A PARENT'S GUIDE TO SCHOOLING
At what age must my child enter school? What if I can't afford the school fees? Are teachers allowed to smack my child? What if my child has special educational needs? Can I educate my child at home? We give you the answers, and more, to frequent questions about South Africa's schooling system.

· What are the South African government's responsibilities regarding education?

· At what age must my child start school?

· What are the grades in SA schools?

· What documents do I have to supply to admit my child to a school?

· Can my child attend any public school?

· How do I go about finding the right school?

· What can I expect to pay?

· Can a school take legal action against me if I don't pay my child's school fees?

· But what if I can't afford to pay school fees?

· Can a school refuse to admit my child if I haven't paid school fees?

· Can a school refuse to admit my child for any other reason?

· What if I'm still having trouble getting my child into a school?

· Are teachers allowed to smack my child?

· How large will my child's class be?

· What is outcomes-based education?

· Is learning computer-based?

· Will my child have access to sporting and other facilities?

· Will my child school in a multicultural environment?

· What if my child has special educational needs?

· Do parents have a say in the running of their children's school?

· Are school uniforms compulsory?

· How long are the school holidays?

· Do students write exams?

· What is the matric pass rate?

· Should I send my child to a private school?

WHAT ARE THE SOUTH AFRICAN GOVERNMENT'S RESPONSIBILITIES REGARDING EDUCATION?
Section 29 (1) of South Africa's Constitution reads: "Everyone has the right to a basic education, including adult basic education; and to further education, which the state, through reasonable measures, must make progressively available and accessible." According to the South African Schools Act of 1996, schooling is compulsory for all South Africans from the age of seven (grade 1) to the age of 15, or the completion of grade 9.

CAN MY CHILD ATTEND ANY PUBLIC SCHOOL AND WHAT DOCUMENTS DO I HAVE TO SUPPLY TO ADMIT MY CHILD TO A SCHOOL?
For public schools, the documents parents are required to supply when applying to admit their child to school are:

The child's birth certificate

The child's immunisation card

A transfer card or last school report, if the child has already been to another school

Children whose parents live in the school's feeder zone - this includes parents who live at their place of work, such as domestic workers.

Children whose parents work in the feeder zone.

The rest are admitted on a first-come, first-served basis, and may be placed on a waiting list.

For state schools, the Department of Education has a database of schools across the country in MS Excel format, which includes school addresses and contact details.

Alternatively, contact your provincial department of education.

For private schools contact the Independent Schools Association of Southern Africa for their list.

Or take a look at the online directories listed in the box on the right of this page.

WHAT CAN I EXPECT TO PAY?
Many of our state-aided schools - which receive a state subsidy as well as fees from parents - are on a par with private schools at a fraction of the price. A good state-aided school, offering smallish class sizes (about 20-something), may cost R6 000 to R15 000 per year compared with a private school, offering not much extra, costing from R10 000 to R35 000 per year - excluding boarding, which could cost an extra R20 000 a year.

CAN A SCHOOL TAKE LEGAL ACTION AGAINST ME IF I DON'T PAY MY CHILD'S SCHOOL FEES?
Yes. In terms of the Schools Act, parents have a legal obligation to pay public school fees, as determined by the school governing body.

BUT WHAT IF I CAN'T AFFORD TO PAY SCHOOL FEES?
At all public schools, parents may apply for a reduction in or even exemption from school fees. If both parents' annual earnings are less than 10 times the yearly school fees (before tax), the child qualifies for a full fee exemption. Partial exemptions can also be made for parents with financial problems. This generally requires some kind of proof of income.

CAN A SCHOOL REFUSE TO ADMIT MY CHILD IF I HAVEN'T PAID SCHOOL FEES?
No. In terms of the Schools Act, no student may be refused admission to a public school on the grounds that his or her parent or caregiver is unable to pay, or has not paid, school fees.

It is also illegal for a school to refuse to allow a child to take part in the school's sporting, cultural or social activities - such as the matric dance - on the grounds that fees have not been paid, or to retain the child's report.

CAN A SCHOOL REFUSE TO ADMIT MY CHILD FOR ANY OTHER REASON?
No - unless the child has already been expelled from that particular school. All schools must admit students without discrimination of any kind. Schools may not administer tests, or use pre-school experience or language as reasons not to enrol a child. Admission may not be refused because parents or guardians:

· are unable to pay, or haven't paid, school fees

· have not provided documents - such as household water and electricity accounts - that prove the parent's ability to pay school fees

· do not subscribe to the school's mission statement

· have refused to sign an indemnity contract

· are unable to afford all or part of the school uniform

ARE TEACHERS ALLOWED TO SMACK OR CANE MY CHILD?
No. The Schools Act outlaws corporal punishment. Any teacher administering physical punishment faces prosecution for assault, and may be fined or even jailed.

Corporal or physical punishment can take many forms, including hitting with a hand or an object such as a cane, belt, whip, shoe or ruler, slapping, kicking, shaking, burning, pinching or pulling hair, forcing someone to stand in an uncomfortable and undignified position, denying or restricting someone's use of the toilet, denying meals, drink, heat and shelter as a form of punishment, or forcing someone to do excessive exercise.

HOW LARGE WILL MY CHILD'S CLASS BE?
There is usually some correlation between class size and fees. The average teacher-to-pupil ratio in state schools is 1:33, as compared with 1:18 in private schools. At those state-aided schools where parents pay for extra teachers by way of school fees, and at the more expensive private schools, the maximum number of pupils is usually about 30. At poorer schools this is often higher, with as many as 40 to 50 children in a classroom.

WILL MY CHILD HAVE ACCESS TO SPORTING AND OTHER FACILITIES?
While township schools are sorely under-resourced when it comes to sports fields and other facilities, most schools in the suburbs have good to excellent sporting facilities. Space is seldom a constraint in South Africa, and a growing number of schools boast state-of-the-art Astroturf hockey fields, indoor gym centres, squash courts and swimming pools.

The emphasis on sport depends largely on the school chosen, but - given that sport is a national preoccupation - most schools devote substantial amounts of time to it.                                                          WILL MY CHILD SCHOOL IN A MULTICULTURAL ENVIRONMENT?
This all depends on the school. Given that most of the population is black, most state schools are still totally black and are therefore more culturally homogeneous than racially mixed schools. Other schools, usually in urban and suburban areas, are mixed in various ways.

DO PARENTS HAVE A SAY IN THE RUNNING OF THEIR CHILDREN'S SCHOOL?
Definitely. National policy on state schools requires that the school governing body (SGB) - made up of management, teachers, pupils (at high school) and parents (51%) - plays a large part in how the school is run, within a national framework.

ARE SCHOOL UNIFORMS COMPULSORY?
Yes, certainly in all state schools and most private schools.
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