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 Technical Learning Brief 1  

Zero Dropout Schools Initiative 

 

Psycho-social Support for School Learners: Nurturing Wellbeing and Building 

Resilience for those at Risk 

 By Dr Andrew Hartnack  

1. Introduction  

This “technical brief” is one of a series of articles being produced as part of the DG Murray Trust’s Zero 

Dropout Schools Initiative. In previous articles, we have explored the magnitude and nature of school 

disengagement and dropout in South Africa, as well as its causes, and we have outlined how a 

campaign towards “zero dropout” in schools can make a difference for the approximately 45 percent 

of learners who currently never reach grade 12. .  

In this article, we explore an important question, namely: How do we nurture the wellbeing of learners 

and build resilience among the most at risk so that they may successfully complete their schooling? 

The process of disengagement from schooling is multi-faceted and complex, requiring a number of 

simultaneous responses tailored to the individual learner. One such response is the provision of caring 

adult support (including role-modelling; mentoring and monitoring; group and individual counselling; 

life-skills building; social and spiritual guidance; and referral to professional and state services) that 

addresses the child’s psycho-social needs and mitigates the social and psychological reasons for 

disengagement. In this brief we understand this to be the definition of what we mean by psycho-social 

support (PSS).   

Before examining several psycho-social support (PSS) approaches which are currently being employed 

in South African schools as part of the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative, an understanding of 

government policy and the current status quo in schools with regard to PSS is necessary.   

2. Government Policy Landscape and PSS in Schools 

The South African Schools Act states that schooling is compulsory until the end of grade 9, although 

children may also leave school at the end of the year they turn 15. Although most dropout occurs at 

or after this point, the long process of disengagement from school starts much earlier. At school level, 

in an ideal situation, the school leaders, teachers and other support staff such as counsellors, should 

be able to provide their learners with all the academic and other forms of nurturing and support that 

is required in school.1 But two things make this a highly unlikely scenario in most public schools, 

especially those serving very poor and marginalised communities. Firstly, the socio-economic 

problems found in such communities, including low interest in and expectations of education; 

illiteracy; lack of resources; unemployment; family breakup; drug and substance abuse; violence and 

                                                           
1 Parents and care-givers should also ideally be supporting and caring for school-going children in the home as 
the “continuum of care” between home, school and other areas of child’s life is important.   
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gangsterism; early sexual activity and teenage pregnancy; peer pressure; high incidences of 

communicable diseases; orphanhood; and so on, mean that school teachers and managers are ill 

equipped to handle the plethora of psycho-social issues faced by their learners. Secondly, even where 

they are willing and there are caring teachers, the pressures of curriculum delivery and school 

performance, along with the realities of very large class sizes and mountains of administrative work, 

means that teachers are simply not able to adequately assist learners who are struggling with 

academic or psycho-social or behavioural issues.2 Such cases are most often left to fall behind or 

treated as a disciplinary problem, to be addressed through various forms of punishment. Although 

corporal punishment and verbal abuse are illegal in South African schools, in many cases these are still 

used as a major disciplinary tool by school leaders or teachers.3  

Very few under-resourced schools have a dedicated school counsellor or psychologist. In provinces 

like the Western Cape there are district-based school psychologists whose mandate is to offer psycho-

social support to learners in their district. While the district school psychologist (who is based at the 

district office) may visit schools regularly and be called upon in severe cases, in reality they have to 

serve as many as 30 schools. Given the overwhelming nature of psycho-social problems even in just 

one school, the impact of the district school psychologist is fairly superficial, even if some learners 

may receive support on occasions. Similarly, District social workers (under the Department of Social 

Development) are meant to visit schools in their districts regularly to address social, community and 

behavioural issues faced by learners. In practice, social workers have too much community work and 

cannot visit the many schools in their districts regularly.  

In recognition of the needs of academic and psycho-socially struggling learners the Department of 

Education, in its White Paper 6 (2005),4 introduced District-based Support Teams (DBSTs) as a central 

part of the overall strengthening of education support services in South Africa. These DBSTs were 

designed to include a wide number of support personnel at the district level to assist schools with all 

issues they struggle with, be they academic, psycho-social or administrative. DBSTs were to work with 

Institution (school)-Based Support Teams (IBSTs), made up of School Management Team members 

and other staff. These IBSTs are provided with guidance and support and training by the DBSTs. In 

provinces like the Western Cape the DBE employs dedicated Learner Support Teachers (one per large 

school or one overseeing two smaller schools) who assist struggling learners, especially with academic 

support. The DBSTs work together with the IBST and especially the Learner Support Teacher to put in 

                                                           
2 The concentration on contact time and curriculum delivery means there is often no adequate time in which 
either school staff or outside organisations can effectively provide PSS to learners. Learners are not supposed 
to be taken away from class, so the breaks are often the only other time they are free. These are short, 
however, and often learners have other priorities such as obtaining food from the school feeding scheme.  
After school is also a problem in a lot of cases due to transport challenges, safety issues with regard to staying 
late, expectations from families of assistance with chores after school, and lack adequate food for the 
afternoon.    
3 The official disciplinary procedures expected to be followed by schools are also acting against proper care, 
support or solving of the root cause of behavioural issues. Learners are often suspended or send home to call 
their parents. Often, these caregivers are unable to come to the school for a long while, and the child is not 
permitted to attend until this happens. New tools to track learner data, including disciplinary record, are also 
problematic because once incidents are recorded it can act less as an early warning system and more as an 
official record which leads quickly to suspension and expulsion. Some Principals are thus reluctant to record 
disciplinary incidents on a database but would rather deal with the learner off the record.  
4 Department of Education (2005). Conceptual and Operational Guidelines for the Implementation of Inclusive 
Education: District-Based Support Teams.  
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place practical plans to assist academically struggling learners. Apart from making decisions on and 

introducing plans to assist struggling learners, these teams are also meant to provide psychologists, 

counsellors, therapists and other health and welfare workers to schools to assist them to address 

behavioural and psycho-social issues. Depending on the district, such support may or may not be 

possible in reality. The White Paper and its DBSTs was an attempt to shore-up support services to 

schools which were known to be fragmented, uncoordinated and ineffective.  

While in some provinces (e.g. the Western Cape), DBSTs reportedly function quite well and offer good 

support especially for academically struggling learners,5 in other provinces the DBSTs and IBSTs appear 

to largely exist on paper and as yet do not play a meaningful role in providing PSS or any other learner 

need. Where IBSTs have been formed, they often do not receive much support from the DBSTs 

because the districts simply do not have the kind of personnel or resources required to provide such 

support. Some Limpopo, Eastern Cape and KwaZulu-Natal schools we have visited as part of the Zero 

Dropout Schools Initiative seem never to have heard of DBSTs, let alone receiving any such support. 

Academic studies have also found that support is often thinly spread, with Makhalemele (2011: 216) 

concluding that (in the Free State) “Teachers and schools are uncertain about giving 

support…[and]…the majority of learners experiencing barriers to learning…lack support and this 

withholds them from coping in their education.” He concludes that in general, the DBSTs are failing to 

perform their role (211).6    

More recently, some provinces (e.g. KwaZulu-Natal and the Eastern Cape) have introduced Learner 

Support Agents (LSA): young unemployed matric graduates who are selected by each school and paid 

a stipend by the Department of Education. These LSAs are supervised by the school Life Orientation 

teacher and are supposed to provide a range of support services, near-peer mentoring and after-

school activities for learners. In practice, however, most LSAs, being young, unqualified and 

inexperienced, are ill equipped to deal meaningfully with psycho-social issues. They are often poorly 

managed and instead used as administrative assistants around the school. Few are able to provide 

learners with proper PSS.  

A final policy to mention is the recent introduction of the Draft National Policy for the Prevention and 

Management of Learner Pregnancy (2017), which seeks to address the high rates of pregnancy among 

learners through “ensuring the accessible provision of information on prevention; choice of 

termination of pregnancy (CToP); care, counselling and support; frameworks for impact mitigation; 

and guidelines for systemic management and implementation. In particular, it commits the basic 

education system and other role players to providing Comprehensive Sexuality Education (CSE) crucial 

to optimal sexual and reproductive health.”7 Again, this policy will only be as effective as the systems 

available to implement it. A district Learner Support Advisor in the Western Cape acknowledged that 

while in his province the academic support system for struggling learners is functional and quite 

                                                           
5 Interview with Western Cape Education Department District Learner Support Advisor. Swellendam, 7 June 
2018.  
6 Makhalemele, T.J. (2011) “The Changing Role of District-based Education Support Services in Establishing the 
Inclusive School Settings: An Ecosystemic Approach.” PhD Thesis, North West University.  
7 DBE (27 June 2018). ”Basic Education extends deadline for comments on draft learner pregnancy policy”. 
https://www.gov.za/speeches/department-basic-education-extends-dealdine-public-comments-draft-learner-
pregnancy-policy  

https://www.gov.za/speeches/department-basic-education-extends-dealdine-public-comments-draft-learner-pregnancy-policy
https://www.gov.za/speeches/department-basic-education-extends-dealdine-public-comments-draft-learner-pregnancy-policy
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effective, the PSS element is not offered to the same extent. Thus, lots still needs to be done to ensure 

that learners receive adequate PSS in schools.  

3. Best Practice Principles on PSS  

Even in contexts with much stronger educational systems, and much fewer of the socio-economic 

problems than those faced by most South Africans, there are many interventions and approaches 

aimed at fostering the general wellbeing of learners and providing more targeted and intensive PSS 

where necessary. There are too many such programmes to list here, but there are four main pillars 

commonly used to support young people at school.    

A. Psycho-social and adult support: Many programmes make use of trained advocates who, 

more than mentoring, “provide substantial support such as aligning services to address 

academic and social concerns, advocating for the students, communicating with parents and 

school personnel, and meeting frequently with the student.”8 Also important is to ensure that 

learners enjoy sustained and meaningful relationships with caring adults (not necessarily 

trained specifically in counselling etc.), as this promotes learner engagement in school as well 

as communication, social, and academic skills.9 Apart from one-on-one and group support and 

counselling, home visits, social services referrals and peer support are important.  

B. Social and life-skills development: Developing the social skills of young people, including 

communication skills, problem solving, emotional intelligence, goal setting, conflict 

resolution, peer pressure resistance and appropriate behaviours, is a key activity.10 Just as 

important are facilitating social attachment among learners, especially in key transitions 

periods and running life skills programmes. Of 50 exemplary dropout programmes identified 

in the USA, life-skills development was the most common activity.11 Life-skills training around 

teenage sex and pregnancy is also crucial to stem the prevailing problem of dropout caused 

by teenage pregnancy and childbirth.12 Equally important are programmes which encourage 

learners to develop a positive view of their future prospects, and what they must do to achieve 

realistic goals.  

C. After school programmes (ASPs): After school programmes are crucial in building social skills 

and life-skills, in addition to contributing to academic and behavioural interventions. Chess, 

for example, has been found to be a very good extra-mural activity to teach a range of life-

skills and improve learning ability.  

D. Targeting high risk behaviours: Working with learners who display high-risk and anti-social 

behaviours, such as aggression, disruption, bullying, drug and alcohol taking, and sexual 

                                                           
8 Dockery, D.J. (No Date). “School Dropout Indicators, Trends, and Interventions for School Counsellors. 
Virginia Commonwealth University (Pg. 14; 15).  
9  (ibid.; De Witte, K., S. Cabus, G. Thyssen, W. Groot, and H.M. van den Brink. (2013). “A Critical Review of the 
Literature on School Dropout.” Tier Working Paper Series: Tier WP 14/14 (Pg. 15); Sabates, R., K. Akyeampong, 
J. Westbrook and F. Hunt. (2010). “School Dropout: Patterns, Causes, Changes and Policies.” Background paper 
prepared for the Education for All Global Monitoring Report 2011. 
10 Charmaraman, L. and G. Hall (2011). “School Dropout Prevention: What Arts-based Community and Out-of-
school-time Programs can Contribute.” New Dir Youth Dev. 2011(Suppl 1): 9–27.; Dockery N.D.: 16; Hammond, 
C., D. Linton, J. Smink and S. Drew (2007). “Dropout Risk Factors and Exemplary Programmes: A Technical 
Report.”  National Dropout Prevention Center at Clemson University and Communities In Schools, Inc. (Pg. 53).  
11 Hammond et al. 2007: 53 
12 Spaull, N. (2015). “Schooling in South Africa: How Low-quality Education Becomes a Poverty Trap. South 
African Child Gauge 2015  (Pg. 39).  
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activity is an important prevention measure. Prevention measures should look to rehabilitate 

troubled youth rather than punish or exclude them. Peer-to-peer models of working with 

youth are effective, while 20 percent of programmes in the USA use behavioural interventions 

such as cognitive behavioural therapy. Most programmes include behavioural issues in a 

broader focus on life skills. For example, the Check and Connect and Check-in/Check out 

approaches involved close monitoring of at-risk learners to address the “ABCs” – absenteeism, 

behaviour and course failure.13 

 

4. Key Pillars of Psycho-social Support in the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative  

The partner organisations working with the DGMT in the Zero Dropout Schools Initiative are operating 

in the school environment described in Section 2. Since 2016 they have been piloting approaches 

which focus on improving the general school environment and wellbeing of learners, as well as 

supporting the most at risk of disengagement and eventual dropout, mostly in late primary and early 

secondary school. The approaches these organisations are piloting have revealed the following 

aspects to be critical:    

A. Monitoring by a Caring Adult 

The context in which many of the most at-risk children are growing up is one in which adults who take 

an active part in their schoolwork and education are lacking. Although teachers widely acknowledge 

that they are often the only ones who can play such a role for many children, their workload and the 

realities of the schooling system (e.g. large class sizes) mean that they cannot provide the input 

required. Several of the DGMT partner organisations are thus concentrating on providing a caring 

adult who can closely monitor the most at risk of disengagement and provide a range of support 

services to them, based on their specific needs.  

Masibumbane Development Organisation (MDO) is one of the best examples of this approach. MDO 

has adopted the American “best practice” dropout prevention model of “Check & Connect” (C&C) and 

adapted aspects to suit the local context of three senior schools and three primary schools in poor 

communities in East London. MDO is working with grade 6 – 9 learners from these six schools, 

identifying up to 30 of the most at-risk learners at each through the C&C criteria at the beginning of 

the year for inclusion in a “mentoring” programme. Learners from these grades, who are in the key 

transitional phase between primary and secondary school, are important targets for this mentoring 

programme, both because they are vulnerable in this transition period and because it is early enough 

to catch and deal with disengagement factors at this stage.  

                                                           
13 The George Washington University: Center for Equity and Excellence in Education (2012). “Evidence Based 
Resources for Keeping Students on Track to Graduation.” Report prepared for the Virginia Department of 
Education (Pg. 8).   Found at: 
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/support/school_improvement/title1/1003_g/resources/evidence_based_resourc
es.pdf  

http://www.doe.virginia.gov/support/school_improvement/title1/1003_g/resources/evidence_based_resources.pdf
http://www.doe.virginia.gov/support/school_improvement/title1/1003_g/resources/evidence_based_resources.pdf
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A MDO mentor and some of the learners in her group 

 

The criteria used to select and monitor the most vulnerable learners from each grade has been 

developed by C&C and adapted to the East London context by MDO. Providing an example of a very 

good “early warning system”, it includes a range of indicators from all aspects of a learner’s life, 

including school and class attendance, academic performance, behaviour at school, participation in 

after-school programmes, family circumstances, behaviour at home and so on. Each of these areas is 

monitored on an ongoing basis by the MDO “mentors”, who gather and record data on each learner 

on the programme in order to monitor progress and identify solutions. Learners included in the 

programme are mentored by qualified auxiliary social workers (one per school) who are also trained 

to facilitate C&C at the schools, where they are based four days per week. These mentors check-in 

daily with learners, and provide ongoing (and carefully monitored) group work and individual 

mentoring/PSS, as well as academic support (from a dedicated MDO tutor) and occasional home visits 

to involve the caregivers in a holistic process of assisting the learner to reengage and perform at 

school. Those who need more specialist services, from drug rehabilitation to connection to social 

grants, are assisted by the mentors.  

Positioning this intervention as a “mentorship” programme has been key to its success thus far. Rather 

than the recruited vulnerable learners (or their peers) seeing the programme in negative terms, they 

embrace the idea of having a caring mentor to work with at school. Indeed, other learners often ask 

to be included. The mentors also work closely with teachers, especially a number of “champion” 

teachers who are interested in assisting struggling learners, and also with the Learner Support Agents. 

Crucially the mentors thus become not only a resource for teachers in assisting to support struggling 

learners (including others who the teachers refer on an ad-hoc basis) but they also become an example 

to them of how to nurture and support even the most difficult of cases, and the most disruptive or 
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disengaged learners. The mentors get to know the exact reasons why a learner is struggling or 

misbehaving, which helps the teachers to understand their situation. The mentors have thus become 

crucial resources in the schools, fostering a new sense of dedication to monitoring, supporting and 

caring for struggling learners. The schools have provided adequate spaces to the mentors in which 

group and individual sessions can be conducted, and the principals and teachers are very enthusiastic 

about the impact the intervention is making.   

Case Study: Buko and the Importance of a Caring Mentor Figure  
Buko (not her real name) was a grade 9 learner in 2016 at Wongalethu Secondary School in 
Mdantsane, East London. She is the daughter of two hearing-impaired parents who work in a 
factory and live far from the school. In 2016 they sent her to live with her aunt (also deaf) who lives 
close to the school. Buko struggled with this change, as her aunt was very strict and the living 
conditions were harsh. Although Buko is herself not hearing-impaired, she started struggling at 
school, academically and socially. Buko was frequently bullied and started hating school. She 
became depressed and suicidal, missing 35 days of school that year and failing to write the March 
exams. By the end of the year, there was no improvement and Buko was at risk of dropping out.   
 
When Masibumbane introduced its Check & Connect mentorship programme into the school in 
early 2017, Buko was identified as one of the high risk learners who qualified for the programme. 
Mentor Sarah Ngantweni started working with Buko, monitoring her school and class attendance, 
providing her with regular counselling and a caring and safe space to talk about problems, 
mentoring her through her social and academic struggles, liaising with her teachers to help them 
understand her problems, and engaging with her aunt to improve her home circumstances. Sarah 
also helped Buko to goal-set and plan, and helped her to adopt healthy eating and sleeping habits 
throughout 2017. 
 
The results were overwhelmingly positive. By the end of 2017 Buko had not missed many days of 
school and was achieving top marks in her class. She was no longer getting bullied and had gone 
from being quiet and withdrawn to being more confident and open. Her parents and aunt had also 
noticed a change in her outlook and behaviour, and were much more supportive and nurturing. As 
her mother said: “Before, [Buko] was very quiet and could not share anything. But now she is open 
and sharing.” Buko illustrates just what a few small but focussed interventions by a caring adult can 
have in the life of a struggling learner.        
 

 

The Khula Development Group (KDG), which works with the most vulnerable grade 6 and 7 learners 

in primary schools in Paarl, has devised a system which seeks to extend this monitoring and connection 

with a caring adult into the first years of secondary school. Although KDG has no capacity to assist 

these learners once they get to high school, it introduced a system where they visit the Principal of 

the two high schools to which most learners go, and these schools appoint a contact person to monitor 

the learners and meet with them in a group, before reporting back to KDG. They also introduced a 

“Khula Postbox” method where these learners can write KDG a letter from high school which is 

delivered to KDG for a response or follow-up. This continued link and safety link could prove a crucial 

intervention in keeping these learners in high school in a difficult transitional time. 

B. Referral of High-risk Cases by Teachers  

Several of the partners, including MDO use a system in which teachers identify learners who need 

additional assistance, or are showing signs of disengagement, and refer them to these organisations 
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for intervention. KDG has a well-developed system in the schools it works with in the Paarl area of the 

Western Cape. With the full buy-in of the school managers and teachers, a referral box is placed in a 

prominent place in the school for teachers to submit referral forms to KDG. KDG employs women from 

the community as “Dropout Catchers”, who work with the schools to monitor absenteeism closely and 

follow-up on children who raise concerns. If a child shows signs of not attending school regularly or 

not arriving at school properly clothed or clean, the Dropout Catchers follow up with home visits to 

caregivers to ascertain what problems are causing absenteeism or disengagement, and to see if there 

is an appropriate solution. They rely on the teachers to refer learners to them who have been absent 

for three consecutive days, or who show concerning behavioural patterns. While this system works 

fairly well, some teachers are more diligent or invested in the KDG work or their learners than others. 

Building relationships with the teachers is thus a key aspect of this approach, which is now bearing 

fruit.  

Case Study: Absentee Monitoring 
Khula Development Group’s Dropout Catchers liaise with primary schools and track down learners 
who have been absent over a period of time to identify the problem and implement a solution. 
Within the context of the poor communities in Paarl East, many households rely on seasonal 
agricultural work and state grants for survival. Drug and substance abuse is rife and home conditions 
are often dire. In one case, three learners in Orleansvale Primary school were chronically absent 
and when they did attend, they were scruffy, hungry and dirty. Their friends and teachers pushed 
them away because they said they smelt bad. Both parents were drug abusers who lived with the 
children in a small shack near the council flats in the Chicago area.  
 
The Dropout Catchers visited the mother on numerous occasions to try to improve conditions for 
the children and assist them to attend school regularly. The children were helped with new clothes 
and baths, and they started attending school regularly again. They were also put onto KDG’s in-
school support programme. However, conditions in the house are so bad that these children 
continued to be a disengagement risk. Thus, while absentee monitoring and engagements with 
parents can have some impact on school attendance and engagement, the chronic nature of 
problems at household level can be a major barrier to longer-term success.     
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KDG Dropout Catchers ready to conduct home visits  

 

The Community Action Partnership (CAP) has developed a similar approach to MDO, which it applied 

in three schools in Swellendam in 2017. CAP worked with two primary and one secondary school, 

establishing a dedicated site at each school where two qualified Child and Youth Care Workers 

(CYCWs) were placed (overseen by a coordinator who is a qualified social worker) to provide PSS to 

grade 6 – 9 learners. Like MDO, CAP undertook a rigorous process of testing with all of the learners in 

these grades to determine their level of risk towards school disengagement and dropout. Academic 

tests were conducted and learners were put into categories determined by a number of factors, such 

as their family background (e.g. coming from a farm), being overage for their class, school 

performance (grade repetition or previous dropout record), absenteeism, behavioural record and 

history of substance abuse. The most high-risk learners by this diagnostic system were put into the 

“red” category, while medium-risk learners were put into the “orange” category, and low-risk learners 

into the “green” category.  

In reality, large numbers of learners were found to be in red and orange risk categories, meaning that 

the CYCW’s at the CAP “iThemba” sites at each school worked with high numbers of learners in each 

of the targeted grades. As in the KDG schools in Paarl, teachers were asked to refer learners to the 

sites if they were absent from school, missing class, or displaying behavioural problems in class. The 

CYCWs in each school also went around the school and brought those found to be missing class or 

those who were sent out of class as a punishment to the iThemba site for PSS and for assistance with 

classwork. In some cases teachers sent learners who were struggling to keep up in class to the sites, 

where the CYCWs went through the same exercises in a more one-on-one manner than was possible 

in class. The system thus relied on a strong relationship and good communication between the CAP 
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staff at the schools and the teachers. This approach was found to work well in both primary schools, 

but not so well in the secondary school. Where it worked well, it took the pressure off teachers of 

providing PSS to learners, freeing them up to concentrate on their core business of teaching. As in the 

other models, it also provided school managers and teachers an alternative to the normal 

punishments for disruptive behaviour or non-completion of schoolwork. One lesson emerging, 

however, was that the placement of the site was important. Learners in one school were found not to 

attend the site because it was close to the Principal’s office, while teachers were also reluctant to send 

learners to the site in case the Principal realised the learners were from their class.           

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
At CAP’s iThemba sites, PSS and other 
support is provided in a structured 
manner to take advantage of the 
school day 

      

C. One-on-one Sessions with a Mentor Figure  

All of the DGMT partners providing PSS in schools use one-on-one counselling and support as a key 

aspect of their interventions. In the Paarl schools, KDG runs an in-school support system which works 

through weekly sessions (a 45 minute lesson) run by a coordinator and volunteers, where PSS and 

basic academic support (often through remedial literacy and numeracy games) are provided. The 

grade 6 and 7 learners on this programme were identified as high risk by their poor attendance record 

and evidence of behavioural and cognitive problems in class. Due to the lack of space and volunteers, 

these sessions only include a small number of grade 6 and 7 learners (5-15) in each school. KDG places 

a lot of value on as close to one-on-one PSS for the learners as possible and tries to ensure that one 

volunteer works with a maximum of three learners. But because they can only mobilise two or three 

volunteers per school and only have the use of one classroom, this limits the number of learners who 

can be included. Despite one-one sessions only happening once a week in term times, those learners 

who have received such close support and counselling have demonstrated marked improvement in 

their schoolwork.   
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MDO in East London also conducts one-on-one mentoring sessions for the learners in the mentoring 

programme on a weekly basis. In these sessions, the mentors discuss progress with schoolwork, issues 

that the learners are facing at school or home, and crucially they do skill-building exercises such as 

goal-setting and time-management together to assist the learner to develop a plan for the year and 

to stick to agreed milestones with the mentor. Some of the learners also receive anger management 

counselling and assistance with behavioural problems or peer pressure. In many cases MDO’s one-on-

one counselling and mentoring has had impressive results, with mentored learners improving 

behaviourally and in terms of their school and class attendance, if not academically. MDO has also 

introduced a dedicated tutor to assist with the academic deficits faced by some of the learners on the 

programme. In addition to the core group, teachers often refer other learners to the mentors for 

similar one-on-one sessions as needed.    

D. Group PSS Sessions, Support Groups and Life-skills   

Another key aspect of the work of these organisations in their different school contexts is the group 

work they perform with learners, which incorporates elements of counselling and peer-to-peer 

support. In most cases, sessions are held weekly by the CYCW or social worker at each school, either 

during break times or after school. Such sessions also incorporate life-skills into them, helping the 

learners to explore peer pressure, challenges at school and home, and their future goals together. 

Issues such as substance abuse and teenage pregnancy feature prominently in subjects explored in 

these group sessions.   

Case Study: Support Groups 
CAP in Swellendam has taken group work further by introducing a successful drug support group 
attended by 20 learners at the secondary school. These learners were identified as those using and 
addicted to various substances. The group was taken on a rehabilitation journey led by CAP’s social 
worker. Learners in this group showed evidence of positive behavioural change, and they were 
made junior rangers at the nearby Bontebok National Park to connect them to meaningful out-of-
school activities to show them alternative future prospects. By the end of 2017, the care workers 
from the secondary school reported that most of the learners in the group were now “clean” and 
had exited the group successfully. Similar groups were established in the junior schools, with an 
anger management groups being established in both. CAP linked the learners in these groups to 
their cycling team, which aims to provide a healthy after-school element to the support.   
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Group PSS and Life-skills session with learners at Lotus High School 

 

As is evident, after school activities and programmes are an integral part of this group support, 

although it is not always possible due to transport or safety challenges. DGMT’s partners have found 

chess to be an important activity (Bottom Up, who work on the Cape Flats), while others use music, 

or religious activities or sports as a method for developing life-skills.  

E. Referrals to Key Services and Support   

Residents of poor rural and urban areas, who attend the under-resourced schools which DGMT’s 

partners are working in are often very poorly linked to key support services, from which they can 

obtain PSS and a range of other crucial social welfare support. A key aspect of the work the partners 

are doing in the schools is therefore to connect schools and the learners who attend them to a range 

of services from state and NGO bodies, as well as resources in wealthier areas, to improve their 

wellbeing and address issues they are facing.  

The National Association for Child and Youth Care Workers (NACCW) is working in eight schools in 

KwaZulu-Natal, where it has trained and is supporting the Learner Support Agents (LSAs) to become a 

crucial provider of PSS to learners. One of the roles the LSAs and the NACCW support staff (an 

additional CYCW and a senior mentor) are playing is to connect each of the schools to a range of 

services. Most of the schools are in deep rural areas where access to social services and resources are 

severely lacking. The NACCW has therefore linked learners to government services such as the 

Department of Home Affairs, to ensure that learners obtain birth certificates and can then qualify for 

child support grants. It also links learners to clinics, school social workers and organisations such as 

Childline and Lifeline.    
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Similarly, MDO in East London links both the learners on the mentorship programme and other cases 

referred by teachers to social services, NGOs such as NICRO (for drug rehabilitation) and assistance 

with grants and documentation. The mentors also refer many learners for intensive interventions (for 

example 15 learners from Mzamowethu Secondary School were referred to NICRO for drug 

counselling), and two were transferred to special educational institutions.  

KDG in Paarl has also played a key role in linking learners at their schools to appropriate support. KDG 

experienced a number of really difficult cases and situations for which they had to build much stronger 

relationships with the Child Welfare services. Since KDG is not a statutory organisation they have to 

refer cases to statutory bodies who can take these further. In addition KDG managed to use its 

connections in Paarl to obtain the free services of a doctor, a dentist, a pharmacy and the Pathcare 

laboratories for all the cases they work with in the schools. This means that from abuse cases to 

ordinary medical problems faced by vulnerable learners working with KDG, they have all the medical 

support they need, and these children obtain quick and high-quality care.   

5. Conclusion 

Psycho-social support is crucial for learners struggling to cope with school for a range of reasons to do 

with their home, community and school environments. As with international “best practice” models 

of PSS, all of the approaches introduced in this paper have proved effective for most of the learners 

who directly benefitted from them. There is no doubt that each school needs a professional counsellor 

or social worker to play the multi-faceted role that has been piloted by the NGOs involved with the 

Zero Dropout Schools Initiative. Unfortunately the need for PSS is so great in many schools that even 

a holistic NGO intervention such as the ones discussed above cannot cater for all learners at a school. 

In the case of CAP in Swellendam, the sheer number of “red category” cases led them to implement 

an intensive intervention with selected groups of learners for six weeks at a time. The schools in East 

London served by MDO similarly asked for two “mentors” to be supplied, so great was their need. 

While one-on-one PSS with a caring qualified counsellor may be the ideal situation, it is simply not 

possible to up-scale this level and intensity of PSS so that it effectively reaches all learners. 

Organisations such as CAP, MDO and the NACCW are thus now piloting more systemic approaches 

which can assist schools themselves and government-supplied support services to provide the level of 

PSS that is required to ensure learners overcome psycho-social and other barriers which threaten to 

derail their school journeys.  

Due to the work of these organisations in these schools, there are some early shifts and systemic 

changes in the way schools are treating and caring for their learners. For example a Principal of one of 

the primary schools in Paarl where KDG works has changed the way he deals with latecomers. In the 

past, this Principal used to use various punishments to deal with late-coming. But in early 2018, after 

working with KDG, he changed his approach by starting to recognise and reward all of those who came 

to school on time. While this is a small shift, it represents a change away from a negative approach 

towards one which recognises the challenges learners have in coming to school and appreciating their 

effort to be there. Similarly, a school in Lotus River in which Bottom Up works also changed its 

approach to late-coming as a result of the intervention. The Principal previously locked the school gate 

after 8am so that latecomers would have to wait outside for an hour or more until they were let in. 

This not only raised issues around their safety (due to local gang activity, drug dealing and crime), but 

also failed to take into account that learners often came late as a result of transport problems beyond 
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their control. The youth Action Research Committee (facilitated by Bottom Up) identified this practice 

as a key problem causing learners at their school to disengage and become alienated. Their activism 

around this issue very quickly led to the school abandoning this practice, having understood the 

problems it was causing.     

Meanwhile, a school in KwaZulu-Natal which was part of the NACCW’s intervention in 2017 decided 

to abandon corporal punishment after the NACCW mentor showed them that a more caring approach 

could work better. Now, the LSA at that school works with latecomers and the school leadership 

recognises her role in addressing behavioural problems through a more caring approach. Teachers 

who used to use corporal punishment have also realised that it is not as effective as understanding 

the issues causing behavioural issues or disengagement, and working with the learners in a caring way. 

In the same way, the schools in which MDO works in East London have learnt not to give up on 

“problem” learners as they used to. At one school, they had all but given up on learners who came to 

school but spent the day skipping classes and smoking by the toilets. But through referring such 

learners to the MDO mentor from 2017, the teachers came to know the underlying problems causing 

these behaviours, and to assist them to reengage with their schoolwork in a caring way, supported by 

the mentor. Lastly, in Swellendam, at one school in which CAP runs its iThemba site, the School 

Management Team decided (early 2018) to go for training so that they could play a better role in 

handling disciplinary cases and behavioural issues in a caring and productive manner. Now, they only 

refer more severe cases to CAP for counselling or referral to outside services.            

Thus, the work that these organisations have been doing in schools around the country are starting to 

make qualitative impacts on individual learners, and to change practices, approaches and systems 

used by teachers and school managers. These small changes can serve as an example to other schools 

and lead to even more significant shifts in schools which assist to make them into caring environments 

which support and nurture learners academically, socially and psychologically.     


