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Background: South African youth in poor and rural communities have faced serious
challenges, and the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) has worsened their situation. The
odds are stacked against them as they try to obtain an education, and eventually a career.
Many students struggle to complete their studies amidst the pressure of the pandemic, and
concerns over career possibilities weigh heavily on their shoulders.

Objectives: The need for this research is to highlight the challenges faced by youth within the
education system. It is also to explore the failings of the South African government and its
education sector.

Method: A brief overview of the current and historical literature was conducted. Relevant
literature was reviewed and critically analysed.

Results: Eight major themes emerged from the literature surveyed. These included access to
education, difficulties faced by girls, racism, infrastructure problems in poor and rural schools,
child-headed households, education during COVID-19, food security and the absence of
career guidance in low-income schools.

Conclusion: In light of South Africa’s difficult history, and the fact that it is 27 years after the
fall of apartheid, the state of South Africa’s education system is not conducive to education
and promoting career development in young people. More attention needs to be given to
education in poorer communities, and government needs to be held accountable.
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Introduction

In 2018, South Africa was regarded as the world’s most unequal country (Beaubien, 2018), and
it has not improved much since then. Ironically, this comes more than two decades after South
Africa became a democratic country. This country’s history of being colonised in the 1600s by
Dutch settlers and its subsequent control by the apartheid government fed into the inequality
that stands today. The apartheid government instituted segregation policies, separating citizens
by race, but its systematic ‘divide and rule’ policy, with a hierarchical system of discrimination,
resulted in black Africans being most marginalised (South African History Online, 2016). Fast
forward to 2021, one would imagine a democratic government would bring about the necessary
change, promote equality and redress, but little has changed. The South African Human Rights
Commission (2018) noted that 10% of South Africa’s population hold 90% of the country’s
wealth.

Very importantly, we need to remember that South Africa is not a poor country. South Africa
holds vast mineral and other resources, and is a highly taxed country. The problem lies in the
squandering of resources through corruption and inefficiency. The Zondo Commission is
currently attempting to uncover some of the widespread looting and misuse of funds
(Commission of Inquiry into Allegations of State Capture, 2021) that should have been used to
benefit the poor and address inequalities in healthcare, education and other basic services
caused by apartheid. However, the government that many fought and died for has failed its
people and especially its youth. Commenting on similar concerns over a century ago in the
United States, renowned sociologist Du Bois (1899) noted that the quest to fit in with the
trappings of modern societal life left the black bourgeoisie failing to aid in the betterment of
their black communities. In the South African context, this is certainly not what the stalwarts of
the great struggle intended.
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Research question

This article explores the inequality in education and obstacles
faced by youth in their career aspirations, within the context
of the deadly coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic,
which heightened the prevailing inequalities and further
marginalised the poor. Children in rural and other low-
socioeconomic communities face much hardship in accessing
quality education and developing their career plans. The
guiding (explorative) research question is as follows: How is
the youth in South Africa impacted by the inequality in the
education system in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic
and their career plans?

Research methodology

I conducted a brief review of the literature. Data were
gathered using an internet search that included keywords
such as education, inequality, South Africa, career
development. Data were collected and analysed until data
saturation was reached (Booth, 2001). This review, which
was a selective review of literature, rather than a systematic
review, focused on scholarly works in journals and books,
relevant media pages logged on the internet, as well as
seminal critical theory sources. Inclusion criteria were
sources addressing (1) inequality, (2) education and (3) career
development. Exclusion criteria were articles not dealing
with inequality, education or career development.

Synthesis of the findings

Several major themes emerged from the literature and were
found to have significantly impacted career development of
young people, especially those from disadvantaged
communities. These included access to education, the plight of
girls in school, racism, infrastructure problems in poor and
rural schools, child-headed households as a result of the
long-standing human immunodeficiency virus/acquired
immunodeficiency syndrome (HIV /AIDS) epidemic, education
during COVID-19, food security, and the absence of school-
based career guidance in low-income communities. Each of
these themes is discussed in the context of career development
as it affects South Africa’s poor and marginalised communities.

Access to education

The apartheid government differentiated citizens by race
and, whilst white children attended some of the best schools
in the country, black African children faced severe difficulties
accessing quality education. Unfortunately, this discrepancy
is still present after the fall of apartheid. This exacerbates the
cycle of poverty in these communities (Spaull, 2015), because
poor quality of education leads to a poor quality of life and
this carries on to the next generation.

Children living in rural and low-income communities are
forced to walk miles to school, spending a large amount of
time walking along dangerous terrain and some even
crossing swollen rivers. In his research in the Mpumalanga
province, Mboweni (2014) found that young children aged
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between 7 and 13 years walked a total of 16 km each day to
and from school. Along these journeys, children face many
possible dangers. In KwaZulu-Natal, children have been
reported to be crossing a lake with hippos in order to reach
school (Xolo, 2017). Although a boat was provided a few
years ago, it often ran out of petrol. With all these safety
issues and fatigue after the long journey, how likely are these
children to succeed academically? Xolo (2017) reported the
case of a high school student from KwaHlomula who had to
start each day at 4 am to walk the 15-km journey to school. It
is difficult to understand how such a journey could be
conducive to learning. It is widely known that well-rested
children do better at school (Centre for Educational
Neuroscience, 2021), so it should not be surprising that
children in South Africa’s rural communities do not excel to
the same extent as children in elite areas of the country. It is,
therefore, unreasonable to expect children in such deprived
contexts to focus on career planning in any significant way.
They have to prioritise day-to-day issues of living.

The reality is children in low-income and rural communities
cannot afford to access high-quality education, even if
education is considered ‘free” for some. There are other costs,
including, uniforms, books, transport and so on. These are
significant, especially when more than one child attends
school, and are amongst the reasons why almost 50% of
learners drop out before grade 12 (Weybright, 2017), which
means that their career development prospects become quite
limited. At the time of writing this article, the ongoing
problem of schools withholding the report cards of learners
with outstanding fees is rearing its head again (Shuma, 2021).
This is unfair to the children, almost all of whom are from
families of limited financial means and unable to pay the
school fees.

The girl child in school

Like in some parts of the world where the education of girls
is not prioritised, girls in poorer communities in South Africa
face a battle for the opportunity to attend school. Many girls
tend to miss almost 60 days of school per year because they
cannot afford the sanitary products they need during their
menstrual cycle (Khumalo, 2015). The embarrassment of not
being able to afford adequate sanitary products and resorting
to using old fabric, rags and even torn pieces of paper weigh
heavily on these young girls whose focus should, instead, be
on matters such as education and contemplating careers. The
reality is that many families cannot afford to buy the sanitary
products that their girl children need. Poverty is such a
significant issue in South Africa, cutting across all aspects of
life, and yet the improvements expected post-apartheid have
not been forthcoming. The latest data released from Statistics
South Africa (2020) shows that 62.1% of South African
children are ‘multidimensionally poor” with black African
(68.3%) and double orphan (77.3%) more affected.

As a result of girls’ menstruation-related absenteeism, they
are likely to fall behind in their schooling and not progress as
well, or on the same timeline, as their peers — a serious gender
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and social inequality within education. The girl child in poor
communities is doubly disadvantaged relative to boys and
girls of higher socioeconomic backgrounds. Although some
important initiatives have been underway to support young
girls and provide sanitary products, much more work is
needed, including the provision of better sanitation facilities,
help with the management of menstrual pain and the
important opening-up of discourse that can destigmatise
menstruation in school contexts (Macleod, Du Toit, Paphitis,
& Kelland, 2020). The fact that such conversations need to be
initiated in schools means that the education system is still
structured around the boy child, a relic that society has not
yet addressed. Unless the place of girls is firmly established
within the school system, their education and career planning
may not receive the attention it deserves.

Racism in schools

Racism is a serious issue, with a long history in South Africa,
given its colonial and apartheid past. Although racism may
appear to be less of an issue within rural and other schools
historically reserved for black African children because of
obviously reduced opportunity, the mere fact that in post-
apartheid South Africa there are many schools attended by
only (or mainly) black African children is an indication of
how pervasive the country’s race problems have been.
Furthermore, the post-apartheid era of integrated schools
has seen racism very evident in urban schools. There is
increasing recognition that there is a structural basis to
racism, especially considering it is embedded over time in
social policy (Bailey, Feldman, & Basset, 2020).

In 2016, a prominent historically white girls’ school in
Pretoria courted national controversy over its hairstyle rules
that was considered discriminatory towards black African
learners (BBC News, 2016). Learners had also complained
that teachers called them derogatory names, and chastised
them for using their mother tongue. These are direct
consequences of our colonial past and an attempt to impose
the will of a few, showing no respect for human rights or the
South African Constitution that regards the nation’s diversity
as its greatest asset. Such abuses from agents of power within
a school environment do not foster positive race relations
amongst learners, and serve to demean children. Although
controversial in some of his views on schooling, Du Bois
(1935) noted that the bullying, neglect and other racist
responses in schools can cause ‘complete ruin of character,
gift, and ability’ in the black child (p. 331).

Whilst the separation of schoolchildren by race was outlawed
with the fall of apartheid, recent years have witnessed
various incidents showing that racism is still very prevalent.
An example was at a primary school, where a teacher was
accused of separating students in the class according to race.
Pictures of black children seated around a table in a corner of
the class quite removed from the tables where white children
sat in the middle of the class went viral on social media
(Joorst, 2019). Racism is also prevalent in the country’s
private schools, with prejudice, bullying and even allegations
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of attempts to coerce black students against excelling in
rugby ‘so that everyone could be happy” (Masweneng, 2020,
webpage).

Itis critical that racism is viewed in the context of what it does
to children. The American Academy of Paediatrics noted
that, amongst other consequences, racism erodes children’s
self-esteem and increases stress levels through the anticipation
of future violations against them (Trent et al., 2019). The
effects on the developing child’s self-esteem and ability to
progress along expected developmental pathways are
serious. Du Bois (1903) used the term ‘double consciousness’
to describe the experience of looking at the self through the
eyes of others and evaluating oneself with the criteria applied
by contemptuous others. Children have reduced chance of
progressing in education and career aspirations in such a
context. Foucault (1973) argued that agents of power have the
ability to socially construct the views and ideas of people on
a particular subject, like race. With South Africa’s history, its
institutions became the fertile breeding ground for this
problem. As a result, it can be difficult for children in
challenging circumstances to carve out successful futures,
and therefore, much work is needed to support children from
such contexts in mapping out sustainable career options.

Infrastructure in rural and poor urban schools

Quality of schooling is one of the prime examples of inequality
in South Africa. Education and facilities are very different in
private schools or those government schools attended by
white children compared to rural and other schools attended
predominantly by black African children, with the latter
generally very under-resourced. Whilst this is primarily
because of the history of apartheid-based inequality in our
country, it also reflects the failure of the democratic
government to prioritise the development of affected schools.
Many rural schools are dilapidated with broken desks and
windows, inadequate sanitation, and many are unsafe
environments for learning. Gardiner (2008) described
education in South Africa as being in crisis, with the crisis
being more serious for children in rural schools. Although
there has been some improvement over the years, significant
deficits remain. Du Plessis and Mestry (2019) noted that, in
addition to the basic infrastructural problems such as
electricity, water and sanitation, provincial governments were
unable to provide rural schools with the needed financial
support to provide quality education. They pointed out that
parents were burdened with having to provide stationery and
cleaning material, despite low incomes. Not only are the dusty
and unhygienic environments unsafe, along with the lack of
clean running water and toilets, but prolonged exposure to
these environments have severe health consequences for
learners and educators (Barrett, Treves, Shmis, Ambasz, &
Ustinova, 2019).

Not receiving basic necessities for learning and large class
sizes disadvantages children by negatively influencing
scholastic development (Gardiner, 2008) and perpetuates
the cycle of poverty. Whilst this is because of lack of funding
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for infrastructure from the government, some of the
underfunding of rural schools also relates to mismanagement.
In his chapter on education funding, McLaren (2017) noted a
2015 report that 913 schools lacked electricity, 2854 had
unreliable electricity, 452 schools had no water supply, 4773
had unreliable water supply, 128 schools had no toilet
facilities and 10 419 had only pit or bucket toilets. Whilst the
situation may have improved since that report, there are
still very significant problems, especially with sanitation,
amongst other concerns (Somdyala, 2020). McLaren (2017)
stated further that since 2011, the Education Infrastructure
Grant received between R5 billion and R9b each year, and
provincial education departments were required to spend
their allocations effectively. However, there was a mixed
record on the spending and delivery of the grant, with
some provinces underspending the grants, despite their
infrastructure needs. Less than half of the grant was spent in
its first 3 years of the programme.

In many rural schools, there are more than 45 learners per
classroom, meaning a lack of individual attention (Gardiner,
2008). It is important to note that, in many cases, teachers
may not be keen to teach within rural and low-income
schools because of the infrastructure and under-resourcing
issues, which place huge burdens on their shoulders to
provide students with the best possible education (Berg,
2008). Teachers in rural schools face numerous challenges,
including being subjected to multi-grade and multi-subject
teaching. Unfortunately, these realities are found mainly in
black African communities.

Pit toilets are another serious infrastructure concern within
schools. These are dangerous, inhumane, unhygienic and
unconducive to learning. Pit toilets have been a significant
cause of deaths within schools in rural black African
communities. In 2020, there were over 4000 pit toilets still
in use (Somdyala, 2020). Considering South Africa’s
technological capabilities, it is surprising that there are still
communities, and especially children, having to suffer this
injustice more than 26 years into democracy. In addition, the
lack of private toilets for girls in schools is concerning. Access
to private toilets specifically demarcated for girls could help
reduce sexual assaults within schools. This is an example of
structural violence and marginalisation that Farmer (2006)
noted in the gender inequity that dominates several societies.
Many toilets in rural communities are situated far from main
buildings and, as a result, screams for help are not audible to
assist children facing assault in toilets (Ngidi & Moletsane,
2018). South Africa has one of the highest rates of sexual
violence against girls and women, so these contexts of
vulnerability must be recognised and prevented. It is critical
to realise that children attending such schools, unlike their
counterparts in urban, better-provisioned schools, have more
on their minds than education and contemplating their career
plans and goals — they are more likely thinking about their
safety and the risks to their lives. It is sad that a young child
has to feel unsafe whilst using the toilet, something that is
unheard of in other communities. It is a disgrace to our era of
democracy, but this is the reality of inequality in South Africa.
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Child-headed households

Whilst we are all engrossed with the COVID-19 pandemic,
we seem to have forgotten another global epidemic that has
caused massive destruction and loss of life, namely HIV/
AIDS, which affected thousands of South African families.
Many families lost parents and breadwinners, which led
to children having to drop out of school to take care of
household chores and younger siblings (Mogotlane, Chauke,
Van Rensburg, Human, & Kganakga, 2010). The burden of
having to provide food for the family also falls on the
shoulders of older children. It is developmentally unfair and
inappropriate. Many spend their days trying to source food,
so contemplating education, career options and their future
are furthest from their young minds. Many girls end up
leaving school to take care of household chores and to look
after younger siblings — an injustice to young girls that
perpetuates their subordinate position in society. From a
young age, many girls are inducted into the roles of household
caretakers (World Bank, 1999).

Amongst the problems with child-headed households is
the feeling of disempowerment within the multiple
challenges that children face, especially the increased
responsibilities and shortage of resources (Pillay, 2016). All
of the socioeconomic issues, such as financial instability,
unemployment, food provision and not being able to afford
medicine or healthcare are the major reasons children end up
in the context of being responsible for their families. As older
children have to leave school to perform household duties,
the poverty cycle continues. With these challenges, the
likelihood of children returning to complete their education
and develop a career is very less. Those who do later in life,
face problems such as not fitting in, feelings of embarrassment
and financial pressures because of added responsibilities.
The disempowerment of children in these contexts speaks to
society’s shortcomings within the context of Foucault’s (1977)
argument that individuals have the ability to make decisions
and to change their lives. Society is failing children in not
allowing them the opportunity to live their lives as children.
Much more support needs to be given to help children
achieve their education and develop their career plans in
accordance with standard developmental expectations.

Education during the coronavirus disease 2019

In March 2020, President Ramaphosa declared South Africa
under a state of disaster because of COVID-19. As a result,
schools and tertiary institutions were closed for most of the
year, which meant teaching and learning for many children
stopped completely. Very quickly, however, historically
white and private schools took teaching and learning to an
online platform, whereby students used smartphones, tablets
and computers connected to the internet as a learning
platform. This was easy because they had access to this
technology and the funds to use them. However, only the
privileged few benefit from using technology to facilitate
homeschooling during the lockdown (Mdepa, 2020). The
same cannot be said for the millions of children in
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disadvantaged communities that can barely afford to educate
their children in physical schools. They do not have the
access or funds to facilitate virtual learning. The latest
available data revealed that only 10.6% of South African
households had internet access in the home (Statistics South
Africa, 2018). The reality is that online learning is not an
option that ensures equity in education in our country.
For rural and poor children, online learning is virtually
impossible and it certainly does not ensure equality in
education. The impact of COVID-19 on schooling, and the
inaccessibility to online learning by poor and rural children
has simply enforced the old saying that the poor become
poorer and the wealthy continue to prosper.

In terms of tertiary education, thousands of students
residing in student housing in or around universities and
colleges were forced to return to their homes when the
country went into lockdown. They had not planned for this
expense. The switch to online learning began, but this was
not an easy one. Immediately after the lockdown began, 584
students de-registered at one university, whilst many
rejected the online learning system, arguing that it was
designed for the rich and that poor students will lose out
(Monama, 2020). It is important to remember that apart
from access to devices, internet connectivity in several parts
of South Africa’s non-urban areas is problematic. In many
cases, students were in their final year of study, getting
ready to start work and earn a much-needed income, but
the COVID-19 lockdown raised further barriers. Their
inherited context of inequality and social and financial
pressures increased their struggles and left them even more
disadvantaged compared to the country’s more advantaged
youth. Government needs to look urgently at the challenges
facing education in the pre-COVID and the COVID-19 era
because, if we believe that education is the way out of
poverty, South Africa’s poor must be prioritised, and given
a fair chance at success.

Food security during the coronavirus disease 2019

When COVID-19 made landfall in March 2020 in South
Africa, many facets of society were forced to shut down,
including schools. This resulted in the National School
Nutrition Programme being put on hold. This programme
ensured that over 9 million schoolchildren had access to one
guaranteed nutritious meal in the day (South African
Government, 2021). However, with not being able to attend
school for safety reasons, millions of children were left
without that guaranteed meal, meaning that food insecurity
was now guaranteed. Although the programme is an
essential one, it has also been riddled with corruption, like
many other facets of governance in South Africa. Between
2012 and 2013, the South African school nutrition programme
was allegedly defrauded of R2.9 million (South African
Government News Agency, 2019).

With this type of corruption that takes away food from the
mouths of children, the health and academic progress of
children is seriously jeopardised. Successful academic study
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on an empty stomach the entire day is unlikely. The single
guaranteed meal helps to combat malnutrition and provide
the nutrition the children need to develop physically,
cognitively and emotionally, and to be able to formulate and
succeed in their career plans. It even motivates school
attendance. With the COVID-19 lockdown leading to school
closure and the cancellation of the nutrition programme, non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) had to take legal action,
resulting in the Pretoria High Court ordering the government
to restart the school nutrition programme (Wicks, 2020).

Historically, South Africa had large-scale poverty because
of the inequality designed and carefully instituted by
colonialism and apartheid. However, as a country we cannot
continue blaming apartheid for the current situation whilst
failing to take the necessary actions to correct past injustices.
Civil society needs to hold the democratically elected
government accountable for their actions. More of the kind of
swift action by the NGOs in the school nutrition programme
is needed in other areas of society.

School-based career guidance in low-income
communities

Although career guidance is essential in schools, most
schoolchildren do not have this privilege. Maree (2020)
argued for the provision of career counselling, which
he views as a multidimensional process that should be
contextualised and constantly innovated to be appropriate
and relevant, especially in Global South contexts
where colonisation took its toll. The deficiencies in career
counselling services, especially in South Africa’s non-urban
communities, have also been criticised (Pillay, 2020). These
low-socioeconomic communities have suffered historically
in terms of service provision and continue to be marginalised
by the current agents of power. Here, children receive little or
no career guidance, which disadvantages them significantly.

Many schools across the country viewed the subject Life
Orientation as a bridge to career guidance. However, little was
done to train educators in assisting children with career
guidance and development (Modiba & Sefotho, 2019). In South
African schools, students at the Grade 9 level have to choose
subjects that will facilitate their career choices. At 13 or 14 years
of age, students are expected to have planned their lives without
knowing important information about the fields they are
contemplating or how suited they may be. This is not possible
without professional assistance. As a result, many South African
children, entering tertiary education simply do not have the
relevant guidance and may not fully understand the career
opportunities or their suitability. This lack of career guidance
fails the youth in South Africa, especially those in poorer
communities. It leads to young people being unhappy in their
fields of study, many under-performing or dropping out, and
many developing mental health problems like depression and
suicide. In a recent study at a rural South African university,
20.5% of first-year students reported that they do not find study
as interesting as they used to, 20.3% wondered whether life is
worth living, and 7% thought of killing themselves (Pillay,
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Thwala, & Pillay, 2019). These are concerning findings and
reflect on the mental state of young students, very likely
influenced by their study and career choices.

Career development should be discussed from an early age to
adequately prepare young people for career possibilities and
the challenges they may encounter (Maree, 2018), especially
now with COVID-19 as a reality. Although South Africa has
the technological capabilities to advance education, it also has
the ability to influence and help inform children on possible
career paths and development opportunities. We must
remember that the majority of parents in our country have not
had the benefit of tertiary education and may not be equipped
to advise their children on career prospects and study
requirements (Pillay, 2020). Career counselling services are
needed.

Limitations of the study

Asthisarticleisbased onaselectivereview, itisacknowledged
that certain sources may not have been available for inclusion.
Nevertheless, the issues raised in this work are widely
documented, especially in relation to social conditions such
as inequality and impoverishments in education in sectors of
our country.

Implications for research, practice, policy and
future research

This research is relevant to the field of career development and
education and it should prompt further research into the area.
High-quality education and appropriate career planning for
the children of South Africa are vital if we are to ensure that
our disadvantaged communities have better opportunities
than previous generations marginalised by apartheid.
Government needs to recognise the current problems and
rapidly develop the necessary policies and practices to address
the problems. Ensuring that funds are directed to the right
places and avoiding corruption must be a priority. Holding
officials accountable is also critical. Future research will need
to evaluate the efficacy of implemented programmes in order
to ensure that any changes made are the most beneficial ones.

Conclusion

Given our difficult history, we need to be very concerned about
job opportunities, preparation and career development of our
youth. At various levels, forms of structural violence cause
great harm and pose significant challenges to the development
of our young people, especially those from rural and poor
urban environments. The coronavirus disease 2019 entered our
lives in a destructive manner and deepened the inequalities
and injustices. The pandemic simply added to the corruption
epidemic that ravaged South Africa and robbed the poor by
stealing what was meant to benefit disadvantaged communities,
including children. The mechanisms that could have addressed
the inequalities and lifted children out of poverty have been
destroyed by COVID-19 and especially by those who looted the
country that, 27 years ago, stood high with potential. We are
reminded of Fanon (1963) observing that:
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[M]inisters grow rich, their wives doll themselves up, the
members of parliament feather their nests and there is not a soul
down to the simple policeman or the customs officer who does
not join in the great procession of corruption. (p. 172)

Whilst some South African schools attended by white
children are equal to the best schools in the world, some
schools in predominantly black communities are unconducive
to learning. We must remember Nelson Mandela’s legacy
and his advocacy for high-quality education for all children.
Therefore, the need for redress is urgent, not just against
apartheid evils, but also against the recent corrupt practices
that pilfered billions. Civil society has to insist on righting the
wrongs of past, both distant and immediate, because it has
the power to do so. It is important to remember that power is
not located solely in one agent, but is multidimensional and
all involved have some degree of power (Foucault, 1980).
Securing a better, equal and high-quality education system is
an important way of ensuring a better future.
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