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Overview 

• Education and inequality (theory) 

• Understanding the mechanisms of inequality 

• Education and inequality (practice) 

• Education and the labour market 

• Inequality in Sub-Saharan Africa 
– The case of Lesotho 

– The case of Mozambique 

• Conclusion 
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Education & Inequality 

How do we define inequality? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

How does education influence these inequalities? 

 

Income 
inequality? 

Earnings 

Inequality of 
opportunity? 

Access / life 
chances 

Political 
inequality? 

Power 
relationships 

Social 
inequality? 

Class 

Race 

Gender 

Language  

EDUCATION 



What do we mean when we say 
inequality? 

• Unequal access to education? 

• Unequal access to quality education? 

• Unequal ability to benefit from quality education? 

– Eg. of the constitution 

• Unequal inputs? 

• Unequal outcomes? 

• Equality of opportunity 



What are the causal mechanisms of 
inequality? 

• We can see that SA is unequal, but what are the 
generative and propagating mechanisms of that 
inequality? 
– Spatial segregation & differential physical access to labour-

markets 

– Even when individuals do have access to labour-markets 
many lack the currency (skills) to transact 
• ECD 

• Primary & secondary 

• Tertiary 

• Labour-market 
 Possible to intervene at each 
stage. When is it best to intervene 
and how? Taxes? BEE? ECD? 



Benefits of education 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Improvements in productivity 
Economic growth 
Reduction of inter-generational 
cycles of poverty 
Reductions in inequality 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Lower fertility 
Improved child health 
Preventative health care 
Demographic transition 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Improved human rights 
Empowerment of women 
Reduced societal violence 
Promotion of a national (as 
opposed to regional or ethnic) 
identity 
Increased social cohesion 
 

$ 
Society Health Economy 

Specific references: lower fertility (Glewwe, 2002), improved child health (Currie, 2009), reduced societal violence (Salmi, 2006), promotion of a national - as 
opposed to a regional or ethnic - identity (Glewwe, 2002), improved human rights (Salmi, 2006), increased social cohesion (Heyneman, 2003), Economic growth 
– see any decent Macro textbook, specifically for cognitive skills see (Hanushek & Woessman 2008) 
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Overview of education in SA 

• 12.4m students 
– 4 % of students are in independent schools (i.e. 96% public) 

• 25,826 schools 
– 6% of schools are independent schools (i.e. 94% public) 

• 425,000 teachers 
– 8% of teachers are in independent schools (i.e. 92% public) 

• Near universal access up to Grade 9 (quality?!) 
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• 550,000 students drop out before matric 

• 99% do not get a non-matric qualification (Gustafsson, 2011: p11) 

• What happens to them? 50% youth unemployment… 
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49% 

11% 

24% 

16% 

Of 100 students that started school in 2002 

Do not reach matric

Fail matric 2013

Pass matric 2013

Pass with university
endorsement 2013



In SA not all schools are born equal 
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SA public schools? 
 Different resources (Capacity) 
 Different pressures (Accountability) 

? 

Pretoria Boys High School 



Inequality: Two public schooling systems 
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Numerous correlated dimensions 

• Given the apartheid-era policies, it is unsurprising 
that the inequalities we see in South Africa can be 
seen along a number of correlated dimensions, 
including  

– Language,  

– Geographical location,  

– Socioeconomic status,  

– Race 

– Former department 

 



Bimodality – indisputable fact 
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By Gr 3 all children should be able to read, Gr 4 children should be 
transitioning from “learning to read” to “reading to learn” 

Red sections here show the  
proportion of children that are  
completely illiterate in Grade 4 
, i.e. they cannot read in any  
language 



NSES question 42 
NSES followed about 15000 students (266 schools) and tested them in Grade 3 (2007), Grade 4 (2008) and 

Grade 5 (2009).  

Grade 3 maths curriculum: 
“Can perform calculations 
using appropriate symbols to 
solve problems involving: 
division of at least 2-digit by 
1-digit numbers” 
 

14 

16% 19% 17% 17% 

39% 13% 10% 12% 12% 

14% 

13% 14% 14% 15% 

13% 

59% 57% 57% 55% 

35% 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5

Question 42

Still wrong in Gr5

Correct in Gr5

Correct in Gr4

Correct in Gr3

Even at the end of Grade 5 
most (55%+) quintile 1-4 
students cannot answer 
this simple Grade-3-level 
problem.  
 
“The powerful notions of ratio, rate 
and proportion are built upon the 
simpler concepts of whole number,  
multiplication and division, fraction 
and rational number, and are 
themselves the precursors to the 
development of yet more complex 
concepts such as triangle similarity,  
trigonometry, gradient and calculus” 
(Taylor & Reddi, 2013: 194) 

(Spaull & Viljoen, forthcoming) 
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Insurmountable learning deficits: 0.3 SD 
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Actual grade (and data source) 

South African Learning Trajectories by National Socioeconomic Quintiles 
Based on NSES (2007/8/9)  for grades 3, 4 and 5, SACMEQ (2007) for grade 6 and TIMSS (2011) for grade 9)  
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Q1-4 Trajectory

Q5 Trajectory

Spaull & Viljoen, 2014 (SAHRC Report) 



Inequality - SA 
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Education and 
inequality? 

Type of 
education 

Quality of 
education 

Duration 
of 

education 

SA is one of the 
top 3 most 

unequal 
countries in 
the world 

Between 78% 
and 85% of 

total inequality 
is explained by 

wage 
inequality 

Wages 

• IQ 
• Motivation 
• Social 

networks 
• Discrimination 
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High SES 
background 

+ECD 
High 

quality 
primary 
school 

High 
quality 

secondary
school 

Low SES 
background 

Low quality 
primary 
school 

Low quality 
secondary 

school 

Unequal 
society 

 
17% 
Legislators, 

managers, assoc 
professionals 

Semi-
Skilled 
(31%) 

Clerks, service workers, 
shop personnel, skilled 
agric/fishery workers, 
plant and machinery 

operators) 

Unskilled 

(19%) 
Elementary occupations & 

domestic workers 

Unemployed 

 

(Broad - 33%) 

Labour Market 

High productivity jobs 
and incomes (17%) 

• Mainly professional, 
managerial & skilled jobs 

• Requires graduates, good 
quality matric or good 
vocational skills 

• Historically mainly white 

Low productivity jobs & 
incomes 

• Often manual or low skill 
jobs 

• Limited or low quality 
education 

• Minimum wage can exceed 
productivity 

University/
FET 

 
• Type of institution 

(FET or University) 
• Quality of institution  
• Type of qualification 

(diploma, degree etc.) 
• Field of study 

(Engineering, Arts etc.) 

• Vocational training 
• Affirmative action 

Majority 
(80%) 

Some motivated, lucky or 
talented students make  the 
transition 

Minority 
(20%) 

- Big demand for good 
schools despite fees 

- Some 
scholarships/bursaries  

cf. Servaas van der Berg – QLFS 2011 

NB distinction between changing 
the GENERATIVE MECHANISMS of 

the income distribution (like 
health and education) and 

redistributing resources once 
they are already earned (through 

taxes and grants for eg.) 



Sub-Saharan Africa 

• The case of Lesotho – the disadvantage of being poor and a 
boy 
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Sub-Saharan Africa 

• The case of Mozambique – grade-progression 
tests at grade 5 

20 



21 



4 biggest challenges - SA 

1. Failure to get the basics right 
• Children who cannot read, write and compute properly (Functionally 

illiterate/innumerate) after 6 years of formal full-time schooling 

• Often teachers lack even the most basic knowledge  

2. Equity in education 
• 2 education systems – dysfunctional system operates at bottom of African countries, 

functional system operates at bottom of developed countries. 

• More resources is NOT the silver bullet – we are not using existing resources 

3. Lack of accountability  
• Little accountability to parents in majority of school system 

• Little accountability between teachers and Department  

• Teacher unions abusing power and acting unprofessionally 

4. Teacher capacity  
• We currently do not know how to improve the quality of existing teachers 
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Conclusion  

1. Educational inequality is one of the main 
generative mechanisms of the (continued) 
unequal distribution of income in SA 

2. Educational inequalities typically reflect (and 
often cause) income inequalities that exist 

3. Fundamental need to improve the quality of 
education in SA and SSA 

4. Education is a means to an end (increased 
income) but also an end in and of itself 
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Exercise and feedback 

1. If you are not from South Africa, what are the major problems in your country as far as 
education (or the economy) are concerned? What are the channels through which this 
increases/decreases inequality?  

1. Urban/Rural? 
2. Ethnicity? 
3. Gender? 
4. Selection mechanisms? Exams? Language? Universities? 

• What can be done to overcome these problems in equity-enhancing ways? 
 

2. In what way can your ‘sector’ affect the quality of education provided in SA (or your 
country)? Elaborate on specific interventions/policies 

 
• Ethical conundrum: In very poor countries government’s can’t always provide the 

education that parents want for their children. Should some parents be allowed to pay 
school fees to send their children to better schools, even if this means that it promotes 
inequality. (i.e. if some can be better off even if they leave others behind, is that OK?).  
 

[Is there a tension between quality-for-some and equality? How do we negotiate that] 
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Thank you 
Comments, questions? 

 
This presentation and papers available online at: 

www.nicspaull.com/research   
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South Africa 
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Elusive equity 

• Given the strong links between education and income, educational 
inequality is a fundamental determinant of income inequality. 

 

• Clear need to understand SA educational inequality if we are to 
understand SA income inequality. 

 

• High inequality + unemployment 2 of the most severe problems facing SA 
– Educational quality is intimately intertwined with both of these. 

 

• “Education shall be free, compulsory, universal and equal for all children” 
(Freedom Charter) 

 



Overview 

• Background info on education system 

• Introduction to over-arching features 

• Education and equity 

• Education and the labor-market 

• Conclusion 

 
[please stop me and ask questions when/if you have them!] 
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