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Abstract 

Owing to rising infection rates, 70% of countries across 190 countries including South Africa closed schools within 

the same 10-day period beginning 15th March 2020, affecting 1.57 billion children and youth (Insights for 

Education, 2020). By 7th of August 2020 South African children would have lost between 25% and 57% of the 

‘normal’ school days scheduled up to that point as a result of COVID-19 school closures (depending on the grade 

of the child) (van der Berg and Spaull, 2020). This has sparked heated debate across South Africa with divided 

opinions between those who have argued it was not safe to reopen with Covid-19 cases still rising, and those who 

believed it was in children’s educational interests to be back in the school environment as soon as possible.  

While children deserve to return to school in the safest and most effective way possible, reopening schools safely 

should be largely informed by evidence of levels of infection. Such evidence is not necessarily at hand given 

difficulties in mobilising enough tests and in interpreting the data. However, observation suggests that no country 

has successfully suppressed the coronavirus by opening schools when infections were rising. Lacking conclusive 

data, the trial and error approach of reopening South African schools in early June when the virus was well 

established and with stubborn daily surges in infections, prompted the decision to close schools on 24th July and 

to reopen in August. This situation highlights how important it is to improve the available evidence base, and to 

communicate well, especially with parents. In this context it is proposed that education ministries may consider 

conducting sample surveys of schools to monitor infection rates among children and teachers as a further source 

of evidence to inform decision making and build trust with parents. 

 

Objectives: Across countries, leaders are grappling with difficult and uncertain trade-offs as they consider easing 

lockdowns. This paper explores the extent to which South Africa was able to secure children’s access to learning 

following the outbreak of the pandemic and draws lessons for the future. 

Methodology: Document review in the form of national and international situation reports, online newspapers 

triangulated with quantitative secondary analysis of COVID-19 data from the National Department of Health (SA).   

Results: Schools reopening in SA has been characterised by strong contestation between interest groups 

including education ministry, principals, teachers, teacher unions parents and civil society. There is a need to learn 

from the South African experience so far, since further closing and opening decisions may be required in the 

coming months in response to predicted ‘waves’ of COVID-19 infection. With so much still unknown, this paper 

observes that school closing and reopening in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic should be guided by evidence 

and that parents in particular must be communicated with to secure learner returns to school when deemed safe, 

to limit further sacrifice of school attendance.   

Recommendation: As education ministries formulate strategic decisions about opening schools, it is important to 

make use of relevant evidence to inform their decisions. It is equally essential for education authorities to 

communicate with parents regarding such decisions. To assist such decisions governments should conduct sample 

surveys of schools at provincial level to scan for infections after children return to school, to keep parents informed 

and to support appropriate localised decision making by school district managers. 

Theme 2: Response to, recovery from, and building back better after COVID-19 

Key words: COVID-19, Testing and Isolation, Quarantine, Schools reopening, South Africa 
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1.    INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 

 Global school closures in response to the COVID-19 pandemic have resulted in an unprecedented disruption of 

children’s education, affecting more than 90% of the world’s school population in April 2020 (Zhen-Dong et al., 

2020; Choi S-H, et al., 2020). The WHO has acknowledged that school closures and reopening have not been 

found to slow down or accelerate the trajectory of the pandemic (WHO, 2020). The best available evidence 

indicates children are not the primary drivers of COVID-19 spread in schools or in the communities (Gudbjartsson 

et al., 2020; Dorn et al., 2020; Gross, 2020). If they become infected, they are far less likely to suffer severe 

symptoms ((Zhen-Dong et al, 2020; Choi et al., 2020; Ludvigsson, 2020). By 1st July, 60% of countries had already 

set a date for school reopening (UNICEF, 2020); schools in South Africa resumed on May 6th, following a phased 

approach (Department of Education, 2020). Following the consistent rise in infections after the easing of level 4 

lockdown and the increasing number of infections reported in schools, there seemed to be conflicting perceptions 

from the public on whether schools should remain closed or not. Researchers show that the majority of South 

Africans believe schools should close for the remainder of the year (HSRC, 2020). For most lower- and middle-

income working parents, the dilemma lies in the little choice they have between sending children to school as they 

also have to go to work and staying at home. Furthermore, children in disadvantaged schools fall increasingly 

below a threshold of required achievement (Van der Berg, 2015; Spaull & Kotze, 2015). 

There is a lack of improved data and information systems to track children’s return to school and those already 

out-of-school children in South Africa, which makes it difficult to make any meaningful decisions to reopen or close 

schools. Ideally, planning school reopening should include regular testing of children, staff, and teachers, along 

with other members of students’ households. It is important to find coronavirus among children and learners since 

they may pass it on to the elderly who are epidemiologically more vulnerable. However, most Governments seem 

to be taking the preventive measures of social distancing, wearing masks, washing hands with soap and 

sanitisation in schools, without testing the children and staff on arrival (Education Insights, 2020). Due to the limited 

testing capacity in the general population, the Governments have to make decisions on schools reopening based 

on infection levels and their readiness to do so. 

Until a vaccine for COVID-19 has been developed, most Governments remain highly reliant on these non-

pharmaceutical interventions to control the spread of the pandemic and prevent health system overload 

(Chowdhury et al., 2020). The infection trajectory has been projected to peak in September, hence decisions to 

reopen schools in June were ill informed, as research shows that countries that succeeded in reopening and 

containing the virus did so two or more weeks after the peak.  By 7th of August 2020, South African children would 

have lost between 25% and 57% of the ‘normal’ school days scheduled up to that point as a result of COVID-19 

school closures (depending on the grade of the child) (van der Berg and Spaull, 2020). It is against this background 

that this paper argues that keeping children out of school is not in the best interests of the child, and advocates for 

an evidence-based reopening of schools accompanied by targeted screening and testing in schools, followed by 

contact tracing. 

Clearly, the South African trajectory of the pandemic is quite different from that of the UK, Netherlands, Spain, 

Italy, China, and reopening schools was based on models from these countries, which proved unsuccessful. Hence 

there is a need to learn about the South African experience so far, as is it possible that multiple closing and opening 

decisions will be required in the coming year in response to ‘waves’ of infection. Being out of school also increases 

the risk of teenage pregnancy, sexual exploitation, child marriage, violence and other threats (UNESCO, UNICEF, 

WFP, The World Bank, 2020). 

 1.1         Objectives 

One of the most public controversies has been about when and how to reopen schools after the pandemic 

lockdown (Jansen, 2020). Across countries leaders are grappling with difficult and uncertain trade-offs as they 
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consider easing lockdowns. This paper highlights the extent to which South Africa was ill prepared for the shocks 

on children’s learning following the outbreak of the pandemic and drawing lessons for the future. 

2.    METHODOLOGY 

(a)  To review the benefits and risks of school closures during the COVID-19 pandemic in South Africa, we 

follow and review SA Government schools gazetted reopening decisions between March 23rd and subsequent 

reopening of schools in line with the corresponding infection rates at the time the decisions were made. 

(b)  Analysis of COVID-19 daily infection data which was downloaded from the National Institute for 

Communicable Disease to show descriptive statistics and trends over the infection period (March 5th to July, 31st, 

2020). In the analysis a short-term projection is made to estimate the infection decline period versus the revised 

school calendar year. 

(c)  We complement the analysis with qualitative information from national situation reports, international 

reports and online newspaper reports on schools reopening and closing backlashes that occurred in this period.  

3.      BRIEF LITERATURE REVIEW 

Disruptions to instructional time in the classroom can have a severe impact on a child’s ability to learn. The longer 

marginalized children are out of school, the less likely they are to return. Children from the poorest households are 

already almost five times more likely to be out of primary school than those from the richest (UNESCO, 2020; 

UNICEF Framework for Opening Schools, 2020). Following the UNICEF framework, school reopening should be 

guided by the best interest of the child and overall public health considerations based on an assessment of the 

associated benefits, and risk-informed by cross-sectoral and context-specific evidence (UNICEF, 2020). As 

policymakers make decisions about their children returning to school, it is important to consider their screening, 

testing, and contact tracing, hence the focus of this paper. Available evidence indicates that if children become 

infected, they are far less likely to suffer severe symptoms (Zhen-Dong et al., 2020; Choi S-H, et al., 2020) and 

that they don’t often transmit it to others (Vogel and Couzin-Frankel, 2020). The majority of children infected by 

novel CoVs have had a documented household contact, often showing symptoms before them (Zimmermann and 

Petra, 2020). The United States reported that children and adolescents under 18 years old accounted for under 7 

percent of COVID-19 cases and less than 0.1 percent of COVID-19-related deaths (NCIRS, 2020). By June 30th, 

more than 3,000 children had been infected with the coronavirus (2%of total infections) in South Africa, and 3 

children under the age of three and seven under the age of 19 had died from Covid-19 since the pandemic hit the 

country [1 in every thousand]. 

Global opinion is divided on how fast children should be allowed to return to school after lockdown. WHO 

recommends that Governments must mobilise the best possible information about levels of infection as early as 

possible to make evidence-based decisions rather than decisions that are overly influenced by political decisions 

as the case seems to be in South Africa (WHO, 2020). Days out of school widen the gap between high-and low-

Income countries, learners in low- and lower-income countries (e.g. Malawi, Kenya) continued likely to be out of 

school the longest (Insights for Education, 2020). In Denmark, for example, after easing lockdown children up to 

age 11 were sent back to school on 15 April ((Politi, 2020), while Germany welcomed back mostly older children 

on 29 April (The Federal Government, 2020). Some Israeli schools reopened on 3 May (Cabinet office, 2020). 

When the Quebec government announced it would reopen elementary schools amid the pandemic, as cases of 

the COVID-19 virus were still on the rise, it was met with criticism from both parents and teachers alike (Montreal 

CTV News, 2020). 
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China was able to switch rapidly to online learning nationwide for all Grades 1 to 12 very quickly. It also responded 

quickly to support teachers in their new role as facilitators of online learning, including by providing online training, 

teaching strategies and examples (State Council, 2020). Not many countries can afford this approach. In the Lao 

People’s Democratic Republic, in trying to balance the risk that a prolonged school closure could have on children’s 

and young people’s learning, the Ministry of Education in consultation with the Ministry of Health decided to reopen 

classes that have examinations (UNICEF, Lao People's Democratic Republic, 2020) Children in sub-Saharan 

Africa have been out of school much longer than their counterparts elsewhere (African Business Magazine, 2020). 

Almost six million school-going children in Malawi have been home since 23 March and remained at home beyond 

July 31st (COVID-19) (UNICEF Malawi, 2020). In Senegal, schools started reopening on 25 June 2020 and will 

split the examination classes that are returning into smaller groups, using all the available classrooms and 

teachers. Further qualitative information from 48 sub-Saharan African indicates that 19 African countries had 

reopened schools by June 25th, while 27 including Kenya, Uganda, and Senegal had decided to keep them closed 

(Insights for Education, 2020). In Burkina Faso, all schools and universities (public and private) closed on 14 March in 

response to the COVID-19 outbreak that started on 9 March (Education International, 2020). By the end of July, Nigeria 

had approved the partial re-opening of some schools, while many parents and teachers expressed their concerns 

over students' return to schools (en.as.cm, 2020). In Africa, of the countries that had reopened in June, seven 

countries, including Niger and Burkina Faso, reopened schools after a sustained downward trend in cases while a 

larger group reopened despite rising cases - including Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana and South Africa. Of the 10 countries 

reopening earlier in the infections curve, nine reopened before reaching their peak and their trend continued 

upwards (Insights for Education, 2020) 

The reopening of schools in South Africa sparked heated debate across the country. Opinion is divided between 

those, like some teaching unions, who argued it was not safe to reopen with Covid-19 cases still rising, and those 

who believed it was in children’s interests to be back in the school environment as soon as possible. The decision 

to reopen as early as May was probably the first wrong decision as far as reopening of schools was concerned, 

which the government presumably realised as they postponed this opening. This decision to open schools was 

backed by international citations that children were less likely to be infected and not informed by the prevailing 

infection rates. After a month of preparations, schools in SA reopened in the first week of  June for grades 12 and 

7. Through the Department of Education, increased safety measures such as mandatory masks, sanitizers, smaller 

class sizes, continuous temperature, and monitoring of students and staff were ensured.  However, there were 

reports of inadequate water and sanitation in some schools (not verified) and at a time when the general public 

were allowed to fill public transport to capacity (crowded) at the detriment of those learners who were using public 

transport. Barely three 3 weeks into the Phase 2 opening, there was an upsurge of infections in schools, with a 

national peak of infections on July 20th which led to a decision by the Government to shut down the schools for five 

weeks (Republic of South Africa, 2 August 2020).  

4          RESULTS OF THE COVID-19 ON LEARNERS AND TEACHERS 

Children form part of the COVID-19 infection value chain which consist of communities, households, parents, 

teachers and staff. It is therefore important to understand the community trends, infection and the SA COVID-19 

trajectory and events in order to better understand the closure and reopening of the schools. The justification for 

re-opening schools is that children are very unlikely to die from COVID-19, yet, children live with adults, and 

particularly in developing countries, elderly adults (World Economic Forum, 2020). The following section provides 

the COVID-19 infection trends analysis in South Africa since the first case was reported on 5th of March 2020 to 

the time of writing this paper, 31st July, 2020. The analysis tracks the infection through the different stages; phase 

1 of imported cases, phase 2 of cluster infections, phase 3 of community infection and phase 4 of reaching the 

peak towards the decline. 
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4.1         The SA Infection Trends Analysis and Timeline of Events 

 Figure 1: COVID-19 Daily trends 

 

Source: Authors own calculation from NICD data 

Imported Cases 

By 2nd August, South Africa was the fifth in the world for the highest amount of cumulative COVID-19 cases 

(503,290) out of more than three million tests conducted (NICD, 2020; National Department of Health, 2020).). 

Over half 340,000 representing 68% had recovered while 8,153 people have died (1.6%) (National Department of 

Health, 2020). The first COVID-19 case was reported on 5th March 2020, followed by 62 imported cases by the 

15th of March. The state of disaster was announced on 15th March with the introduction of steps to limit the spread 

of the pandemic including travel restrictions and closing borders as well as closing schools prematurely on 18th 

March (Department of Co-Operative Governance and Traditional Affairs, 2020). Following this, South Africa 

experienced a surge of infections in the large cities of Cape Town., Johannesburg and Durban, at a faster rate 

than expected. On 26th March 2020, with 927 infections, a 15 days national lockdown at level 5 with strict 

regulations to limit people's movement, and bans on the sale of alcohol and tobacco products was announced 

(COGTA. Alert Level 5 Regulations), and followed by an extension to level 4 lockdown up to April 29th. This left 

children with no choice but to stay at home, and this period saw online learning for learners at just some schools 

(independent/private schools), leading to inequalities in learning which negatively affected the low-income bracket 

population. 

Cluster and Community Infections 

Figure 1 above shows that the number of infections increased slowly during the hard lockdown (level 5), and started 

to rise steeply by May 1st, when the Government eased the lockdown to level 4 (SA Gov-Alert Level 4 Regulations). 

An exponential increase from 5,951 infections to 13,524 infections and reaching a record high of 32,683 infections 

on May 30th, was observed. A level 3 lockdown was implemented on June 1, which included the lifting of night 
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curfews, the sale of alcohol under certain conditions, partial reopening of schools, and the reopening of spaza, 

wholesale and retail shops, while the sale of cigarettes remained prohibited (COGTA, 2020-Alert Level 3 

Regulations). The alert level 3 was in place from 1 June to 17 August 2020, and was not informed by 

epidemiological data and evidence, as this easing of regulations were done amidst exponential increases of 

infections. The schools reopened amidst this exponential increase in infections, doubling from 34,357 infections to 

73,533 infections in 15 days, and doubling again to 151,209 infections by June, 30th. The exponential increase in 

the infections intensified in July, almost doubling from 159,333 to 311,049 (95.2%) in 15 days, and slowed down 

to 482,169 infections by July 30 (55.0%), a time schools were also operational. 

Towards the Peak 

During the Alert 3 lockdown period, there were widespread reports of infections in schools, affecting learners and 

staff, which led to a shut down by July 27th with a plan to reopen on the 24th of August. The peak infection rate 

was on the 20th of July with a record high of 13,944 and a total of 341,974 infections between 1 July and 30th July, 

which led to schools shutting down on the 27th of July. Clearly, the reopening of schools in the midst of the COVID-

19 storm was ill-informed, an act that was opposite to what epidemiological data and evidence was showing. The 

projections below depict the immediate future of COVID-19 infections in light of the academic calendar, showing 

that there would be between 824,633 infections (95% Confidence Interval upper bound) and 763,812 infections 

(95% Confidence Interval lower bound). 

Figure 2 : South African COVID-19 projections  

 

  Source: Authors own calculations using NICD data, 2020 

  

4.2           Public and Civil Society Health Safety Concerns 

4.2.1          Reopening of schools against exponential increase in infections 

The first reopening of schools was timed to take place in the same week (May 26-June 1) that the government 

planned to relieve lockdown measures from the highest level of regulation (Level 5) to Level 4 (COGTA Alert level 



8 
 

4). However, strong resistance to this proposal was expressed from parents, teachers, learners, school governing 

bodies, and civil society that schools should not be opened. The Department of Basic Education (DBE) cited the 

UNICEF Framework for Reopening Schools as a basis for the opening and warned that keeping pupils out of 

school for too long, would result in some dropping out for good (Times Live, 20th May). Epidemiological data in the 

same period showed an infection surge, far from the peak leading to high uncertainty among the public on whether 

the virus would be contained, yet the Department of Education went ahead and opened schools on June 1 as 

depicted by the graph below. 

Figure 3: Schools status (opening and closing) and number of daily new COVID-19 cases   

 

Source: https://education.org/country-tracker 

The figure above indicates schools were open when the virus infection had just started to experience a steep 

increase, contrary to conventional knowledge that the Government was supposed to have waited and observed. 

Against this unwelcome decision, the public’s and civil society's concern was that the schools were not yet 

equipped or ready to function without safety measures in place. Personal protective equipment (PPE); sanitising 

of schools; arrangements for in-school and in-class social distancing, access to water and soap still needed to be 

secured in schools by the time the announcement was made (UNICEF, 2020; UNESCO, 2020).  The public was 

also concerned of the risk that learners could infect each other and get sick, and/or second, that learners having 

become infected can transfer infection to members of their household and teachers (C-19 People’s Coalition 

Report). This is evidence that the Government decision on reopening of schools was done hastily, and was ill-

considered, as such there was nationwide resistance although the schools went ahead in reopening. 

Contextualization and adaptation of the UNICEF Framework was necessary in order to respond to the trade-off 

between high infection rate and meeting each child’s learning, health and safety needs. 

4.2.2          No Scientific Evidence to Schools Reopening 

Qualitative information from different sources reveal widespread resistance to reopening the schools from teacher 

unions, professional associations and representative bodies, who were reluctant to go back to work when Covid-

19 infections and deaths were rapidly increasing (Wits Online News, 2020).  A series of protests followed starting 

with teachers in KwaZulu Natal who downed tools after raising concerns about safety on school premises (SABC 

Online News, 2020). In the Western Cape, calls from teachers and parents mounted for schools to be closed as 

COVID-19 infections continued to rise, saying that the reopening of schools was premature (Eyewitness News, 

https://education.org/country-tracker
https://education.org/country-tracker
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2020), and done in the midst of winter. In Gauteng, civil society joined by teacher unions staged pickets after they 

discovered that there was not enough personal protective equipment for learners and teachers (Equal Education, 

2020). In Mpumalanga, parents and learners were locked out of their school by local business people who were 

upset because they did not get the school cleaning work (Time Live, 13th August, 2020). In the Eastern Cape, there 

was a shortage of COVID-19 essentials because some local business people said if business opportunities to 

deliver COVID-19 essentials or water was not assigned to someone from the area, then no one would be allowed 

to proceed with opening schools (Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2020). 

The UNICEF Schools Reopening Document cited by the Minister of Education makes it clear that school reopening 

must be safe and consistent with the country’s overall COVID-19 health response, with all reasonable measures 

taken to protect students, staff, teachers and their families; the South African response at this stage was contrary 

to this. The nationwide protests against schools reopening in June and July culminated into schools being shut 

down on 27th July when the virus infection was at its peak and reopened on 24 August 2020 where the forecasts 

indicated decline in infections. This closure seemed to be driven by pressure from the Teacher Unions that called 

for the immediate closure of schools along with other proposals to ensure the safety of teachers and learners (IOL 

News, 2020). Some organisations argued that the decision to reopen schools in June had no legal or scientific 

basis, and was politically motivated to appease powerful trade unions and keep the tripartite alliance intact (ENCA 

News, July 24). This paper argues on the same line that as much as the reopening was done in the best interest 

of the child, overall public health considerations were overlooked, gaps existed between protocol and preventative 

measures prescribed and realities on the ground. The following section provides the extent to which the ill directed 

decisions to open schools contributed to infection in schools. 

 4.3         COVID-19 Prevalence in Schools 

The national DBE reported that out of more than 25 000 schools in the country, 8 047 were in hotspots and 6 995 

of these were public schools. And most of Gauteng’s and the Western Cape’s schools are in hotspots (Radio 702 

Online, 2020). This kind of information is certain to trouble parents and also learners. By July 23 there were 1660 

schools that had positive Covid-19 cases in Gauteng Province with 238 of those schools in the City of 

Johannesburg (Radio 702 Online, 2020). By mid-July more than 550 pupils, teachers and support staff had tested 

positive for COVID-19 in the Eastern Cape, followed by a case of negligence and ill preparation after more than 

204 boarding students at a Senior Secondary School tested positive for COVID-19 (Medical Brief, 2020). The 

Western Cape Education Department (WCED) reported more than 700 teachers and just under 379 learners had 

tested positive for COVID-19 since the start of June when grades 7 and 12s returned to the classrooms (Eyewitness 

New, 29th June). In July, they reported an additional 60 pupils from a secondary school who were in quarantine in 

their hostel after several schoolmates tested positive for Covid-19. By 12 July, KwaZulu Natal province had 873 

COVID-19 cases in schools, with no COVID-19 transmissions reported on school premises (KZN Health Dept, 

2020). In the North West, 106 cases were reported in late June which include seven principals, two deputy 

principals, four non-teaching staff, seven office-based staff, 64 teachers and 22 learners across the province. There 

were 64 new COVID-19 confirmed cases recorded by 1 July (North West Department of Education, DoE), bringing 

the total number of Covid-19 confirmed cases in the department to 170.  

Limpopo Education Dept reported 30 positive coronavirus (COVID-19) cases at schools in the province in July 

which included 22 teachers and seven learners (Limpopo Department of Education, 2020). At the schools 

reopening, the Mpumalanga Basic Education Department expressed concern at the shortage of running water in 

parts of the province, as well as the theft of personal protective equipment (PPE);147 schools across the province 

had been broken into since the beginning of Level 5 lockdown (Mpumalanga Dept of Basic Education, 2020). In 

July, a month later parents shut down three schools due to alleged shortages of personal protective equipment 

and water (Sowetan Live, 21st July). Forty-eight schools in the Northern Cape had been closed due to COVID-19 

infections by mid-July (Northern Cape Provincial Government, 2020). With the virus infection having affected all 
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provinces, and increasing on a daily basis, following the surge in community infections in July, with so many schools 

closing for a day or two and reopening after disinfecting, there was a backlash from the civil society that led to the 

closing of schools on 27th July and to open after a month. At this point, the rise in infection among learners and 

teachers was a health concern that outweighed the academic loss in terms of saving the calendar year. This again 

shows that the decisions made by the Portfolio Committee on Basic Education meeting held on 30/06/2020 to 

reopen schools (Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2020), were most likely politically driven and not from a public 

health lens. During this period, infected children would have infected the elderly who are most vulnerable and some 

deaths during this period would have been triggered by reopening of schools. The average daily rate in July, when 

schools were open was around 11,000 infections, while in May compared to around 872 infections daily in May, 

while the total infections in May (145,562) were much lower than in July (341,974), yet the Government decided to 

send children back to school. This raise concerns as to why the Government had to make such misled and fatalistic 

decisions, instead of promoting and safeguarding their health and safety, as they did with their right to education 

(Convention on the Rights of the Child, 1989). 

THE POTENTIAL ROLE OF TESTING IN SCHOOLS UNDER COVID-19 

The ability of COVID-19 to reproduce in schools which bring together in close proximity almost all children of 

primary school going age makes it necessary from a risk management perspective to assume the presence of 

some infected learners, teachers, administrative staff, support and maintenance staff, and other staff. The main 

sources of risk are: risk of learners infecting one-another; risk of transmission between teachers and learners and 

vice-versa; and the risk of learners infecting each other and acting as bridges for transmission between families. 

A key issue therefore is the extent of risk that people are exposed to in schools as compared to other daily activities 

carried out in the wider society and economy. 

From a public policy perspective, parent’s reluctance to send their children back to school is a serious problem that 

can impact on the return to full attendance of all children, and can contribute to lagging learning achievement in a 

significant proportion of learners. Government needs to find a means of assuring parents about the safety of their 

children. The way to do this would be through conducting a rapid sample survey of schools to assess the levels of 

infection in schools on a regular basis. This does not appear to be a common practice internationally especially in 

low income countries because of a shortage of tests which are allocated to immediate diagnosis of infections at 

hospitals. How important is testing of teachers and learners in the schools in relation to the broader national 

government strategy to improve its systems serving COVID-19 affected people, and improving its information about 

the presence of COVID-19 in schools as government operated institutions? We argue that this is an important 

missing element in government strategy to encourage learners to return to schools. Government needs to 

implement testing to demonstrate that it recognizes parent fears and wishes to provide appropriate evidence to 

support parents' decision making. 

One of the effective strategies for managing the spread of COVID-19 is large-scale population-level testing of 

asymptomatic people for obtaining individual level information to detect prevalence (Narayanan et al., 2020; 

Minhas, 2020, Noriega and Samore,2020). Testing in schools should not be seen as an alternative to other forms 

of testing in the society by health authorities. This should continue as part of the essential medical response of the 

government to controlling the spread of COVID-19 infections. Parallel to this, we are arguing for a sample testing 

approach that will contribute to improved awareness of incidence of infections in schools among education 

managers at the school and district levels and also improved confidence of parents in making their decisions 

regarding sending their children back to school.  

Our point of departure is that education decision making by school managers regarding opening and closure of 

schools, and decisions by parents regarding their own children should be supported by sample testing of teachers 

and learners in schools. Gustaffson and Nuga (2020) have argued that COVID-19 has, and likely will, impact 
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negatively on learner achievement in South Africa. What we mean by a sample-based approach is that this 

approach could be implemented much more cost effectively, efficiently and save time as compared with testing of 

whole schools or whole districts at a time. Also, such blanket testing would not be justifiable in terms of use of 

scarce COVID-19 test materials. In line with this light testing approach we would also consider the period between 

each round of testing as being done on a weekly basis. 

Using this kind of administrative data submitted by schools to the education administration Gustaffson (2020) has 

importantly demonstrated that infections in schools in South Africa’s Gauteng Province, have in the main, reflected 

patterns of learner infections in other countries globally, that is indeed reassuring. This data is however based on 

individual school reporting of cases which is mainly an administrative process and there can be a time lapse 

between incidence of infections, collection of data, analysis and reporting. Further there may be a margin of error 

where schools do not make submissions or illness of a learner is not accurately, or is erroneously, reported. We 

argue that a sample survey of schools if undertaken over a short period of not more than a day, would be useful 

to feed into decision making in the school system. 

A further aspect that must be taken care of relates to communication of information. The findings of the paper by 

Gustaffson (2020) did not seem to have been published widely by the Gauteng Education Department which meant 

that the benefits of sharing the information with parents were lost. This is a communication gap which needs to be 

addressed through greater efforts in using information effectively - especially sharing it with parents to allay their 

fears. We would propose that a regular sample survey of schools by each provincial department would be analysed 

and communicated on a regular basis to parents as to changes in conditions in schools. There are however some 

challenges that our proposed survey would have to consider. The first is a shortage of tests in the country. A critical 

problem that South Africa has experienced is a shortage of COVID-19 tests which is the outcome of difficulties in 

procurement systems as well as a global shortage of tests. We argue that a sample survey approach in the school 

system will have a lighter demand impact on tests. However, we acknowledge that tests would have to be prioritised 

to immediate needs in hospitals. Also, the sampling approach could be designed to target schools that are located 

in COVID-19 hotspots that are revealed through incidence of infections picked up by the health system. 

 5          LESSONS LEARNT AND IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FUTURE 

The South African experience during the COVID-19 pandemic has confirmed that even in the midst of a pandemic, 

every effort must be taken to secure children their constitutional rights to basic education (Section 29(1)(a) and 

concomitantly the rights to protection from health threats as well as equitable access to quality health care services 

(Section 27). 

This pandemic may not end soon and National Governments and partners must be prepared to promote and 

safeguard every child’s right to education, health and safety, as set out in the Convention on the Rights of the 

Child.  Governments must balance the uncertainty and risks of reopening schools against harm to learning and 

development associated with prolonged school closure and learning losses 

The cascade of policy decisions on reopening of schools should be informed by scientific evidence while guarding 

against decisions made on political or economic grounds only (Justin Bernstein et al., 2020). In a pandemic like 

this, policy makers will need to continuously re-evaluate whether the guidance they have set for the phased 

reopening of schools still makes sense from a scientific and socio-economic lens. Equally critical is to make 

concerted efforts to communicate with parents and engender shared trust. 

Finally, on the matter of testing, we propose that a sampling approach to testing for infections among learners and 

teachers should be included in provincial education planning and preparation for the possibility of future virus 

emergencies as per warnings from the scientific community.   
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