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Abstract

Teacher absenteeism is widely recognised as a serious problem, particularly in
disadvantaged areas, yet there is little systematic research and data on teacher
absence in developing nations. Generally, literature discusses the phenomenon
of teacher absenteeism on the basis of high-income countries and low-income
countries. The current research argues that the reasons for teacher absenteeism
in developed nations are largely personal matters related to the individual and
the rate of absence is relatively low. In this study we argue that while teachers’
absence is a matter that concerns the individual, there are institutional (school),
structural (social environment) and economic factors that impact on the extent
of teacher absenteeism in low-income countries. The purpose of the study is to
investigate factors underlying teacher absence in disadvantaged communities.
We investigated the phenomenon of teacher absenteeism in three (n-3) selected
schools in the District of Tshwane West (D15) located in Soshanguve, Gauteng
Province, South Africa. Soshanguve is a township with a predominantly
disadvantaged community which depends on the public schooling system and
probably has limited access to private education. The study used qualitative
methods and data was collected through semi-structured interviews. The
findings reveal that the schools are ineffective in curbing and reducing teacher
absenteeism due to insufficient policy measures. The problem of teacher
absenteeism is rampant and manifests in many forms. The leave policy seems
to be effective in curbing the wage bill for substitute teachers, but at the same
time it appears to grossly contribute to the damaging effects of absenteeism on
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educational outcomes. We recommend that costs in implementing the policy
need to be balanced against the effectiveness of the policy. Reducing teacher
absenteeism implies reducing the monetary cost of teacher absence and
improving the education outcomes of learners. This ensures that the relationship
between inputs (education investment) and outputs (learner performance) is
optimal. We conclude that improving teacher attendance will thus increase
productivity in schools.

Keywords: teacher absenteeism; education outcome; teacher attendance;
disadvantaged schools; working conditions; lack of resources; inequality; poor
performance

Introduction

Ivatts (2010) defines absenteeism as any failure of an employee to report for or to remain
at work as scheduled, regardless of the reason. Strickland’s (1998) definition embraces
a period of not attending school. Chaudhury et al. (2005) make reference to teachers
being present at school but failing to visit their classes to teach, and Castro, Duthilleul,
and Caillods (2007) refer to not being in a fit condition to teach the children effectively.
Corallo and McDonald (2001) define teacher absenteeism as a determinant of a low
performing school. In light of the different definitions, for the purpose of this research,
teacher absenteeism refers to when a teacher is not physically present at school when
they could be expected to be (Ivatts 2010). An absent teacher lowers the quality of the
school experience for the students whom she/he would have taught.

Literature on teacher absenteeism discusses the phenomenon on the basis of high-
income (HICs) and low-income countries (LICs) (Bennell 2004; Chapman 1994; Ejere
2010; Ivatts 2010; Miller, Murnane, and Willett 2007; Reddy et al. 2010; Yiga and
Wandega 2010). High-income countries refer to the rich and developed nations, whose
resources have enabled them to provide good working conditions, excellent
infrastructure and a well-resourced education system. Reasons for absenteeism in these
countries are largely personal matters related to the individual and the rate of teacher
absence is comparatively low (Abeles 2009; Reddy et al. 2010). On the other hand, low-
income countries are poor, and their education systems are characterised by poor
working conditions, insufficient infrastructure and poorly resourced schools.
Absenteeism rates in developing countries are high.

South Africa is described as a dualistic economy. There is a part of the country that is
rich and well developed with an education system comparable to those of HICs that is
predominantly occupied by whites and there is a poor developing part with an education
system comparable to those of LICs, which is predominantly occupied by blacks. This
suggests variations in absence rates in South Africa according to differences in socio-
economic conditions, whereby absence rates are higher in township and rural schools
than in suburban white schools. Most researchers argue that poor working conditions



and low economic incentives (such as pay) cause a depressed environment and the result
is job dissatisfaction, which contributes to teacher absenteeism (Abeles 2009; Bennell
2004; Chapman 1994, Ejere 2010).

A high absenteeism rate in township and rural schools would imply that the majority of
the students in the country are exposed to the negative consequences of teacher
absenteeism, because South Africa is a deeply unequal society with the majority of the
population (blacks) still living in abject poverty. Blacks earn 22.8 per cent of what the
white population earns, and yet they constitute 79.4 per cent of the total population and
whites only 9.2 per cent (Statistics South Africa 2011). During the apartheid era, black
schools were severely under-resourced while their white counterparts were well
resourced. The fiscal allocation in terms of race resulted in widespread disparities with
regard to all aspects of education (Naicker 2011). The consequence of such racial
disparity is still felt in South Africa today.

The purpose of this article is to investigate factors underlying teacher absenteeism in
public schools that serve disadvantaged communities. We draw our sample from
Tshwane West District, located in Soshanguve, a township predominantly populated by
poor communities who depend on public schools. Ivatts (2010) purports that children
who grow up in poorer conditions receive inferior education, and teacher absenteeism
is among the factors that contribute to this.

Studies on teacher absenteeism have identified various factors contributing to teacher
absence in developing nations. Most researchers argue that poor working conditions and
low economic incentives in disadvantaged communities are major contributing factors
to excessive teacher absence (Abeles 2009; Bennell 2004; Chapman 1994; Ejere 2010;
Reddy et al. 2010; Yiga and Wandega 2010). In the literature analysed below we depart
from the main arguments advanced by the multiple authors discussed above.

What Is Known in the Literature
The Impact of Poor Working Conditions

Factors contributing to teacher absence in disadvantaged nations (communities) go
beyond personal reasons to include socio-economic factors and institutional policies
that largely feed the problem. According to Chapman (1994), a thorough understanding
of the factors or reasons underlying teacher absence is imperative in order to be able to
develop strategies and incentives that can reduce absenteeism. Disadvantaged nations
have high absenteeism rates, which are often cited as one of the reasons for poor
performance in schools (Abeles 2009; Bradley, Greeny, and Leeves 2006; Bennell
2004; Chapman 1994; Ejere 2010; Ivatts 2010; Miller, Murnane, and Willett 2007; Yiga
and Wandega 2010).

Similarly, lvatts (2010) argues that there is evidence in both developed and developing
nations that children from poorer socio-economic backgrounds suffer a high rate of
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teacher absence. Researchers have noted that poor working conditions, low economic
incentives, and heavy workloads are major contributing factors to teacher absence
(Abeles 2009; Bennell 2010; Chapman 1994; Ejere 2010).

The schooling system in South Africa is bifurcated, whereby the disadvantaged are still
located within the former African schools characterised by poor performance (Bhorat
2008). The binary policy system influenced the allocation of funds to schools on the
basis of poverty levels. The government believes that such an approach will ensure that
the quality of education in disadvantaged schools will gradually improve (Harsch 2001).
Although it has been the largest single allocation in the government’s budget since
1994—the advent of democracy in South Africa—the education budget falls woefully
short of what is needed to quickly fix both the quantitative and qualitative challenges
(Pandor 2005). Despite the increase in funding for disadvantaged schools, conditions in
these schools remain poor, which points to the fact that disadvantaged schools do not
only face monetary challenges. Reddy (2010) found that 40 000 of the country’s
estimated 400 000 educators in the public system are absent from school every day.
Another report by the HSRC showed that 55 per cent of current educators expressed a
desire to leave the teaching profession (Pandor 2005). Such a desire is likely to
contribute to a higher rate of teacher absenteeism and attrition.

Macroeconomic Policy

Public expenditure on education is a function of the performance and size of the
economy. Harsch (2001) and Maile (2008) point out that a year after its election, and
under pressure from both domestic business and the World Bank and International
Monetary Fund (IMF), the African National Congress (ANC) came to accept
privatisation in principle. In June 1996 the Reconstruction and Development
Programme office was disbanded and the government adopted a new macroeconomic
policy framework, called the Growth, Employment and Redistribution (GEAR)
strategy, to the applause of the Washington-based international financial institution, the
World Bank and International Monetary Fund (Harsch 2001).

According to the GEAR strategy, to achieve high economic growth, and generate more
jobs and higher income, the government expenditure should be cut back, private and
public sector wage increases kept in check and tariff reform accelerated to improve the
international competitiveness of the country. Growth would mainly be the result of
increases in fixed investment and manufactured exports (Weeks 1999).

Harsch (2001) affirms that the GEAR strategy does not acknowledge the need for
redistribution of income and opportunities in favour of the poor. The policy failed to
generate the desired economic growth, and slow growth worsened unemployment and
impacted negatively on the poverty level of the majority of black South Africans, thus
limiting further their ability to contribute to the education resources of their children.
Employees’ share of the national income declined from 56 per cent in 2005 to 51 per
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cent in 2009 (Turok 2010, 32). The failing economic policy and cuts in public
expenditure have ensured that the crisis in education persists and the quality of
education continues to decline.

GEAR’s economic principles continue to dominate policy in South Africa (Turok 2010,
34). The failure of the macroeconomic policy has resulted in the failure of the
government to increase the education budget sufficiently to address education
imbalances in the country, which have enormous effects on teacher and learner
performance, and teacher attendance and attrition. Lack of finance is a source of poor
working conditions, which fuel teacher absenteeism.

Lack of Resources

The binary policy of allocating funds to schools, as discussed above, ensures that poor
schools receive more funding from the government, especially schools classified as
falling into quintile 1 to 3. Schools classified as quintile 4 and 5, formerly known as
Model C schools, receive less but adequate funding. The latter is an approach adopted
from macro policies, as discussed above. In line with macro policies, former Model C
schools ensure, through higher school fees, that their schools are well resourced and that
working conditions are adequate. The school governing bodies (SGB) of these schools
employ extra staff to ease the heavy workload of state paid educators. Principals and
educators are paid bonuses for excellent performances and teachers who engage in extra
schooling activities are paid for their services. Sayed and Motala (2009) argue that the
high fees charged by public schools highlight the resource divide within the public
schooling system. The conditions and incentives in wealthy schools have a positive
impact on teacher performance and are likely to impact positively on teacher absence.
These conditions are absent in the disadvantaged schools (former African schools). In
the disadvantaged communities, the conditions for teaching and learning remain very
much unfavourable to both the teachers and learners. Poor conditions and lack of
economic incentives impact negatively on performance, attendance and attrition
(Chapman 1994, 31).

According to Mda (2009), there are some Africans now attending historically white
schools in wealthy areas whose performance is in line with the historically high
achievement of such schools (Eramus and Breier 2009, 13). High school fees and
transport costs act as barriers to many African parents to send their children to former
white schools. Differential resources result in unfavourable conditions that negatively
affect achievement and attendance of both learners and teachers in poor schools. In
2009, the attrition rate for white teachers was found to be decreasing, while it is
increasing for black teachers (GDE 2010). The increasing attrition rate among black
teachers indicates the dissatisfaction with the conditions in their schools.

The odds appear to be stacked against former African schools. Poor children remain
trapped in inferior education systems with wholly inadequate infrastructure (Turok
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2010, 13). Research (Chandhury et al. 2004) indicates that schools with the best
infrastructure had teacher absence rates that were approximately half of that of schools
with the worst infrastructure (Reddy et al. 2010, 27).

To demonstrate the prevalence of inferior education arising from dire situations
characterised by lack of resources we draw data from the Schools Register of Needs
(DoE 2001), which shows that 35.5 per cent of schools have no access to any form of
telecommunication, 42.2 per cent have no electricity and only eight per cent have access
to the internet (Pandor 2005). Equal Education (2010) points out that the majority of
disadvantaged schools lack essential resources such as laboratories, computer labs and
adequate textbooks. Only seven per cent of schools have functional libraries. Staff
rooms are cramped and inadequate for the marking of work and projects. In many
schools the classes comprise 60 learners or more (Equal Education 2010). Block (2009)
affirms that 50 per cent or more of white children go on to university; by comparison,
only 12 per cent of black children go on to university, and half of the children drop out
of school before matriculating (Turok 2010, 42). Such a low resource base in
disadvantaged schools perpetuates racial inequities, and contributes to teacher absence.

In an attempt to reduce inequalities, the government introduced no-fee schools for the
poor. No-fee schools were introduced in 2007; by 2008 the schools made up 55 per cent
of all public schools, and that figure rose to 60 per centin 2010 (News24 2012). Snyman
(News24 2012) argues that, despite an increase in funding for poor schools, they
continue to underperform. This indicates that an increased state expenditure that cannot
adequately fund the resources required by the schools will not lead to high academic
performance and improved teacher morale. Teacher absenteeism is driven by a lack of
resources (Reddy et al. 2010, 27).

Poor Conditions of Employment

In the previous sections of this article we demonstrated that teacher absenteeism is
influenced by the resources allocated to schools and policy provisions; in this section
we argue based on the literature review that poor working conditions can be linked to
teacher absenteeism as well. For instance, the low level of compensation is another
important cause of absenteeism. Bennell (2004) argues that the salary scale of teachers
is often very flat with very small increments that have little or no link to job
performance. GEAR policy is largely responsible for the low teacher compensation by
advocating for one per cent real increases in salaries and pegging these to the inflation
rate (CPIX), which does not take into account interest on bond repayments (Weeks
1999).

Expenditure tracking by Wildeman (2007, 14) indicates the framework for the
containment of expenditure for personnel which allows other expenditure components
to grow, and consequently results in slow growth and low pay for school teachers. This
implies that a redistributive (trade-off) approach is used whereby teachers are made
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worse off, thus violating the Pareto optimality principle. A Pareto improvement is a
change in an allocation which makes someone better off without making anyone else
worse off (Caplan 2011). Literature indicates that teachers compensate themselves for
their low salaries with frequent absenteeism. This suggests that the redistributive
process of reducing teacher compensation increases teacher absenteeism. The
opportunity cost of containment and reducing teacher remuneration is absenteeism.
Opportunity cost is defined by Mostert et al. (2002, 9) as the advantage of the alternative
allocation of resources that is sacrificed for a certain allocation of resources.

A heavy workload encourages teachers to absent themselves from school (Bradley,
Greeny, and Leeves 2006). The Educator Workload Report by the Human Science
Research Council found that teachers’ workload has increased (Chisholm et al. 2005).
Firstly, the report shows that the increase in teachers’ workload is a result of increased
administrative demands placed upon teachers by outcome-based education (OBE)
assessments. Secondly, the workload is increased by an overcrowded curriculum, the
number of learning areas to be taught per grade, poorly-planned and cross-cutting
departmental accountability requirements. Thirdly, class size, the mainstreaming of
learners with barriers to learning, and the expectation of educators to fill a number of
roles in addition to teaching—as school managers, treasurers, fundraisers, counsellors,
nurses, administrators, cleaners, learning material developers, and so on—increases
teachers” workload (Chisholm et al. 2005, 19).

The survey found heavy workloads to have disastrous effects in African schools by
crowding out the instructional time (Chisholm et al. 2005). This indicates that
advantaged schools employ extra staff to reduce the workload of state paid educators.
A heavy workload leads to job dissatisfaction, poor perception of meaningfulness of
work, and stress. Job-related stress can result in absenteeism, strain, illness, a high
turnover, reduced productivity and other workplace problems (Bennell 2004; Ejere
2010). Bennell (2004) points out that reform programmes that increase the workload of
teachers and ignore or pay insufficient attention to pay and other conditions of service
contribute to teacher absenteeism. He further argues that a constantly changing
curriculum is a major de-motivator to educators, and thus impacts negatively on teacher
attendance.

The burden of carrying the workload of absent teachers may in turn encourage teachers
to absent themselves from schools (Bradley, Greeny, and Leeves 2006). In Gauteng
Province, a teacher is replaced by a substitute if he/she is absent for 20 or more
consecutive working days—that is, a full month. It therefore means that for any number
of absent days fewer than 20, no substitute is provided. This policy seems to be effective
in curbing the wage bill of substitute teachers, but at the same time, it appears to grossly
contribute to the damaging effects of absenteeism on educational outcomes. There is a
lack of uniformity with the application of the policy. The Western Cape Department of
Education pays for a substitute when an educator is on sick or maternity leave for a
period of 10 working days or more (Reddy et al. 2010, 5).
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The provision of the leave system that does not allow teachers to accumulate leave days
contributes to teacher absenteeism (Miller, Murnane, and Willett 2007). The education
department in the country practises the policy of non-cumulative leave days. Chapman
(1994, 39) argues that the provision of rewards and incentives reduces teacher
absenteeism.

Trade Unionism

Trade unions contribute to absenteeism through industrial actions and strikes. A review
on labour strikes found that the South African Democratic Teachers Union (SADTU)
was responsible for 42 per cent of all working days lost due to industrial action between
1995 and 2009 in the country (Equal Education 2010). A teachers’ strike is the worst
form of teacher absenteeism as it involves the complete shutdown of the schooling
system with disastrous impact on results. Learners have a constitutional right to
education, and it rests upon the shoulders of the government to ensure that they enjoy
it. This right is trampled upon by the authority’s unwillingness to pay teachers decent
salaries and to improve their working conditions. Equal Education (2010) argues that in
a society such as ours, where teachers are overworked, underpaid and disrespected, they
should not be prevented from organising protests peacefully and legally.

Gender Differential

Many researchers (Abeles 2009, 34) maintain that women are absent more frequently
than men because of family responsibilities. Abeles (2009, 34) further points out that
promotion to a supervisory position leads to a reduction in subsequent spells and time
lost in absence. Bennell (2004, 25-31) argues that poor motivation and lack of
accountability are widely reported to result in high levels of teacher absenteeism.
Moreover, participation in official duties, meetings, and workshops by principals
accounts for a large proportion of teacher absence. Yiga and Wandega (2010) argue that
the longer the teacher’s commute between home and school, the more likely it is that
the teacher will be absent.

Gaps ldentified

There is a paucity of research documenting leave (absence) rates among South African
teachers and this paucity also extends to understanding the dynamics underpinning
educator absenteeism (Reddy et al. 2010). While teacher absenteeism is widely
recognised as a serious problem, researchers have produced little systematic research
and data on teacher absence in developing nations (Bennell 2004; Chapman 1994; Ivatts
2010). However, a close scrutiny of the above literature reveals that in South Africa
there is a paucity of scientific knowledge on institutional (school), structural (social
environment) and economic factors that impact on the extent of teacher absenteeism.

Knowledge of institutional factors prevalent in disadvantaged communities that
contribute to teacher absenteeism is critical because schools as organisations inhabited
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by human beings may be fraught with conflicts and deficits in the treatment of
individuals and the allocation of resources. The argument here is that institutional
practices, resources and cultures are likely to contribute to teacher absenteeism.
Similarly, the social environment needs to be investigated to establish how it influences
teacher absenteeism. From the studies that dealt with poor working conditions and low
economic incentives this study elevates the discourse to another level where, with the
link to challenges of the social environment, we argue that teacher absenteeism is
probably increased by poor incentives within the school environment and in the broader
system of education.

The significance of the study relates to the importance of ensuring that our social
institutions, and in particular schools, are effective and efficient in their service delivery.
Schools must maintain a high level of productivity which is reflected in excellent learner
performance and results. Good service delivery requires better resource allocation and
efficient management. Optimal utilisation of teachers is hampered by teacher absence.
Understanding the phenomenon and the factors feeding the problem (absenteeism) will
enable education authorities and school managers to develop strategies and policies that
can curb teacher absence. Miller, Murnane, and Willett (2007) argue that the existence
of discretionary leave means that feasible policy changes could significantly reduce
rates of absence. According to lvatts (2010), the development of strategies and
recommendations that hold the potential to reduce the level and incidence of
absenteeism is in the interest of economic efficiency and good quality education.

Research Strategy

A qualitative approach was used in the study to investigate the factors underlying
teacher absenteeism in South African schools located in the District of Tshwane West
(D15), Soshanguve, Gauteng Province. Soshanguve was selected because it is a
township with a predominantly disadvantaged community. The previous political
dispensation (Chipkin 1998) designated specific areas (townships) on the outskirts of
the city as locations for black migrant workers to live in order to keep cheap black labour
close to white cities (Osman and Lemmer 2003). Research done by Infusion (2007, 3)
found that 60 per cent of the residents of Soshanguve feel most strongly that they cannot
meet their basic needs with their income. The majority of the population is impoverished
and depends on the public schooling system. The authors wanted to gain a deep
understanding of the problem of teacher absenteeism within a disadvantaged
community. Soshanguve happens to be a suitable context characterised by poverty and
many developmental challenges. More relevantly, Soshanguve schools experience the
same problem of teacher absenteeism experienced in other South African townships.
Research indicates that children of low socio-economic status experience a larger absent
teacher rate than their peers in suburban setting (lvatts 2010, 8). It was the researchers’
intention to investigate and understand the phenomenon of teacher absenteeism in a
disadvantaged community.



A sample of three (N-3) schools was selected using purposive sampling. The selected
three schools had cases of teachers applying for medical retirement. For this reason,
purposive sampling was used. We sampled the three cases on the basis of their
characteristics and congruence with the problem under investigation (Cohen, Manion,
and Morrison 2002, 103). Data was collected through semi-structured interviews. In
order to get a comprehensive account of the problem we selected the participants
according to the different positions they occupied in a school—from managerial
positions to ordinary classroom teachers. Hence in each school, the principal, deputy
principal, an HOD, and a teacher were selected.

Findings

The findings are presented according to the hermeneutic steps of data analysis. What
appears in this paper are the themes and verbal quotations from the participants.
Participants are categorised as follows: School A participants: Al—principal, A2—
deputy principal, A3—an HOD, and A4—a teacher; from School B: B1—principal,
B2—deputy principal, B3—an HOD, and B4—a teacher, and from School C: C1—
principal, C2—deputy principal, C3—an HOD, and C4—a teacher.

Perceptions on the Prevalence of Teacher Absenteeism

With regard to the prevalence of teacher absenteeism, some interviewees claimed that
teacher absenteeism in their schools is relatively low, but in the third school
interviewees pointed out that the institution is characterised by a relatively higher rate
of absenteeism. Interviewees cited the following:

Participant A4 said, “The level of absenteeism is not high. Absenteeism in our school is
not bad. Itis at a level that | can describe as understandable and acceptable. The absence
rate is stable and not increasing.”

Participant B4 said, “In a day you may find 15 educators being absent, out of the
teaching staff of 36. Absenteeism in this school is very high and teachers absent
themselves to sabotage the principal, and there is also a tendency of bunking classes by
educators.”

Teacher Absenteeism and School Performance

With regard to the school with the higher absent teacher rate, the authors found that the
institution is classified as a non-performing school by the district office. The non-
performance was viewed by the interviewees as exacerbated by teacher absence and
negatively impacts learner enrolment.

Participant C4 said, “The school is classified as an underperforming school by the
district. The parents are withdrawing their children from the school, and learner
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enrolment has sharply decreased. Absenteeism and the bunking of classes are the cause
of these problems.”

On the link between absenteeism and learner performance, the participants pointed out
that teacher absenteeism does impact negatively on learner performance. Interviewees
offered the following observations:

Participant B4 said, “When the teacher is absent, learners miss on teaching time, and
what happens the following day is that the teacher may not be prepared to cover-up the
lost time by teaching the learners in the afternoon.”

Participant C4 said, “Learners of absent educators tend to have results that are below
the performance of learners with regular attending teachers.”

Common Types of Leave Taken

The participants cited many reasons for teacher absenteeism. Among the reasons they
mentioned is that many teachers tend to take the normal leave provided as part of the
employment conditions, such as sick leave and family responsibility leave. The head of
the institution (Al) stated the following: “The most common type of leave taken by
educators is sick leave, family responsibility is not that much taken.”

This finding resonates with Mashaba’s (2014) study in which he discovered that sick
leave is the most common type of leave taken.

Participant C1 reflected, “Not all the reasons given by teachers for taking leave are
genuine, but I believe some of the reasons are genuine.”

Unfavourable Working Conditions

Participants pointed out that due to unfavourable working conditions most teachers
absent themselves as a result of the heavy workload, larger class sizes, poor
remuneration, conflict among staff and stress-related problems. The participants
observed the following:

Participant A4 said, “This workload is too heavy on us, our classes are also over-
crowded, and the department officials do not take cognisance of this fact, they just keep
on pushing us and calling us to attend endless number of meetings. When a teacher is
tired he/she deserves the right to have a bed-rest.”

Participant B3 said, “Conflict is causing absenteeism. There is a lot and lot of conflict
among the staff members.”
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Demographic Factors of Absenteeism

In terms of the demographic factors that influence teacher absenteeism we found that
female educators are perceived to be absent more often than male teachers. Similarly,
the participants indicated that older and experienced teachers are less likely to be absent
than younger teachers. This pattern is not different among school management team
(SMT) members and non-SMT members. The interviewees stated that SMT members
are less absent in their schools than non-SMT members.

Participant C1 said, “Female educators are the ones who mostly take leave than male
educators. | do not say female educators are the weaker sex, but they take more leave
days due to health reasons and family responsibility.”

Participant B1 said, “Many of the staff members at the school are young, so | hold
separate meetings with the old and experienced teachers and encourage them to be
exemplary to young teachers, including attendance.”

Participant Al said, “SMT members are less absent than non SMT members. As an
SMT member, | must lead by an example. Even if things are bad, I make sure that |
come to school. | must lead my subordinates by an example.”

Substitute Teachers

Educators argued that when a teacher is absent other teachers have to carry his/her
workload. As a result, this affects their ability to teach their own classes. Carrying the
workload of absent teachers was found to worsen the workload that is already
unbearable for them. Educators revealed the following:

Participant A3 said, “Our workload is killing us, but for the sake of the children, we
carry the workload of absent teachers.”

Participant C4 said, “Teachers are not happy for going extra mile by teaching children
that belong to absent educators. There are some teachers who flatly refuse to teach those
learners, claiming that their work is too much, and that the absent teacher goes to his/her
bank alone on a pay day, and they are not going to work for other teachers.”

Participant B3 said, “We are a no fee school and cannot afford to employ relieve
teachers. Sick leave overburdens teachers. Rich schools are better placed than us
because they can afford to employ substitutes. The 20-day substitution policy by the
government is wrong. The correct policy is the one that can provide substitute staff for
less than 20 days.”

We also found that when a replacement teacher teaches in the place of an absent teacher
in some cases the learners do not co-operate with the substitute teacher. The learners
guestion the methods of teaching and the amount of work done. In some instances, chaos
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erupts in the classroom. Often effective learning does not take place, and the learners
fall behind. At the end of the year such classes underperform.

Disciplinary Problems

The study found that teacher absenteeism aggravates disciplinary problems in the
classroom and in the whole school. Participant C3 said, “We have a very big school
here, about 1500 learners. If a teacher is not in class, there is a very big noise and some
learners roam around the school yard.”

Management of the Leave System

The participants revealed that the leave system is not well managed within the schools
and in the entire system. Participants indicated that their schools prepare the leave
analysis, which is mandatory, but the analysis is not used to encourage responsible leave
taking. They also pointed out that their schools do not apply the 8-week rule which was
promulgated to curb absenteeism, and leave without pay as a punitive measure is not
applied. PILIR (Policy and Procedure on Incapacity Leave and Ill-Health Retirement),
which is meant to reduce teacher absence, is viewed by participants as ineffective. In
this regard, the participants offered the following observations:

Participant C1 said, “The leave cycle is ending on the 30th of June, and educators went
to the office to check their remaining leave days. They started absenting themselves
from school, claiming that they are using their remaining leave days.”

Participant B1 said, “We do not apply the 8-week rule and leave without pay, we use
the logbook. When a teacher is absent, he/she fill the leave forms, and the leave is
recorded in the logbook and the teacher sign the book.”

Participant Al said, “The PILIR policy is not effective in reducing teacher
absenteeism.”

We also found that medical retirement applicants spend many years on paid sick leave.
The Department of Basic Education takes a long time to process ill-health retirement.
The participants argue that in the meantime classes suffer and teachers are overloaded
as they need to carry the workload of such applicants. Interviewees mentioned the
following:

Participant B1 said, “The school has a teacher on sick leave for four years, and at the
end of every quarter, | submit PILIR forms to the district for her sick leave. The teacher
is on a wheel-chair and the doctor had declared her permanently disabled. The
department is not doing anything about it, they keep on saying that I must submit her
PILIR forms so that the school can be provided with the substitute teacher.”
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Participant Clsaid, “We had a teacher in a relieving post for seven years. The
department always complains about the budget, but they paid two teachers in one post

for seven years and we lack resources in the school.”

For a complete summary of the findings we provide a comparison of data obtained from

the three schools in Table 1 below.

Table 1: Summary of the findings

remuneration, and stress. | remuneration.

No | School A School B School C

1 | Relatively low level of Relatively low level Relatively high level of
absenteeism of absenteeism absenteeism

2 | Reasons for teacher Teacher absenteeism | Reasons for teacher
absence: sick leave, factors: urgent private | absence: conflict and
family responsibility, matters, sick leave, infighting among staff,
heavy workload, larger examinations, stress, mismatch of educator
class size, poor and poor qualification, and

constantly changing
curriculum.

educators are absent less | educators are absent
than younger educators. | more than younger
and experienced
teachers.

3 | Sick leave is the most Sick leave is the Sick leave is the most
common type of leave highest proportion of | common leave taken.
taken. the leave taken.

4 | There is abuse of the The educators abuse The educators abuse the
leave system by the leave system. leave system.
educators.

5 Female educators are Female educators are | Female educators are
absent more often than absent more often absent more often than
male educators. than male educators. male educators.

6 | Older and experienced Older and experienced | Older teachers are absent

less than younger
teachers.

7 | The absenteeism pattern | SMT members are
is not different between absent less often than
SMT members and non- | non-SMT members.

SMT members are
absent less often than
non-SMT members.

school.

SMT members.
8 | Leave analysis not Leave analysis is Leave analysis is done
prepared by the school. prepared by the by the school.

School managers do not
apply a supportive
management style.
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10 | Teacher absence impacts | Teacher absenteeism Learner performance is
negatively on learner negatively affects negatively affected by
performance. learner performance. | teacher absence.

11 | Teacher absence Teacher absence Absenteeism increases
increases the workload of | increases the the workload of other
other educators. workload of other educators.

teachers.

12 | Teacher absences cause Teacher absences Teacher absences lead to
learner disciplinary cause learner learner disciplinary
problems. disciplinary problems. | problems.

13 | Medical retirement Teachers applying for | Teachers applying for
applicants spend many ill-health retirement ill-health retirement
years on paid sick leave, | spend many years on | spend many years on
wasting financial paid sick leave, paid sick leave, wasting
resources. wasting financial financial resources.

resources.

14 | The 8-week rule is not The 8-week rule is not | The 8-week rule is
applied by the school. applied by the school. | applied but is not

effective in curbing
absenteeism.

15 | The PILIR policy isnot | The PILIR policy is The PILIR policy is
effective in curbing ineffective in curbing | ineffective in curbing
teacher absence. absenteeism. absenteeism.

16 | The principal motivates | The principal The principal motivates
teachers to attend motivates teachersto | teachers to attend
regularly. attend regularly. regularly.

17 | Leave without pay is not | Leave without pay is | Leave without pay is not
applied. not applied. applied.

18 | The 20-day substitution The 20-day The 20-day substitution
policy is not acceptable; | substitution policy is | policy is not acceptable;
it needs to be changed. not acceptable and it needs to be changed.

must be changed.
Discussion

Factors contributing to teacher absenteeism are numerous and their impact may differ
in different schools. Chapman (1994, 33) argues that, in order to develop strategies and
incentives that can reduce teacher absenteeism, the first step is to formulate a clear
picture of the influences feeding the problem.

A disturbing factor that was found by the study to underlie teacher absenteeism is the
application process for ill-health retirement. Teachers applying for medical boarding
spend years on paid sick leave—much more than the prescribed time in the policy,
which is 60 working days. Three schools participated in the interviews; the results show
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that in the first school, the educator spent four years on paid sick leave while applying
for ill-health retirement. In the second and third schools, both the teachers spent seven
years respectively on paid sick leave. The schools were never provided with reason(s)
for the delay in granting the educators ill-health retirement and repeated request by the
schools have yielded no answer. The escalation of teacher absenteeism seems to be
driven by ill-health retirement and extensive sick leave. As a result, substitute teachers
are employed to replace the absent teachers. This implies that one teaching post is used
to employ and pay two teachers for years, wasting the limited financial resources of the
education department. It is interesting to note that, while the availability of adequate
resources in township and rural schools remains a serious challenge, the education
authorities are wasting money, and thus allocating resources inefficiently. Inefficient
resource allocation was found to be compounded by the leave system that allows for
and encourages the abuse of the leave system. Participants agreed that not all of the
reasons given by teachers for taking leave are genuine.

The leave system in the country is contributing to teacher absenteeism in the
participating schools. It lacks built-in mechanisms to encourage good attendance. The
education department practises the policy of non-cumulative leave days, and teachers
were found to be using up their leave days rather than lose them. In the study it was
found that teachers are mostly absent for one to two days, a period for which they do
not have to provide medical certificates, and that Mondays and Fridays form part of
popular leave patterns to stretch weekends. Miller, Murnane, and Willett (2007), Reddy
etal. (2010), Yiga and Wandega (2010), and also Hubbell (2008) agree with this finding.
A policy of unlimited sick leave accumulation improves attendance because teachers do
not have a use-it-or-lose-it mentality.

While two schools were found to have a relatively low rate of teacher absence, in the
third school researchers found the institution experienced an excessive rate of teacher
absence. The source of the problem is seen as the high level of conflict and infighting
among educators in the school, which is said to be caused by the principal. The principal
is viewed as not treating all the teachers equally; some educators are favoured and others
not. Absenteeism was found to be used by teachers as a weapon to sabotage the
principal, and the school is also characterised by a tendency of educators to bunk classes.
This clearly indicates an abuse of the leave system.

The school mentioned above is classified by the district office as a non-performing
school and parents are withdrawing their children from the school. Chapman (1994)
affirms that teacher absenteeism can lead to a loss of community confidence in schools,
and thus to the growth of private schooling, which the disadvantaged cannot afford.
When schools perform poorly, the principal and his/her management team are called to
account to the district officials for poor performance. One-way accountability
(management) allows teachers to abuse their position (through absenteeism) in the
interest of poor performance because they will not be held directly accountable. The
finding in the school suggests the need for collective accountability (involving both
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management and teachers) for poor performance. Imants and van Zoelen found that
collegial staff relationships and a supportive management style implemented by the
school principal reduced the rate of teacher absence (cited in Bradley, Greeny, and
Leeves 2006).

Providing substitutes for absent teachers had been found to lower the negative impact
of teacher absenteeism on the education of children (Adeley 2008; Bennell 2004;
Bradley, Greeny, and Leeves 2006; Ivatts 2010; Yiga and Wandega 2010). The
substitution policy was found to be ineffective. The study found that the burden of
carrying the workload of absent teachers in turn encouraged other teachers to absent
themselves from school. The qualitative study also found that the burden of carrying the
workload of absent teachers strains relations between school managers and teachers as
some teachers refuse to carry the extra burden.

In Gauteng Province, a school will be given a substitute by the district office if a teacher
is absent for 20 or more consecutive days, that is, a full month. It therefore means that
for any number of absent days fewer than 20, no substitute from education authorities
will be provided and schools cannot afford to employ substitute teachers. This policy
seems to be effective in curbing the wage bill of substitute teachers, but at the same time
it appears to grossly contribute to the damaging effects of absenteeism on educational
outcomes. Costs in implementing the policy need to be balanced against the
effectiveness of the policy.

Ejere (2010) argues that heavy workloads lead to job dissatisfaction, poor perception of
work as meaningful and stress. Job-related stress can result in absenteeism, strain,
illness, a high turnover, reduced productivity and other workplace problems (Ejere
2010). All the participants in the interviews complained about heavy workloads. Job
dissatisfaction contributes to teacher absenteeism.

Most researchers argue that low pay causes depression among educators and the result
is job dissatisfaction, which as mentioned above contributes to teacher absenteeism
(Abeles 2009; Bennell 2004; Chapman 1994; Ejere 2010). The study found that teachers
perceive their remuneration as being very low and dissatisfying. Equal Education (2010)
affirms that in our society teachers are overworked and underpaid. According to Bennell
(2004), reform programmes that increase the workload of teachers and ignore or pay
insufficient attention to pay and other conditions contribute to teacher absenteeism.

Reform programmes in the country have increased teachers’ workload. The GEAR
policy is largely responsible for low teacher compensation by advocating a one per cent
real increase in salaries and pegging it to the inflation rate (CP1X), which does not take
into account interest on bond repayments (Weeks 1999). Raising teachers’ salaries
(Chapman 1994, 36) will reduce the absence rate, but to be effective, increases in salary
have to be coupled with clear policies that limit outside work that competes with school
attendance.
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Working conditions were found to be poor. Participants pointed to inadequate
infrastructure, large class sizes, inadequate textbooks and other resources, endless
meetings and workshops attended at the district office, and a constantly changing
curriculum as de-motivators to teachers. In one school, it was found that teachers with
secondary school teaching qualifications were redeployed to a primary school and these
teachers constantly complain about subject allocation in the school. The problem of the
mis-match of qualification and position is seen to be compounded by the constantly
changing curriculum, thus contributing to teacher absence. Policies that encourage
teachers to absent themselves from school need to be reviewed and corrective measures
taken by authorities.

Equal Education (2010) argues that many teachers are victims of the inequalities in
education inherited from the past. The majority of rural and township schools lack
laboratories, libraries, computer labs, and adequate textbooks; moreover, their staff
rooms are cramped. The failing economic policy and cuts in public expenditure ensure
that the crisis persists and the quality of education continues to decline. Turok (2010,
31) argues that poor children remain trapped in inferior education systems with wholly
inadequate infrastructure. The fiscal discipline simply means the government cannot
borrow money or raise the taxes of the business sector and well-to-do citizens to address
gross inequities. Harsch (2001) states that the GEAR strategy does not acknowledge the
need for the redistribution of income and opportunities in favour of the poor.

To the disadvantaged communities, the conditions for teaching and learning remain very
much unfavourable to both the teachers and learners. Poor conditions are a source of
dissatisfaction, in particular to teachers, and hence impact negatively on performance
and teacher absence (Chapman 1994, 31).

Research conducted by Chaudhury et al. (2004) found schools with the best
infrastructure have teacher absent rates that are nearly half that of schools with the worst
infrastructure (Reddy et al. 2010, 44). Abeles (2009, 44) suggests that regular surveys
that test teacher satisfaction levels will help in implementing the desired changes.

It was found that schools prepare an analysis of the leave taken by teachers to determine
the pattern of leave taken and the number of days taken by individual teachers, but the
analysis is not used to improve teacher attendance. Reddy et al. (2010, 81) argue that
leave analysis can be used to promote responsible leave taking in schools.

One of the objectives for the introduction and application in 2006 of the PILIR policy
(Policy and Procedure on Incapacity Leave and llI-Health Retirement) in the public
sector was to curb absenteeism. None of the participants viewed the PILIR policy as
effective in curbing teacher absence. Although the policy states that incapacity leave is
not an unlimited amount of additional sick leave days at an employee’s disposal, it
appears to suggest to teachers that sick leave days are unlimited, hence the abuse in the
education system.
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Principals in participating schools were found to be attending meetings called by the
district officials frequently during school hours. Bennell (2004, 28) argues that such
meetings or official duties should be conducted outside school time to reduce absence.

The researchers found that women are absent more often than male teachers, older and
experienced educators are absent less often than younger teachers, and members of the
school management team (SMT) are absent less than other teachers (non-SMT
members). The findings are in line with the literature. A teacher’s personal status, which
includes gender, number of children and age, affects their absence rates. Abeles (2009,
34-5) maintains that women are absent more frequently than men because of family
responsibility, and further affirms that the higher a teacher’s administrative position and
the higher the salary scale, the greater the impact on job satisfaction, which results in a
reduction in subsequent spells of absence.

Generally all respondents view teacher absence as impacting negatively on learner
performance and results due to lost time for teaching and learning, and an incomplete
programme of work. It was found that some absent educators do not make up time to
cover for the time lost due to absenteeism. Teacher absence causes learner disciplinary
problems in the schools as unattended learners make a lot of noise and roam around the
school yard. The study found that students of regularly absent teachers tend to have high
absent rates. Substitute teachers renew their employment contract at the end of every
quarter. The renewal process often results in delays of one to three months in payment
(remuneration) to the teachers. The delays in payment were found to have a significant
negative influence on teacher morale, which is likely to impact negatively on the
education of students.

In order to curb or reduce the level of teacher absenteeism, respondents felt that the
following needs to be done. At the department level, working conditions must be
improved, class sizes reduced, heavy workloads reduced, remuneration improved,
compensation for unused sick leave days must be provided, schools must be inspected
regularly by the district, and incentives for good attendance must be provided. At a
school level, principals must create a happy working environment, support and help
teachers who are regularly absent to overcome their difficulties, motivate teachers to
attend regularly, and implement leave without pay.

Conclusions

Teacher absenteeism has negative effects on the academic achievement of children in
both developed and developing countries, with effects being relatively high in
disadvantaged communities. In addition to the salary cost for the absent teacher, there
are the costs of substitute staff, lost productivity, reduced quality of service, and
management time spent dealing with absence that could be used for another purpose.
Abuse of the leave system by teachers is rampant, and sound human relations appear to
be a necessary precondition for principals to be effective in dealing with the problem of
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teacher absence. Prolonged delays in processing ill-health retirement applications and
placing applicant educators on paid sick leave for years is a source of significant wastage
of the financial resources of the department—and this takes place while teachers
complain about the lack of resources in their schools. Policies and practices in curbing
teacher absenteeism are ineffective. The substitution policy seems to be effective in
curbing the wage bill of substitute teachers, but appears to grossly contribute to the
damaging effects of absenteeism on educational outcomes.

Devising appropriate policies and practices that can reduce teacher absence will
improve the quality of education received by children, and the efficiency of the financial
management of schools. Improving teacher attendance and thus reducing the cost of
absent teachers will increase productivity. Finally, economic policies and the
performance of the economy (funding base) remain central to the success of our social
institutions. From the empirical investigation we can conclude the following:

1. Teacher absenteeism is very high, though it varies from one school to
another.

2. Teacher absenteeism affects the general performance of the school and
learners’ academic achievement in particular.

3. Sick leave is the most common leave taken by teachers and it is often
abused.

4. Female teachers take leave more often than their male counterparts for
varying reasons.

5. Teacher absenteeism increases other teachers’ workload and causes
disciplinary problems.

6. Poor schools struggle to find replacements or substitutes due to lack of
funding.

7. The leave system is not well managed.

Recommendations

Taking into account the suggestions made by the participants, we suggest that the
following remedies to teacher absenteeism. The researchers recommend the following:

1. In order to curb the prevalence of teacher absenteeism in schools, general
system-wide improvements need to be made. This research indicates it is
important to
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a. Provide incentives in the leave system to encourage attendance—
those who come regularly should be rewarded;

b. Provide funding for substitute teachers, especially in the annual
grants;

c. Provide psychological and counselling support for teachers with
stress and depression symptoms;

d. Ensure the application of the 8-week rule by the principals; and

e. Review the 20-day substitution policy to cater for fewer than 20
absent days.

2. All possible effort should be made to improve the working conditions of
teachers. This can include measures to

a. Ensure the physical safety of teachers;
b. Provide enough teaching and learning material; and
c. Improve the reward system so that it is aligned with the market.

3. An efficient and effective system to handle educator ill-health retirement
should be put in place, for example:

a. A leave system that can be controlled from the school with
interactive online system of leave management linked to the
provincial offices.

4. ltis vital to intervene as soon as possible in schools where there is conflict
and infighting among staff members to ensure the smooth running of the
schools.
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