quintile ranking, with lower quintile schools receiving 

a larger allocation per learner. Quintiles were however originally calculated within province, which 

resulted in schools of similar socioeconomic status across provinces receiving different allocations 

and reinforcing past inequalities (Wildeman 2008).  

 

In August 2006, after a review of the previous norms, new National Norms and Standards for s 

School Funding were established and the no-fee school policy was enacted in the South African 

Schooling Act (SASA). The no-fee policy abolishes compulsory school fees in specified schools in 

order to protect households in the least socioeconomically advantaged sections of society
8
. These 

schools may not charge school fees and are compensated by government via an increased allocation 

per learner. In December 2006, the Minister of Education declared 13577 (48%) public ordinary 

schools with about five million learners
9
, to be no-fee schools (No-fee schools list 2007, own 

calculations). This incorporated all learners in quintile 1 and 2 schools. Every October/December 

                                                 
7 The Exemption of Parents from the Payment of School Fees Regulations of 1998 provides guidelines to exempt, fully or partially, 

parents from the payment of fees based on their income relative to the school fee amount. In addition, from 2006, children whose 

primary caregiver receives a poverty-linked social state grant are automatically exempt from the payment of school fees. Fee-paying 

schools are not compensated for students that receive fee exemptions, and hence non-paying learners are subsidized by paying 

learners. This has resulted in low access to fee-exemptions (Hall and Monson 2006). 
8 ñNo-fee schools attract the best government funding and also receive compensatory funding in areas such as school safety, 

nutrition, classroom construction and Grade R expansion. Furthermore, government resources have also been expended to improve 

the support given to these schools.ò (Wildeman 2008:6). 
9 Quintile 1 and 2 schools are on average smaller than quintile 5 schools, thus while 49% of schools were allocated no-fee status in 

2007, this represents 42% of the learner population. 
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additional no-fee schools for the subsequent year are announced. By 2009, about 60 per cent of 

ordinary public schools, schools predominately in quintiles 1-3, were classified as no-fee schools 

and by 2011 this had increased to about 76% (20322 schools) (No-fee schools list 2011 and DoE 

EMIS data Q2 2011, own calculations).  

 

The implementation of the policy in 2007 provided those schools not charging fees a large increase 

in per learner allocations. Overall non-personnel funds increased from R3.5 billion to R6.8 billion 

between 2006 and 2008 and given the disproportional allocation to lower socioeconomic schools, 

the per learner allocation in quintile 1 and 2 schools increased the most (Wildeman 2008). Initial 

delays in funding transfers and lack of provincial-level funds (which resulted in negative deviations 

from the target allocations in some, generally poorer provinces (ibid)) meant that the full impact of 

the program on the resource base available to schools was unlikely to have been felt in 2007. By 

2008, the provinces report to have provided allocations closer to the targets (Wildeman 2008), with 

per learner allocations at R775, R771, R581, R388 and R129 for quintiles 1 through 5 respectively. 

The allocation for quintile 3 schools, R581, is viewed as the óadequacy benchmarkô or óno fee 

thresholdô and is ñwidely regarded as referring to a minimum resourcing level that should make 

possible the attainment of pre-defined learner standardsò (Wildeman 2008:53). 

 

Data and Empirical Strategy to Measure the Impact of the No-fee program on Educational 

Outcomes 

The research design is facilitated by geo-linking data on the timing and location of the no-fee 

school rollout to rich nationally representative longitudinal survey data from NIDS.  Our empirical 

specification uses proximity to a no-fee school during late adolescence as a plausibly exogenous 

measure of access to free secondary school education and estimates the impact on enrolment and 

educational attainment in post-compulsory education. Linked census data provides additional 

controls and evidence on the impact of the initiative.  

 

1. Data to geo-link no-fee rollout to NIDS 

We geo-link several datasets to implement our research design: 1) No-fee Schools lists 2007-2011, 

2) National schools lists, 3) National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) Secure Data, and 4) the 2001 

South African Census. 

 

The Department of Basic Education publishes a list of all schools that are prohibited from charging 

fees in the subsequent year with additional details about their compensation rate per learner and 

quintile ranking. While the policy was intended to be rolled out to all quintile 1 and 2 schools in 

2007 and quintile 3 schools in 2010, additional schools were added each year due to quintile 

ranking changes and special requests from schools to have their status changed (Wildeman 2008).
10

 

By using these lists of designated no-fee schools, we sidestep concerns around which schools were 

intended to be included and provide a measure of proximity to actual schools assigned no-fee status. 

National Schools list files provide GPS coordinates and the schooling phase for every public 

ordinary school in South Africa. Figure 3 shows the rollout of no-fee secondary schools between 

                                                 
10 ñHeterogeneity of households at the ward level has complicated poverty targeting and forced provinces to adopt supplementary 

measures. Supplementary measures had to be adopted because the use of an undiluted form of the national targeting approach led to 

rich and poor schools being indistinguishable. However, the adoption of supplementary measures has introduced subjectivity into the 

rankings of schools and destroyed the original intention of a nation-wide and objective ranking instrumentò (Wildeman 2008:6). 
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2007 and 2011 based on linking the no-fee database with the schools list and Table A1 provides the 

number of secondary and combined schools by no-fee status. 

 

The National Income Dynamics Study (NIDS) is a nationally representative longitudinal household 

survey of over 28,000 individuals in 7,300 households that started in 2008 and is fielded every two 

years (SALDRU 2014).  NIDS includes comprehensive education information for all respondents in 

addition to details of parental education, past schooling success and migration information over the 

respondentôs lifetime. NIDS secure data includes GPS coordinates of residence at time of interview 

as well as residency history and information on the school attended in 2007 through 2012.  

   

The first wave of NIDS took place in 2008, the year following the initial rollout of the no-fee 

schools program. However, respondents report on their enrolment and educational expenditure in 

the year preceding the survey year. As such, by wave 3, NIDS has expenditure information for the 

first year of the NFS rollout, 2007 as well as for 2009 and 2011.  

 

We define a sample of approximately 2400 NIDS respondents who were between 16 and 19 in 2007 

and therefore could have been impacted by the rollout of the no-fee program. We also construct a 

sample of 1300 who were 20 to 27 in 2007 and thus were too old during the no-fee program rollout 

to have their educational outcomes at ages 16-19 affected. This group serves as a comparison group 

in our differences strategy. Table 1 presents age eligibility based on year of birth for years 2007 

through 2012. We use the GPS of each respondentôs residence in 2007
11

 and calculate the distance 

in kilometers from residence to the nearest no-fee secondary school in 2007.
12

  We create a series of 

binary variables for whether the respondent lived within one, two, three or four kilometers from a 

no-fee school. Main results are shown for living within three kilometers of a no-fee school, given 

that the norms and standards recommend 3km as the maximum distance learners should travel to 

school each day (DPSA 2009). We also create a variable for distance to any public 

secondary/combined school in 2007. Table 2 provides the sample stratified by cohort and no-fee 

school proximity with near representing access to a school within three kilometers. 

 

Our main outcomes are enrolment at age 16, 17, 18 and 19
13

 and educational attainment and 

secondary school completion (matric) when last seen.
14

 Given that we are interested in exposure at 

a specific age in 2007 (and 2008), the sample differs by outcome measure. For example, individuals 

born in 1990 would be 17 in 2007, thus the age eligible group consists of the 1990 birth cohort for 

the enrolled at 17 outcome in 2007. Educational attainment and matric completion includes anyone 

who could have been exposed to the program between the ages of 16 and 19 i.e. anyone born 

between 1988 and 1992.  

                                                 
11 Given that the control group may have moved since completing school, restrict the control group to those who have not moved 

since late adolescence. 
12 Distances are calculated using the user-written command ógeonearô (Picard 2010): ñgeonear finds the nearest neighbors using 

geodetic distances, i.e. the length of the shortest curve between two points along the surface of a mathematical model of the earth.ò 
13 NIDS asks enrolment information from 2007 to 2012. However, given that we need information by age, we construct enrolment by 

age variables using the age at the completion of highest schooling variable. In constructing these variables we have to assume that 

respondents are enrolled continuously until the age they complete the grade they specify and that all respondents completed the final 

grade they were enrolled in. Figures A1 compare enrolment at age 16-19 by year of birth for variables constructed in NIDS versus 

information available in the GHS data. We see that NIDS estimates tend to be higher than those from the GHS, suggesting that the 

assumption that respondents are continuously enrolled is not accurate and is likely biasing our estimates upwards. However, as long 

as there has not been a change in this behavior over time, this should not affect our estimates. 
14 For educational attainment and matric completion, the sample is restricted to respondents who were seen past age 20 in Waves 1, 2 

or 3 of NIDS. 
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Finally, we link each respondent to their reported ward in 2007.  There were 3794 wards designated 

in the 2001 census.
15

  The no-fee program was rolled out to schools based on the poverty ranking of 

their surrounding community (Wildeman 2008). In most instances, this was based on the education, 

employment and income levels of the surrounding ward. We construct a set of variables describing 

these characteristics for each ward from the 2001 census. These include the proportion of the ward 

population with no schooling, primary, secondary or tertiary education, the employment rate and 

the mean household income level.
16

  These serve as pre-policy control variables. The NIDS Wave 1 

sample covered 662 wards. 

 

Empirical Strategy  

Our empirical strategy exploits the no-fee school programôs staged rollout across South Africa to 

identify the impact of changes in adolescent access to free high schooling on educational outcomes.  

We know that the geographic distribution of no-fee schools is related to neighbourhood 

socioeconomic status. However, access to free schooling depended both on location of the rollout 

and whether an individual was age eligible during the rollout. We are therefore able to compare 

outcomes for learners in each area who were and were not age-eligible for the initiative. This 

difference-in-differences strategy requires only that the timing and location of no-fee designation be 

uncorrelated with other determinants of changes in enrolment and educational attainment, once 

factors that were used in the allocation of no-fee schools are controlled for. Our cross-cohort 

comparison means that even though the program was rolled out to schools in socioeconomically 

disadvantaged areas first, identification is not threatened. Our main identifying assumption is that 

secondary schools were not chosen where trends in educational outcomes were different.   

 

First, to provide evidence that the rollout of the no-fee program had an impact on the payment of 

fees, we link schools and NIDS data to measure the proportion of learners who report not paying 

fees by fee/no-fee ward status.
17

 NIDS collects individual-level fee expenditure information and the 

name of the school attended
18

 for respondents attending school in 2007, 2009 and 2011. Figure 4 

presents the proportion of learners reporting zero fees by distance to the closest no-fee school in 

2007, 2009 and 2011, in addition to the proportion of learners in no-fee schools who are paying fees 

and the proportion of learners in fee charging schools who are not paying fees. The proportion 

reporting zero fees increases over time from 21% of all post-grade 9 learners in 2007 to 69% of 

learners in 2011. The program was intended to reach 40% of all learners in 2007 and 60% by 2011. 

The lower percentage in 2007 could signal a delay in schools implementing the program. Indeed, 

49% of learners attending schools on the no-fee list in 2007 report paying fees. We see that by 

2009, 45% of all learners report not paying fees which aligns better with the program intention, and 

by 2011 it is 69%. Figure 4 also shows that there is a strong gradient between fee payment and 

                                                 
15 Ward is the lowest publicly available census geographical unit and was used in most cases to determine the poverty ranking of 

schools based on their surrounding communities. 
16 Ward place controls include the proportion of the ward population with no income, R10-4800, R4801-9600, R9601-19200, 

R19201-38400, no schooling, some primary, secondary, tertiary and the employment rate. 
17 According to the policy, all schools within a ward were supposed to be assigned no-fee status at the same time. However, this was 

not always the case. We therefore assign wards where more than 50% of secondary schools are no-fee schools to the no-fee category, 
with the remaining wards assigned as fee paying. 
18 The name and location of the school the respondent reports attending is matched to information on the schools list (NIDS Admin 
data Waves 1-3).  
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distance to a no-fee school. By 2011, 74% of learners living within a kilometre of a no-fee school 

report not paying fees compared to 40% of learners living more than 5 kilometres from a no-fee 

school.  

 

A large percentage of learners deviate (particularly in 2007) from the expected trend, with some 

learners who live close to a no-fee school reporting that they pay fees while others living far from a 

no-fee school reporting that they do not pay fees. The table accompanying Figure 4 presents these 

statistics. The table suggests the no-fee policy was not effectively implemented in all schools in 

2007, with only 49% of learners in no-fee schools reported not paying fees (as stated above). 

However, by 2009 the implementation was well adhered to, with 85% of learners who were 

attending no-fee schools reporting not paying fees. By 2011, this figure was 89%.  

 

With regards to fee payment compliance, the opposite trend is evident. While in 2007, 81% of 

learners in fee charging schools report paying fees, this systematically drops to only 42% in 2011. 

Wildeman (2008) interviewed province representatives involved in the rollout of the no-fee 

program and one of the points mentioned related to the reduction in fee payment, especially among 

quintile 3 and 4 schools. This has led to difficulties for schools in these quintiles as their resources 

were reduced from both fee collection and the change in government allocation structure 

(Wildeman 2008, Giese et al. 2009). 

 

Next, we explore the characteristics of locations that received no-fee schools. In Table 3 we regress 

the proportion of all schools (columns 1 and 2) and secondary and combined schools (columns 3 

and 4) that are no-fee schools within a ward on 2001 ward characteristics (see footnote 16) that 

were used to rank schools into poverty quintiles and hence no-fee status. Given that the ward was 

the primary geographical region for ranking, columns 2 and 4 restrict the sample to wards where all 

the schools within the ward are either classified as fee or no-fee. Table 3 shows that the 

characteristics intended to define no-fee status explain about 40% of the assignment for all schools 

and about 46% within the secondary/combined school subset. We include the number of schools 

available in the ward to account for the fact that the program focused on authorizing existing 

schools to eliminate fees and did not constitute building new schools. As expected, given the 

programôs focus on areas of high need and low socioeconomic status, many of the coefficients are 

statistically significant. We control for all of these variables as well as other individual level 

characteristics and, through the method, unobserved time invariant characteristics, when estimating 

the impact of no-fee program. Table A presents the average values of the control variables used in 

the analysis by age eligibility and proximity to a no-fee school. 

 

Empirical Specifications 

We use a difference-in-differences strategy to examine the impact of the no-fee program on 

educational outcomes by comparing the outcomes of those exposed and not exposed to the program. 

Exposure is based on date of birth and location of respondent in 2007. Given that our educational 

outcomes are age specific (16, 17, 18 19 and 20) and the fact that the program was rolled out from 

2007, those respondents who were already older than 20 in 2007 could not have been impacted by 

the program, while younger respondents could have been exposed.
19

 Access to a no-fee secondary 

                                                 
19 This strategy is similar to the approach used by Duflo (2001) and Tanaka (2014). 
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school is defined as the respondent living within three kilometres of a no-fee secondary school in 

2007/2008. We compare outcomes of respondents too old for the program (age 20-27 in 2007) to 

those who were born in years where they could be exposed (16-19 in 2007).
20

 

 

This empirical strategy is implemented using a regression framework where we estimate equations 

of the form: 

 

ὉὨέόὸ  ὔὩὥὶὃὫὩὉὰὭὫɼὔὩὥὶ В Ὠέὦ╧ᴂ ╧ 

╧ᴂ В Ὠέὦ             (1) 

 

where ὉὨέόὸ is the educational outcome of individual Ὥ in cohort j born in area Ὧ,   is a 

constant, ὔὩὥὶ indicates whether the individualôs household was within three kilometres of a no-

fee secondary school, ὃὫὩὉὰὭὫ is a dummy indicating whether the individual is in the younger 

cohort, and Ὠέὦ are year of birth indicators. , the coefficient on our variable of interest, ὔὩὥὶ

ὃὫὩὉὰὭὫ, measures the impact of the program on the educational outcome being measured. Its 

interpretation however relies on the assumption that there are no omitted time-varying and region-

specific effects correlated with the program. We therefore include multiple controls: 8 is a vector 

of individual characteristics including population group dummies (race), parental education, age at 

which the respondent started school, grade repetition in primary school and distance to closest high 

school in 2007. 8  is a vector of characteristics used to determine a schoolôs poverty based on 

the 2001 census. We interact these with Ὠέὦ to account for potential other programs that could have 

been targeted to areas of this type, for example, the school feeding program.
21

 Finally, ɿ are 

district fixed effects and   represents an idiosyncratic error. Regressions are run for enrolment at 

16, 17 18 and 19 and educational attainment and completion of secondary school (matric) when last 

interviewed. 

 

Results 

Table 4 presents estimates from equation (1) for each of the educational outcomes. The first column 

for each outcome presents the simple difference-in-difference estimate that could otherwise be 

represented in a two-by-two table, controlling for sample clustering and robust standard errors. 

Columns 2-4 add additional controls. All controls are based on pre-policy characteristics, including 

race, parentôs education, prior school performance and district council fixed effects. All regressions 

are restricted to respondents who have access to a secondary or combined school within three 

kilometres of their household. Respondents who have moved since 2007 are excluded. The 

coefficient of interest is the interaction of living near a no-fee school and being an adolescent 

during the rollout .  is also presented for interest.  

 

None of the  coefficients are significant and many are small, suggesting that we cannot reject the 

hypothesis that learners living within 3 kilometres of a no-fee secondary school have similar 

enrolment patterns and educational attainment outcomes to those who live further from a no-fee 

                                                 
20 Note that eligibility for an age specific outcome in a particular year depends on year of birth. For example, in 2007, only those 

born in 1990 were exposed to the program at age 17. In 2008, the age eligible group would include those born in 1990 and 1991. The 
AgeElig=0 category always consists of those born between 1980 and 1987.  
21 The school feeding program does not present a problem for the initial analysis given that it was only implemented secondary 
schools as of 2010 (DBE 2009). 
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school, controlling for characteristics that confound educational outcomes. Looking across the 

columns, in most instances, the interaction coefficient decreases once year of birth indicators are 

included, increases again with the inclusion of individual characteristics and distance to a secondary 

or combined school and then drops off again in the final specification which adds ward controls and 

ὡὥὶὨὢὨέὦ interactions.   Using the final specification in column 4, it is estimated that living 

within three kilometres of a no-fee school in 2007 led to a 0.006, 0.049, -0.009, 0.072 percentage 

point increase in the likelihood of being enrolled at age 16, 17, 18 and 19 respectively. Examining a 

similar regression for those exposed in 2008 (given concerns around initial program compliance in 

2007) the estimated effects switch to -0.025, 0.046, -0.005 and -0.072. None of these estimates are 

significantly different from zero. The educational attainment and matric completion outcomes are 

similarly small (0.008 and -0.029 in 2007 and -0.07 and -0.042 in 2008) and insignificantly 

different from zero.  

 

Given that the enrolment at 17 outcome is most consistent across the 2007 and 2008 samples, we 

present different specifications for this outcome
22

. First we tested the sensitivity of the final 

specification to excluding those who lived between 3 and 4 kilometres from a no-fee high school. 

The coefficient estimate (standard error) changed to 0.043 (0.048) and 0.027 (0.04) in 2007 and 

2008 and remained insignificant. Next, we changed the access measure from 3 kilometres to 2, 1 

and 4 kilometres. The estimates changed to 0.044 (0.044), 0.062 (0.059) and 0.037 (0.043) 

respectively. While this is consistent with the intuition that the closer one lives to a no-fee school 

the higher the impact on enrolment, the estimates remain statistically insignificant. Third we 

investigated different subpopulations. For males the coefficient dropped to 0.006 (0.017) and for 

females the coefficient increased to 0.077 (0.084) and the estimate from those exposed in 2008 

became marginally significant. This suggests a 0.08 percentage point increase in enrolment at age 

17 among women who lived within 3 kilometres of a no-fee high school. Investigating the gender 

dimension on the other outcomes we found no significant results and furthermore the sign of the 

coefficient was not consistent over specifications. We investigated the impact of the program in 

urban and non-urban areas separately. The coefficient of the impact of the program on enrolment at 

17 using 2007 as the year of exposure increases to 0.112 (0.057) and is significant at the 5% 

significance level with only a small and insignificant coefficient for the non-urban subsample. 

However, when we expand the estimate to include those exposed at age 17 in 2008, the signs 

between the urban and the non-urban subsamples switch with the coefficient being large and 

significant in the non-urban sample and small and insignificant in the urban sub-sample. Last we 

changed the measure to be access to a school that continues until grade 12 and found no significant 

effects. 

 

Discussion and conclusion 

Our regression results suggest that the rollout of the no-fee program does not appear to have had a 

statistically significant impact on enrolment in post-compulsory education, educational attainment 

or secondary school completion by age 20.  

 

We do not find the lack of an impact on enrolment particularly surprising. While if asked directly 

about the reason for dropping out, respondents are most likely to put reasons of economic need 

                                                 
22 Similar investigations were done for the other educational outcomes and are available on request. 
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forward, it is widely recognised that dropping out is a cumulative process, particularly for a 

population where enrolment rates are high until the end of compulsory education. In other work 

(Branson et al. 2014) we show that prior school performance is the primary determinant of dropping 

out in South Africa, even after controlling for socioeconomic characteristics. Gustafsson (2011) 

shows that this is particularly true for post-grade 9 dropout. Thus while the elimination of fees for 

an individual at 16, 17, 18 or 19 may entice the marginal student, who is otherwise on track 

academically, to continue with their education, for many this is already too late. This is further 

confounded by the strong correlation between poor academic performance and those schools 

initially assigned no-fee status.  

 

The second reason we find these results unsurprising relates to the other pecuniary costs involved in 

education in South Africa. The World Bank (2009) review found that fee elimination without the 

reduction of other education-related expenses will have little impact on the enrolment of the poorest 

learners. That being said, South Africa is ahead of many other developing countries in terms of 

eliminating many of the non-fee school-related expenses. Physical access fairly good: 92% of the 

NIDS 2008 households have access to a secondary school within 5km of their household, 96% 

within 10 kms. Given this, most poor learners walk to school, which eliminates transport costs. In 

addition, textbooks are provided at no cost within most schools, especially those in quintile 1 and 2, 

as part of the non-personnel allocation. However, uniform costs continue to present a substantial 

cost and potential hurdle to attending school. Using NIDS data, Branson et al. (2013) show that 

average uniform costs are around R300 per annum even among the poorest learners. óOtherô costs 

also appear to have been increasing over time.  

 

A comparison of the fee levels being paid by quintile 1 and 2 learners prior to the policy rollout to 

these other pecuniary costs provides additional credence to our finding of no significant impact. 

While Fiske and Ladd (2003: 13) note that ñprincipals of schools serving poor students suggest that 

most of them face major difficulties in collecting their published fees even when they are as low as, 

say, 20 Rands per yearò, these same principals report that they were ñfortunate to collect the 

designated fee from even a majority of familiesò
23

 (Fiske and Ladd 2003:13). It is therefore unclear 

that the initial rollout of the program in 2007/2008 would have alleviated a large financial burden 

within poor households.  

 

While the policy had the potential to reduce dropout in the post-compulsory education phase, the 

primary motivation for the policy was to redress past funding inequalities and improve the quality 

of education provided to all. Educational improvement for the individual could come from two 

main dimensions. First, the fact that learners were no longer being hounded for school fees could 

have decreased absenteeism. Dieltiens and Meny-Gibert (2009) argue that the social pressure to pay 

fees has an impact on learner attendance and achievement. However, the primary mechanism of 

impact would operate through increased resources to schools. Giese et al. (2009) found that 92% of 

schools in Limpopo that were assigned no-fee status in 2007 improved their funding budget from 

prior years. Thus to the extent that non-personnel funding can be transformed into changes in 

education production, the program had potential to improve educational outcomes. 

 

                                                 
23 ñAlthough schools have the option of taking non-paying parents to court, such an approach is not worth the time and effort 

involved given the small amounts that would be realized if successful. Thus through informal realities and practices many low 
income families in poor communities may well pay little or no school fees.ò (Fiske and Lund 2003:13) 
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We find no impact of the program on educational outcomes of learners by age 20 among those first 

exposed to the program between the ages of 16 and 19 in 2007 or 2008. This suggests that while the 

non-personnel funds may have increased within these schools, this did not translate into 

improvements in educational attainment or the completion of matric. Giese et al. (2009) provide 

some suggestions for why this may be the case. First, the budgets are fairly inflexible and line 

itemised making school-specific improvements difficult. Adding the constraint that funding can 

only be allocated to non-personnel expenses (which represented only 20% of the education 

expenditure budget in 2007/2008 (OECD 2008)) means that channelling funds to improve the 

quality of education could be challenging. For example, some schools without water or electricity 

were allocated a municipal budget that could not be spent (Giese et al. 2009). Finally, given the 

backlog in school resources among schools receiving no-fee status in 2007/2008, it is possible that 

the additional resources available in 2007/2008 were not sufficient to rectify the shortages and add 

additional value to learning. Our findings are consistent with the findings of Borkum (2012), 

Garlick (2014) and Pellicer and Piraino (2015). In particular, the first two studies find no significant 

impacts of the program on grade 11 and 12 enrolment, where most learners are between 16-19. 

Borkum (2012) does find a small effect on grade 8-10 enrolment, however, our positive yet 

insignificant coefficient on enrolment at age 17 could be consistent with the enrolment in grade 10 

effect.24  Finally, white Pellicer and Piraino (2015) find a small effect on grade 10 to 12 throughput, 

they find no positive impact and possibly even a negative impact on matric completion.  

 

It is worth noting that the analysis was restricted to individuals with access to a secondary or 

combined school within 3 kilometres of their wave 1 household, around 65% of households. 

Combined schools are defined as schools that provide a range of primary and secondary grades, 

while secondary schools are restricted to secondary grades only. However, using SNAP data we 

find that only 60% of combined and secondary schools with grade 9 go all the way to grade 12.
25

 

Thus access to a no-fee high school does not necessarily entail access to school that provides the 

appropriate grade required by learners aged 16-19. We tested the sensitivity of our results to having 

access to a school that goes until grade 12 and find no significant effect of the program.  

 

 

 

  

  

                                                 
24 Borkum (2012) excludes Kwazulu Natal and North West provinces from his analysis due to data constraints. 
25 This signifies that grade 9 learners in 40% of schools are required to change schools at some point after grade 9 in order to 

complete grade 12. While most (90%) of learners had a school that goes to grade 12 within a 10 kilometre radius of their household 

in 2007, the psychological cost and potential difficulties in finding a space in a new school, especially for low achieving learners,  

could be large.  
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Tables and Figures 

Table 1: Age eligibility for the program based on year of birth 

 
Notes to Table 1: Table 1 shows the age a respondent would be between 2007 and 2012 by their year of birth. We see 

that those born after 1987 are young enough to be exposure to the no-fee program in their late teens. The green block 

presents those who form the enrolment samples while the green + blue block represents those who form the educational 

attainment and matric completion outcomes. For the later outcomes the sample is restricted to those who have could 

have been age 20 by 2012. The grey block represents those not age eligible.   

 

Table 2: Sample stratified by cohort and proximity to no-fee secondary school 

 
Notes to Table 2: The sample includes respondents who live within 3 kilometres of a combined or secondary school 

during their late teens. Thus those who have moved since their late teens are excluded from the sample. 

 

Table 3: Allocation of no-fee schools 

Year of 

birth 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Year

1992 15 16 17 18 19 20

1991 16 17 18 19 20 21

1990 17 18 19 20 21 22

1989 18 19 20 21 22 23

1988 19 20 21 22 23 24

1987 20 21 22 23 24 25

1986 21 22 23 24 25 26

1985 22 23 24 25 26 27

1984 23 24 25 26 27 28

1983 24 25 26 27 28 29

1982 25 26 27 28 29 30

1981 26 27 28 29 30 31

1980 27 28 29 30 31 32

Age 

Eligible

Not Age 

Eligible

Total

# % # %

1992 245 51% 240 49% 485

1991 239 45% 289 55% 528

1990 263 52% 242 48% 505

1989 198 46% 232 54% 430

1988 223 50% 221 50% 444

Total 1168 1224 2392

1987 164 44% 205 56% 369

1986 149 41% 216 59% 365

1985 155 45% 191 55% 346

1984 126 42% 176 58% 302

1983 131 43% 174 57% 305

1982 106 40% 159 60% 265

1981 84 39% 134 61% 218

1980 87 41% 127 59% 214

Total 534 770 1304

Age 

Eligible

Not Age 

Eligible

Year of Birth Near Far
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Notes to Table 3: The table present regressions of the proportion of schools in a ward that are classified as no-fee 

schools. Columns 2 and 4 are restricted to wards where all schools (all secondary schools) are either fee charging or no-

fee schools i.e. linear probability models are run. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1, standard errors in brackets. 

 

 

  

All wards 1/0 Wards only All wards 1/0 Wards only

Ward characteristics: (1) (2) (3) (4)

Employment rate -0.028 0.026 -0.271*** -0.278***

[0.048] [0.074] [0.053] [0.062]

Proportion with Primary -0.074 -0.663*** -0.759*** -0.920***

[0.131] [0.185] [0.142] [0.161]

Proportion with Secondary -1.906*** -2.303*** -1.806*** -1.886***

[0.078] [0.108] [0.083] [0.094]

Proportion with Tertiary -0.289 -0.491** 0.030 0.035

[0.183] [0.232] [0.195] [0.214]

Log income -0.015 -0.042* -0.038** -0.049***

[0.015] [0.022] [0.016] [0.019]

Number of schools 0.009*** 0.012*** 0.007*** 0.009***

[0.001] [0.002] [0.001] [0.001]

No schools -0.197*** -0.177***

[0.021] [0.022]

Observations 3,584 2,352 3,336 2,865

R-squared 0.404 0.439 0.428 0.428

All Schools Secondary and Combined Schools



 19 

Table 4: Regression results: the impact of the no fee school program on enrolment and educational attainment in post-compulsory education 

 
 

 

 

 

 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

2007:

Age Eligible X Near 0.045 0.025 0.021 0.006 0.007 0.010 0.018 0.049 0.036 0.019 0.012 -0.009

[0.033] [0.036] [0.033] [0.034] [0.040] [0.037] [0.038] [0.044] [0.063] [0.062] [0.061] [0.067]

Near -0.021 0.005 -0.010 0.007 -0.015 0.003 -0.015 -0.004 -0.010 -0.007 -0.037 -0.022

[0.028] [0.030] [0.027] [0.025] [0.031] [0.035] [0.028] [0.026] [0.035] [0.042] [0.032] [0.032]

Observations 2,637 2,637 2,630 2,630 2,615 2,615 2,611 2,611 2,441 2,441 2,436 2,436

R-square 0.002 0.063 0.107 0.132 0.001 0.061 0.107 0.138 0.003 0.062 0.119 0.148

2008:

Age Eligible X Near 0.007 -0.010 -0.011 -0.025 0.018 0.013 0.016 0.046 0.028 0.014 0.019 -0.005

[0.028] [0.031] [0.029] [0.035] [0.036] [0.036] [0.034] [0.037] [0.046] [0.043] [0.042] [0.050]

Near -0.020 -0.003 -0.010 0.008 -0.011 0.004 -0.009 0.003 -0.010 -0.019 -0.037 -0.023

[0.026] [0.027] [0.025] [0.024] [0.030] [0.033] [0.027] [0.026] [0.033] [0.038] [0.031] [0.031]

Observations 3,032 3,032 3,025 3,025 3,032 3,032 3,025 3,025 2,807 2,807 2,802 2,802

R-square 0.001 0.061 0.100 0.123 0.000 0.057 0.100 0.125 0.000 0.062 0.111 0.138

Control variables

Year of birth dummies No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Individual controls No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

Access to school controls No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

Ward characteristics in 2001 No No No Yes No No No Yes No No No Yes

District council FE No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Dependent variable

Enrolled at 17Enrolled at 16 Enrolled at 18
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Table 4 continued: 

 
 

 

 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

2007:

Age Eligible X Near 0.086 0.081 0.101 0.072 0.008 0.019 0.019 0.008 -0.015 -0.014 -0.014 -0.029

[0.078] [0.077] [0.071] [0.077] [0.198] [0.196] [0.196] [0.210] [0.048] [0.047] [0.047] [0.055]

Near -0.018 -0.046 -0.075** -0.044 -0.324 -0.223 -0.223 -0.074 -0.065 -0.047 -0.047 0.004

[0.040] [0.047] [0.035] [0.036] [0.206] [0.197] [0.197] [0.161] [0.042] [0.041] [0.041] [0.041]

Observations 2,197 2,197 2,192 2,192 3,829 3,829 3,829 3,829 3,829 3,829 3,829 3,829

R-square 0.005 0.093 0.158 0.190 0.009 0.070 0.070 0.112 0.011 0.066 0.066 0.122

2008:

Age Eligible X Near 0.007 -0.009 -0.015 -0.072 -0.012 -0.013 -0.013 -0.070 -0.016 -0.012 -0.012 -0.042

[0.060] [0.055] [0.052] [0.058] [0.188] [0.181] [0.181] [0.198] [0.051] [0.050] [0.050] [0.061]

Near -0.032 -0.067-0.091***-0.068** -0.371* -0.237 -0.237 -0.091 -0.069* -0.051 -0.051 0.001

[0.039] [0.043] [0.031] [0.031] [0.195] [0.187] [0.187] [0.142] [0.041] [0.042] [0.042] [0.042]

Observations 2,465 2,465 2,459 2,459 3,386 3,386 3,386 3,386 3,386 3,386 3,386 3,386

R-square 0.001 0.090 0.152 0.184 0.014 0.076 0.076 0.113 0.018 0.070 0.070 0.116

Control variables

Year of birth dummies No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Individual controls No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

Access to school controls No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes No No Yes Yes

Ward characteristics in 2001 No No No Yes No No No Yes No No No Yes

District council FE No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes No Yes Yes Yes

Dependent Variable

MatricEnrolled at 19 Educational attainment
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Notes to Table 4: Individual controls: Parental education, coloured, Indian, white and male dummies, age started school 

and repeated a grade in primary school. Access to school controls: Distance to closest secondary or combined school in 

2007, secondary or combined school within 3km of 2007 household. Ward characteristics: Ward employment rate, log 

income level, proportion with primary, secondary and tertiary, interaction of these variables with date of birth 

indicators. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1, standard errors in brackets. 

 

Figures: 

 

Figure 1: Enrolment by age in 2008, 2010 and 2012 

 
Notes to Figure 1: The figure shows the proportion of learners enrolled by age in 2008, 2010 and 2012. Data: National 

Income Dynamics Study Waves 1-3.  
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Figure 2: Transitions between 2008 and 2012 for males and females 

 
Notes to Figure 2: The figure proportion of learners enrolled in grades 9 through 12 in 2008 who had passed four grades 

by 2012 (pass), failed at least one grade by 2012 but remained enrolled (repeat) or who were not enrolled and had not 

completed matric by 2012 (dropout). 

 

 

Figure 3: Schools Declared No-fee by Year of Program Rollout 

 
Notes to Figure 3: Data from published no fee schools lists combined with SNAP and Master list data (DBE 2007-

2011) 
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