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ABSTRACT:
This the

determinants of absenteeism among primary school learners in

qualitative study investigates socio-economic
Chivi South, Zimbabwe, addressing a notable research gap
regarding the effects of socio-cultural factors on school
attendance. Employing a qualitative approach within an
interpretivist framework allows for an in-depth exploration of
the lived experiences of learners, teachers, parents, and
community members. A sample of 15 participants was
purposively selected to ensure diverse perspectives, including
four learners (two males and two females), four teachers
(balanced by gender), four parents, a local counsellor, a village
head, and a representative from the Ministry of Primary and
Secondary Education. Data were generated through focus group
discussions, which facilitated open dialogue among participants.
Triangulation was employed to enhance the trustworthiness of
the data by drawing on insights from multiple sources. Thematic
analysis, based on Braun and Clatke's framework, was utilised to
identify patterns within the data. One key finding revealed that
economic hardship significantly contributes to absenteeism, as
families prioritise immediate financial needs over education.
Based on this finding, it is recommended that community
stakeholders collaborate to establish support systems for
families and addtress economic barriers that hinder learners'
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Introduction

The persistent issue of absenteeism among
primary school learners represents a significant
barrier to educational attainment, particularly
within the socio-economic context of Chivi
South, Zimbabwe (Chidarikire & Saruchera,
2024). This phenomenon transcends individual
behavioural choices and is fundamentally
embedded in  structural inequities that
systematically disadvantage matginalised
communities globally. Absenteeism serves as
both a symptom and a contributor to educational
inequality, with far-reaching implications for
sustainable development and social justice
agendas wortldwide (Calhoun, 2025). Factors
such as poverty, household dynamics, cultural
beliefs, and limited access to educational
resources intertwine to form a complex tapestry
that influences attendance patterns among
learners (Kanyopa & Munyaradzi, 2025).
International research consistently demonstrates
that absenteeism rates are disproportionately
concentrated in regions experiencing economic
precarity, yet the mechanisms through which
socio-economic disadvantage translates into
educational exclusion remain insufficiently
theorised, particularly in rural Global South
contexts (Mulenga—Hagane, 2021).

Central to this discourse is the understanding
that truancy can emanate from systemic
inequities  that  disproportionately  affect
marginalised communities. The relationship
between poverty and educational participation is
neither linear nor unidirectional; rather, it
operates through multiple intersecting pathways,
including material deprivation, psychosocial
stress, and compromised parental capacity for
educational engagement (Dube & Jita, 2018). In
Chivi South, where economic challenges are
particularly pronounced, the ramifications of
absenteeism extend beyond individual learners,
adversely affecting community development and
societal progress (Kanyopa & Munyaradzi,
2025). Children who ate unable to attend school
regularly face diminished opportunities for
cognitive and social development, perpetuating
cycles of poverty and limiting their potential for
future socio-economic mobility (Chidarikire et

al., 2025). This intergenerational transmission of
disadvantage underscores the wurgency of
understanding absenteeism as a critical site for
intervention in broader struggles for educational

equity and social transformation.

Existing literature on truancy largely focuses on
isolated socio-economic factors or
predominantly urban contexts, often neglecting
the intricate interplay of variables that influence
attendance in rural settings such as Chivi South
(Mutonhodza, 2024). This
fragmentation has produced an incomplete

analytical

understanding of how multiple forms of
disadvantage converge to produce educational
exclusion, particularly in contexts characterised
by extreme poverty and limited institutional
capacity. Furthermore, much of the existing
scholarship adopts deficit-based frameworks that
position families and communities as passive
recipients of external interventions, rather than
recognising their agency and local knowledge as
resources for addressing absenteeism (Del Rio et
al., 2025). This lack of comprehensive analysis
presents a significant research gap. While some
studies have identified broad socio-economic
trends influencing educational outcomes, few
have delved into the nuanced perspectives of
local communities to explore how these factors
specifically manifest in absenteeism among
primary school learners (Adu & Okeke, 2022).
The relative absence of emic perspectives, those
derived from within the community, represents a
critical ~limitation in current knowledge
production, as externally imposed frameworks
may fail to capture locally salient meanings and
experiences of educational exclusion. Moreover,
other research studies generally fail to consider
the local socio-cultural dynamics that inform
learners'  perceptions of education and
attendance (Chikwiri & Musiyiwa, 2017). This
oversight is particularly significant given that
cultural values, community norms, and
intergenerational expectations profoundly shape
educational engagement in rural African contexts
(Ncube et al, 2015). By overlooking these
aspects, the existing body of literature fails to
adequately address the unique challenges faced
by primary school learners in Chivi South
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(Calhoun, 2025). This study addresses these gaps
by employing Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs as an
analytical lens to illuminate how unmet basic
needs fundamentally undermine educational
participation. Maslow's framework provides a
theoretically ~ grounded  mechanism  for
understanding why learners facing material
deprivation prioritise survival over educational
engagement, thereby explaining the deep
connections between poverty and absenteeism
that previous research has described but not
adequately theorised. Through centring the
voices of community members themselves, this
research contributes to decolonising knowledge
production  about  educational  inequality,
challenging deficit discourses that pathologise
families experiencing poverty.

Literature Review

The issue of absenteeism among primary school
learners has been explored extensively across
various socio-economic contexts, revealing
distinct patterns and determinants that vary by
region. This review critically synthesises
contributions  from  diverse  geographical
contexts, identifying both convergent findings
and untesolved tensions that this study seeks to
address. In the American context, Bryman (2021)
argues that Socio-Economic Status (SES) is a
primary predictor of school attendance. Their
research emphasises that children from low SES
backgrounds often face multiple barriers to
consistent  attendance, including unstable
housing, food insecurity, and healthcare access
issues. This work has been influential in
establishing the statistical relationship between
poverty and absenteeism, yet it has been
criticised for treating SES as a monolithic
variable rather than examining the specific
mechanisms through which deprivation operates
(Sosu et al, 2021). These factors create an
environment where educational disengagement
is common, leading to chronic absenteeism.
Conversely, Creswell and Clark (2017) provide a
contrasting perspective, focusing on the role of
school climate and community resoutrces in
influencing attendance patterns. Their findings
suggest that even within low SES populations,

positive school environments and supportive

community initiatives can significantly mitigate
absenteeism. This research introduces the
important concept of protective factors that can
buffer against the negative effects of poverty,
suggesting that school-level interventions may
partially compensate for  socio-economic
disadvantage (Kanyopa, 2022). This indicates
that while socio-economic factors are influential,
the quality of educational settings can serve as a
buffer against absenteecism. However, these
studies predominantly draw on quantitative
methodologies  that,  while  establishing
correlational patterns, cannot adequately capture
the lived experiences of families navigating
poverty and educational exclusion (Adefunke,
2015).

In Britain, the World Bank (2019) identifies
socio-economic deprivation as a major cause of
absenteeism, noting that children from
disadvantaged neighbourhoods are more prone
to truancy. The report emphasises systemic
issues such as inadequate mental health support
for families and limited access to extracurricular
activities as  exacerbating  factors.  This
institutional perspective highlights the role of
welfare state provisions in mediating the
relationship between poverty and educational
participation, raising important questions about
how different policy regimes shape absenteeism
patterns (Babbie, 2021). In contrast, research by
Del Rio et al. (2025) introduced a more nuanced
approach, highlighting the importance of
parental  engagement and  community
involvement in combating absenteeism. They
assert that interventions that foster parental
involvement  can  significantly  improve
attendance rates, suggesting that the socio-
economic context should be considered
alongside social and familial variables. This focus
on parental engagement has been influential in
shaping intervention design, yet it risks placing
disproportionate responsibility on families while
underplaying structural constraints on parental
capacity for engagement, such as work schedules,
transportation batriers, and institutional racism
(Duze, 2010).

Nigerian scholars present diverse views on the
socio-economic determinants of absenteeism.
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Oneya and Onyango (2021) examine the
interplay between socio-economic status and
cultural beliefs, arguing that traditional views on
education, particularly regarding gender roles,
significantly affect attendance. Their research
reveals that families prioritising child labour over
education particularly impacts gitls' attendance.
This intersectional analysis makes a crucial
contribution by demonstrating how economic
pressures intersect with gendered cultural norms
to produce differential patterns of educational
exclusion (Watch, 2017). However, the study's
reliance on household surveys cannot capture the
complex negotiations within families about
resource allocation and educational investment.
On the other hand, Chikwiri and Musiyiwa
(2017) emphasise the inadequacy of school
infrastructure in rural Nigeria as a primary
determinant of absenteeism. This study found
that poor facilities, coupled with the economic
necessity for children to work, create an
environment where educational engagement
becomes secondary to survival. This focus on
infrastructural deficits highlichts how the
material conditions of schooling itself can
produce absenteeism, even when families are
committed to education (Kanyopa, 2018). Yet
this analysis remains at the level of institutional
description  rather than theorising  the
relationship between infrastructure, pedagogy,
and learner motivation.

In Botswana, Mohammed and Kinyo (2020)
contend that although government educational
reforms have been implemented to reduce
absenteeism, petrsistent socio-economic
disparities undermine their effectiveness. They
point out that rural schools often lack basic
resoutces, impeding learners' ability to attend
regularly. This research reveals the gap between
policy intentions and implementation realities, a
common theme across African educational
contexts that remains underexamined (Kanyopa,
2022). Conversely, a study by Nhundu (2023)
highlights the role of community initiatives in
fostering educational persistence, arguing that
grassroots programs providing financial support
to low-income families can significantly reduce

absenteeism, emphasising the necessity for local-

level interventions amid broader economic
challenges. This community-centred approach
suggests that externally imposed solutions may
be less effective than locally developed
interventions that build on existing social
networks and community resources (Creswell &
Clark, 2017). However, such initiatives often
operate on a small scale and may not be

sustainable without broader structural changes.

The complex legacy of apartheid continues to
shape educational access in South Africa. Dube
and Jita (2018); Mufanechiya et al. (2024) noted
that socio-economic inequalities are a significant
contributor to absenteeism, particularly among
learners in under-resourced rural areas. Their
research demonstrates how historical patterns of
spatial segregation continue to structure
educational opportunities, producing a racialised
geography of educational disadvantage that
cannot be understood solely through current
economic indicators. This research indicates that
the lack of psychosocial support systems further
compounds absenteeism rates. In contrast,
Ncube et al. (2015) argue that systemic policy
failures, rather than socio-economic status alone,
significantly influence attendance. They advocate
comprehensive educational reforms that address
both socioeconomic factors and the need for
more equitable access to quality education,
arguing that mere financial support is insufficient
without structural changes. This argument raises
important questions about the appropriate
balance between social protection measures and
the transformation of the education system
(Mufanechiya et al., 2024). They advocate
comprehensive educational reforms that address
both socioeconomic factors and the need for
more equitable access to quality education,
arguing that mere financial support is insufficient
without structural changes.

The situation in Zimbabwe, particulatly in Chivi
South, has garnered limited scholatly attention.
Chidarikire et al. (2025) emphasise the severe
economic challenges facing families, identifying
financial instability and inadequate access to
educational resources as key determinants of
absenteeism. While this research identifies

important variables, it does not adequately
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theorise how economic pressures operate at the
household level to produce educational
decisions. However, there is a noticeable lack of
empirical studies specifically addressing localised
factors in Chivi South that contribute to truancy.
This is not merely a geographical gap; it also
reflects broader patterns in educational research,
in which rural contexts in Africa remain
systematically understudied, and community
perspectives are often marginalised
(Mufanechiya et al., 2024). Conversely, Nhundu
(2023) explores community perceptions of
education in Zimbabwe, highlighting that
cultural attitudes towards schooling can deeply
influence attendance. This study observed that
while economic factors are critical, local beliefs
and  values significantly shape learners'
engagement with education. This attention to
cultural dimensions is important, yet it remains
descriptive rather than analytically engaging with
how cultural values interact with economic
constraints to shape educational decisions.

Despite the wealth of research examining socio-
economic determinants of absenteeism across
these varied contexts, several gaps remain
untresolved. First, there is limited theoretical
engagement with the mechanisms by which
poverty leads to absenteeism; most studies
identify correlations without explaining causal
pathways. Second, the predominance of
quantitative approaches has marginalised the
experiential knowledge of those directly affected
by educational exclusion. Third, research has
struggled to integrate analysis of material
deprivation, cultural factors, and institutional
dynamics into coherent explanatory frameworks.
Fourth, there is limited attention to the
emotional and psychological dimensions of
educational exclusion, including how shame,
stigma, and diminished self-worth contribute to
absenteeism. Finally, existing studies rarely draw
on established theoretical frameworks, such as
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, that could explain
why learners facing severe deprivation might
disengage from education. A critical gap remains
in understanding the specific socioeconomic
dynamics influencing school attendance in rural
Zimbabwe, particularly in Chivi South. Existing

studies tend to generalise findings without
delving into localised complexities or employing
comprehensive methodologies that integrate
qualitative approaches. This study aims to
address this gap by offering a nuanced
examination of socio-economic determinants
influencing absenteeism among primary school
learners in Chivi South, utilising Maslow's
Hierarchy of Needs as a theoretical lens to
interpret findings and generate insights that
contribute  to international debates on
educational inequality, inclusive education, and
the eradication of learner exclusion.

Brief State of the Chivi South Constituency
and Its Economic Background

Chivi South, a constituency situated within
Zimbabwe's Masvingo Province, is emblematic
of the multifaceted economic and educational
challenges faced by many rural areas in the
country (Kanyopa & Munyaradzi, 2025). The
region's socio-economic  landscape s
characterised by entrenched poverty, a lack of
infrastructural development, and pronounced
educational deficits, culminating in alarmingly
low academic performance at both primary and
secondary school levels (Chidarikire et al., 2025).
Reportts indicate that some institutions in Chivi
South are achieving a disconcerting zero-pass
rate, underscoring a critical crisis in the education
sector (Mutonhodza, 2025). This educational
crisis must be understood within broader
regional patterns of underdevelopment and the
specific historical trajectory of Zimbabwe's
political economy (Ndlovu, 2026). The
underlying reasons for these academic failures
are manifold and complex. A significant
contributing factor is the scatcity of qualified
educators, which severely hampers learners'
learning experience. Many schools are staffed by
inadequately trained personnel, resulting in
diminished instructional quality and an inability
to foster an effective educational environment
(Mufanechiya et al., 2024). Furthermore, the
persistent lack of essential resources, such as
stationery and  basic learning materials,
exacerbates the situation, leaving learners ill-
equipped to engage meaningfully with their
curriculum (Oneya & Onyango, 2021). These
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resource deficits are not incidental; they reflect
the systematic underfunding of rural education,
which entrenches regional inequalities and

reproduces patterns of  disadvantage
(Wangombe, 2018).

Compounding these educational challenges are
the adverse climatic conditions experienced by
Chivi South, characterised by erratic and
insufficient rainfall (Mutonhodza, 2024). The
resultant impact on agricultural productivity has
been catastrophic, as the locale is heavily reliant
on farming for both sustenance and economic
activity. Crop failure not only deprives learners
of the necessary nutrition to support their
academic endeavours but also eliminates a
primary economic activity for their families,
leading to  widespread food insecurity
(Wangombe, 2018). Climate change thus
intersects with educational exclusion in ways that
are rarely adequately addressed in educational
policy frameworks, highlichting the need for
approaches that recognise the ecological
dimensions of educational inequality (Creswell &
Clark, 2017). The absence of industrialisation
within the constituency compounds these
challenges, as local employment opportunities
are severely limited. Many parents find
themselves without viable means of earning
income, forcing some learners into precarious
circumstances in which they must seek informal
work in the households of wealthier community
members or engage in menial labour to augment
their families' income (Stanley et al., 2017). Such
arrangements often lead to further educational
neglect, as time that could be spent in school is
instead devoted to supporting household
financial needs.

Moreover, the cumulative effects of poverty
manifest in families' inability to afford school
fees, purchase uniforms, or provide adequate
nourishment for their children, ultimately
compelling many learners to remain at home
(Kanyopa, 2018; Ndlovu, 2026). This vicious
cycle of poverty and educational neglect creates
an environment where the potential for academic
success 1is severely compromised, thereby
perpetuating the socio-economic challenges that
characterise Chivi South. This cycle has been

extensively documented in the international
literature on educational inequality, yet the
specific dynamics in rural Zimbabwe remain
underexplored (World Bank, 2019).
Consequently, the state of Chivi South reveals a
complex interplay of socio-economic factors that
significantly hinder educational attainment.
Addressing these interrelated challenges requires
a concerted effort by stakeholders at all levels to
implement targeted interventions that enhance
educational resources, improve teacher training,
and foster economic opportunities within the
constituency. Only through a holistic and
integrated approach can the entrenched cycle of
poverty and educational failure in Chivi South be
effectively mitigated.

Problem Statement

The rising prevalence of absenteeism among
primary school learners in Chivi South,
Zimbabwe, poses a formidable challenge,
undermining educational attainment and socio-
economic development in the region. Despite
the recognition of education as a fundamental
human right and a cornerstone of sustainable
progress, many learners continue to face systemic
barrietrs that lead to chronic school absenteeism
(Kanyopa & Mahlo, 20206). This alarming trend
can be attributed to a confluence of socio-
economic determinants that include, but are not
limited to, pervasive poverty, familial instability,
inadequate access to educational resources, and
socio-cultural attitudes towards education. These
factors are not discrete but operate
synergistically, ~ producing a  cumulative
disadvantage that fundamentally constrains
educational  participation.  Moreover,  the
intersectionality of these factors creates a
complex environment wherein children from
disadvantaged backgrounds frequently
encounter heightened vulnerabilities that inhibit
their consistent participation in the educational
process.

Internationally, scholars have demonstrated that
absenteeism is a critical mechanism through
which socio-economic inequality is reproduced
across generations, yet the specific pathways
through which this occurs in rural African
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contexts remain inadequately theorised. This
study addresses the theoretical gap identified in
existing scholarship by applying Maslow's
Hierarchy of Needs to understand how unmet
basic  needs  fundamentally  undermine
educational  engagement. While previous
research has documented the correlation
between poverty and absenteeism, the
mechanisms  through  which  deprivation
translates into educational exclusion require
deeper  theoretical  explication.  Maslow's
framework provides a compelling explanatory
lens by demonstrating how the failure to satisfy
physiological needs, such as adequate nutrition,
clothing, and shelter, creates a psychological state
in which education becomes secondary to
survival. This theoretical contribution extends
beyond descriptive accounts to offer a coherent
explanation for why learners in contexts of
extreme poverty disengage from education, and
why interventions that focus solely on improving
school quality without addressing basic needs are
unlikely to succeed.

Research Objectives

This study is anchored on the following

objectives:

1. To examine the economic challenges' impact

on the academic performance of learners.

2. To explore potential solutions aimed at
mitigating the economic challenges that
contribute to truancy among primary school

learners.
Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework underpinning this
investigation is Abraham Maslow's Hierarchy of
Needs, a pivotal psychological theory formulated
by Abraham Maslow in 1943, which delineates
human motivation through a hierarchical
structure  comprising five distinct levels:
physiological needs, safety needs, social
belonging, esteem needs, and self-actualisation
(Adefunke, 2015). This framework has been
extensively applied in educational contexts to
understand learner motivation, engagement, and
achievement, though its potential for analysing
absenteeism, particularly in resource-constrained

environments, remains underexplored (Ndlovu,
2020). In the context of examining absenteeism
among primary school learners in Chivi South,
Zimbabwe, the physiological needs tier is
particularly salient, encompassing fundamental
requirements such as adequate food, appropriate
clothing, internet access, and essential
educational materials like stationery. Maslow's
theory posits that these basic physiological needs
must be substantially satisfied before higher-
order needs can meaningfully motivate
behaviour. In the educational domain, this
suggests that learners cannot be expected to
engage meaningfully with academic content
when they are experiencing hunger, cold, or the
shame of inadequate clothing (Zeragaber et al.,
2024). These basic physiological needs serve as
the foundation for all subsequent levels of
motivation; therefore, learners who lack
sufficient nourishment may endure detrimental
effects on their physical health and cognitive
functioning, thereby increasing their likelihood
of absenteeism (Chidarikire et al., 2025). The
cognitive effects of malnutrition are well-
documented in international research, with
studies demonstrating that undernourished
children experience difficulties with attention,
memorty, and problem-solving that
fundamentally compromise their capacity to
benefit  from  educational  opportunities
(Kanyopa & Hlalele, 2021).

Similarly, inadequate clothing can cause
discomfort and social stigmatisation,
discouraging attendance due to fear of ridicule or
exclusion (Kanyopa & Munyaradzi, 2025). This
insight reveals how physiological needs are not
merely physical but also carry profound social
and emotional significance. The embarrassment
of wearing torn or inadequate clothing may be
experienced as a threat to social belonging and
self-esteem, which Maslow identifies as higher-
level needs, demonstrating that the hierarchy is
not rigidly sequential but involves complex
interactions between different need levels (Dube
& Jita, 2018). Learners who anticipate shame or
stigma may choose to absent themselves to avoid
psychological harm, illustrating how unmet basic

needs can disrupt educational participation
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through multiple pathways. Furthermore, in an
increasingly digitised educational framework, the
absence of reliable internet access and essential
stationery can severely impede a learner's ability
to participate in assignments and engage
effectively with the curriculum (Nhundu, 2023).

Maslow's framework has been the subject of
scholarly  critique for its individualistic
assumptions and its limited attention to
structural constraints on need satisfaction
(Kanyopa & Hlalele, 2021). In the context of this
study, the framework is used not as a universal
prescription but as an analytical lens for
understanding how structural poverty shapes
individual and family priorities. The application
of Maslow's theory in this research recognises
that the hierarchy functions differently when
basic needs are systematically unmet due to
broader political and economic forces beyond
individual ~ control.  This  contextualised
application enables the study to bridge individual
psychological processes with structural analysis,
demonstrating how SOCi0-economic
determinants operate at both macro and micro
levels to produce educational exclusion. By
framing the study through the lens of Maslow's
physiological needs, this research seeks to
explore how deficiencies in these critical
resources not only contribute to increased
absenteeism but also reflect a broader socio-
economic context that undermines learners'
educational commitment and academic success
in this locality.

This framework guides the interpretation of
findings by providing a structured lens for
analysing participant narratives about the factors
that facilitate or impede school attendance.
When participants describe hunger, inadequate
clothing, or family financial struggles, Maslow's
framework enables the researcher to interpret
these not merely as economic problems but as
fundamental disruptions to the motivational
system that supports educational engagement
(Del Rio et al., 2025). This theoretical grounding
thus links participant experiences to broader
psychological processes and contributes to the
development of context-sensitive theory about

the relationship between poverty and educational
participation.

Methodology
Research Approach and Design

The case study employed in this study is
characterised by a qualitative approach,
specifically ~ designed  to  facilitate  a
comprehensive  exploration of the socio-
economic determinants influencing absenteeism
among primary school learners (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). This approach is particularly
advantageous for understanding the intricate,
multifaceted nature of human experiences, as it
enables the collection of rich, detailed data from
patticipants' natratives and interactions. Unlike
quantitative designs that seek to identify
statistically generalizable patterns, the qualitative
case study approach enables deep engagement
with context-specific meanings and processes,
providing insights essential to understanding
how socio-economic disadvantage translates into
educational exclusion (Duze, 2010). The case
study design was selected because it permits
intensive investigation of a bounded system, in
this instance, the community of Chivi South,
enabling the researcher to capture the complexity
and nuance of the phenomenon under

investigation.
Research Paradigm

The underlying  research  paradigm s
interpretivist, which posits that reality is socially
constructed and context-dependent (Bryman,
2021). This paradigm emphasises understanding
the participants' perspectives and experiences
within their unique socio-cultural contexts,
thereby fostering an appreciation of how
individual beliefs and values shape their realities
(Sosu et al, 2021). Through adopting this
interpretive lens, the study aims to uncover deep
insights into the myriad factors that contribute to
absenteeism, viewed through the lived
experiences of those directly affected by the issue
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This paradigmatic
stance is congruent with the study's theoretical
framework, as Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs
recognises that the meaning and significance of
need satisfaction are mediated by cultural and
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contextual factors. The interpretivist paradigm
acknowledges that understandings of what
constitutes "adequate" food, clothing, or
educational resources are not universal but are
shaped by local norms and comparative
reference points (Adefunke, 2015). This
methodological congruence between paradigm
and theory ensures epistemological coherence

throughout the research process.
Selection of the Participants

For this study, nine participants were purposively
selected to ensure a diverse representation of
voices and perspectives within the community.
Purposive sampling was chosen as the most
appropriate strategy for this qualitative research
because it enables the deliberate selection of
participants who possess specific knowledge,
experience, or perspectives relevant to the
research questions (Kanyopa, 2022). This
approach is consistent with the study's
interpretive paradigm, which prioritises depth of
understanding over statistical representativeness.
The selection criteria were meticulously
established, focusing on variables such as gender,
geographical location, age, and specific expertise
(Mutonhodza, 2025). The sample size of nine
participants was determined using the principle
of data saturation, which, in qualitative research,
refers to the point at which additional data
collection no longer yields new insights or
themes relevant to the research questions
(Nhundu, 2023). Saturation was achieved by the
end of the second focus group discussion, as
indicated by the repetition of themes and the
absence of novel perspectives across participant

groups.

Among the participants, two learners aged
between 10 and 15 years were included,
comprising a male and a female, thereby ensuring
gender parity and capturing the youth
petspective on the issue (Bubbie, 2021). The
inclusion of learners as participants is particularly
significant, given that much research on

absenteeism relies on adult proxy reports,
potentially missing the perspectives of those
most directly affected by the phenomenon
(Ndlovu, 2026). Learner perspectives are
essential for understanding the subjective
experience of educational exclusion and the
factors that facilitate or impede attendance from
the child's perspective.

Additionally, two teachers, balanced by gender
(male and female), were selected to provide
insights into educational dynamics and their
perceptions of learner attendance behaviours.
Teachers occupy a unique position in the
educational system, serving as institutional
representatives while also engaging directly with
learners and families (Creswell & Clark, 2017).
Their perspectives bridge micro-level classroom
interactions and  meso-level  institutional
processes, making their insights essential to
understanding  absenteeism as a  systemic
phenomenon (Del Rio et al, 2025). The
inclusion of two parents, also evenly distributed
by gender, sought to illuminate parental
experiences and concerns regarding their
children's education. Parents are the primary
decision-makers regarding children's school
attendance, and their perspectives reveal how
household economic decisions are negotiated
and how educational values are transmitted
across generations (Oneya & Onyango, 2021).
Furthermore, the research team included one
local counsellor, who could offer expert insights
into the psychological and emotional factors that
impact learner absenteeism, alongside a local
village head and a representative from the
Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education to
provide broader socio-political context and
perspectives on educational policies (Kanyopa,
2018). The inclusion of these community leaders
and institutional representatives enables the
study to capture perspectives across different
levels of social organisation, from individual
experiences to institutional policies.
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Biographic results

Table 1: Biographic results

Participants Age Gender | Work Function
between Experience
Teacher 1 956-977 Male 20 years Secondary school Teacher
years
Teacher 2 956-977 Female | 15 years Primary school Teacher
years
Parent 1 956-977 Female | 20 years Nurse
years
Parent 2 956-977 Male 15 years Farmer
years
Learner 1 956-977 Male N/A Secondary school learner
years
Learner 2 956-977 Female | N/A Primary school learner
years
Counsellor 956-977 Male 30 years School counsellor
years
The village Head 956-977 Male 16 years Village head
years
Ministry of primary and | 55- 60 | Female | 25 years Representative of the Ministry of
secondary education years primary and secondary education

Data Generation Process

Data were generated through two focus group
discussions, one comprising learners and the
other involving adult participants (Chikwiri &
Muiyiwa, 2017). Focus group discussions were
selected as the primary method for data
generation because they facilitate interaction and
dialogue among participants, enabling the
exploration of shared meanings and the
identification of areas of consensus and
disagreement (Adu & Okeke, 2022). The group
dynamic often elicits more detailed responses
than individual interviews, as participants build
on each other's contributions and challenge one
anothet's assumptions. Separating learners from
adult participants ensured that children could
express themselves freely without the inhibiting
presence of authority figures, an important
ethical ~ consideration given the power

differentials between children and adults in
African  cultural contexts (Chidarikire &
Saruchera, 2024). This dual-group approach
fostered an atmosphere conducive to dialogue,
allowing participants to express their thoughts
openly and engage with one anothet's viewpoints
(Creswell, 2021).

Trustworthiness and Rigour

To enhance the trustworthiness of the data,
triangulation was employed, integrating insights
from multiple participant groups and sources to
corroborate findings and enrich the overall
analysis (Adu & Okeke, 2022). Specifically,
triangulation was achieved through: (1) data
source triangulation, by collecting data from
learners, teachers, parents, and community
leaders; (2) methodological  triangulation,
through the use of focus groups with different
participant  groups; and (3) investigator

www.internationalsped.com

965



2026, 41(24s), 956-977

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL of SPeciAL EDucaTION

triangulation, involving multiple researchers in
data collection and analysis to reduce individual
bias. This multi-faceted triangulation strategy
serves to cross-validate findings and ensure that
the interpretations are grounded in diverse
petspectives (Dube & Jita, 2018).

Member checking was implemented by
presenting preliminary tindings and
interpretations to participants for verification
(Kanyopa, 2022). After the initial analysis, a
summary of emergent themes was shared with a
subgroup of participants, who were asked to
confirm whether these interpretations accurately
reflected their experiences and perspectives
(Chidarikire et al, 2025). Participants were given
the opportunity to provide feedback,
corrections, or additional insights, which were
then incorporated into the final analysis. This
process enhances the credibility of the findings
by ensuring that interpretations remain faithful
to patticipants' intended meanings (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018).

Credibility was further established through
prolonged engagement in the research setting
and persistent observation. The research team
spent substantial time in Chivi South, building
relationships with community members and
developing contextual understanding that
informs the interpretation of participants'
accounts. This engagement helps ensure that the
findings represent credible interpretations of the
phenomenon rather than imposing external
frameworks (Duze, 2010).

Dependability was addressed by maintaining a
comprehensive audit trail that documented all
research decisions and processes. This includes
raw data transcripts, coding matrices, analytical
memos, and records of methodological choices
(Sosu et al., 2021). The audit trail enables external
researchers to trace the research process and
evaluate the appropriateness of methodological
decisions, thereby establishing the dependability
of the research findings (Mutonhodza, 2025).

Confirmability was achieved through reflexive
practice and the maintenance of detailed
researcher journals that documented the
researchers' assumptions, biases, and positions

regarding the research (Mutonhodza, 2024).
These reflexive accounts enable readers to
understand how the researchers' social positions
and theoretical orientations may have shaped the
research process and interpretations. Through
making these influences explicit, confirmability is
enhanced, as the link between data and
interpretation becomes transparent and auditable

(Nhundu, 2023).

Reflexivity was maintained throughout the
research process, with researchers engaging in
systematic reflection on how their positions,
including professional backgrounds, educational
experiences, and social identities, may shape their
engagement with participants and interpretation
of findings (Ncube et al, 2015). This reflexive
practice was documented through regular
debriefing sessions among researchers and the
maintenance of personal journals. The reflexive
approach  acknowledges  that knowledge
production is always situated, and that researcher
positionality influences what is observed and
how it is interpreted (Creswell, 2021).

Ethical  considerations  were  paramount
throughout the research process, ensuring that
participants’ rights and well-being were
safeguarded (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Confidentiality was rigorously maintained by
anonymising participants' identities in reporting
findings, thereby protecting their privacy
(Calhoun, 2025). Informed consent was obtained
from all participants, who were thoroughly
briefed about the study's purpose, objectives, and
potential implications (Chidarikire et al., 2025).
This transparency not only fosters trust but also
empowers participants to make informed
decisions about their involvement in the

research.
Data Analysis

The data generated from these discussions were
subjected to thematic analysis. This process
encompasses several pivotal stages:
familiarisation with the data, generating initial
codes, identifying themes, reviewing themes,
defining and naming themes, and composing the
final report. Such a systematic approach enables

the researchers to extract meaningful patterns
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and insights from the data, allowing for a
nuanced understanding of the socio-economic
factors influencing absenteeism (Creswell &
Clark, 2017). The coding process proceeded
through multiple iterative phases. Initially, two
researchers independently engaged in open
coding of the transcripts, identifying discrete
units of meaning relevant to the research
questions (Wangombe, 2018). This initial coding
was  conducted  without  predetermined
categories, allowing codes to emerge from the
data. The researchers then met to compare their
coding and resolve discrepancies through
discussion, resulting in a consensus coding
framework (Kanyopa, 2022). These initial codes
were organised into potential themes by
grouping related codes and identifying patterns
of meaning across the dataset. The themes were
then reviewed in relation to the coded extracts
and the entire dataset, checking that themes were

coherent internally and distinct externally
(Ncube et al, 2015).

Themes were further refined through an iterative
process, with researchers returning to the data to
verify that themes accurately represented
participants' accounts and that no significant
themes had been overlooked. Throughout this
process, the researchers engaged in reflexive
practice, documenting their analytical decisions
and  considering how  their theoretical
otientations, particularly Maslow's Hierarchy of
Needs framework, might have shaped their
interpretations (Mufanechiya et al., 2024). The
theoretical framework was used sensitively to
guide attention to particular dimensions of
experience while remaining open to unexpected
themes that might challenge or extend the
theoretical perspective (Duze, 2010).

The Findings

Theme 1: Impact of Economic Challenges
on Academic Performance

This theme focuses on analysing how various
economic difficulties, such as poverty, resource
scarcity, and family financial instability, affect
learners' academic performance. The goal is to
identify  specific  challenges that hinder
educational achievement and to understand the

broader implications for learners' future
opportunities. The participants natrated the
following:

The male teacher commented that:

"[ see firsthand how financial struggles affect my learners.
Many come to school without proper supplies or even
meals. 11's hard for them to focus when their minds are

preoccupied with worries about what they're
oing to eat or if they'll be able to participate in class
activities due to a lack of materials."

More so, the male learner shared that:

"It is really tongh sometimes. My family can't ahvays pay
Jor the things I need for school, like uniforms or books. I
Jfeel embarrassed when 1 have to borrow things from
classmates. 1t matkes me feel like I don't belong, and when
L' stressed about home, I can't concentrate in class.”

Furthermore, the female parent expressed that:

"I worry every day abont making ends meet. 1 want to
help my children with their  schoohwork, but 1 often
have to work late just to put food on the table. The little
assistance we get from the school has been a
blessing, but I still feel overwbelmed. — These  financial
strains affect my kids' ability to do well in school.”

Additionally, the Ministry of Primary and
Secondary Education official noted that:

"Our education system is facing significant challenges dne
to unequal funding distribution. Schools in low-income
areas often receive the least support. We  bave

initiatives in place, like scholarships and free
meal programs, but they are not enongh 10
address the deep-rooted issues of financial instability that
our learners face daily.”

Lastly, the counsellor mentioned that:

"The emotional impact of economic hardship on learners
cannot be ignored. Many of  them — come  to  school
carrying the burden of their parents' financial struggles. 1
often  hear learners say things like, 'I can't focus
becanse I'm worvied about my family." We st

create an environment where they feel supported and can

learn coping strategies for their stress.”

The findings from the above thematic
exploration of the impact of economic
challenges on academic performance reveal

profound insights into the intricate relationship
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between financial stability and learner
achievement. Participants' narratives
demonstrate that economic hardships manifest
in various debilitating ways, inhibiting learners'
potential (Duze, 2010). The male teacher's
observations highlicht the acute distress
experienced by learners who arrive at school
without essential supplies or adequate nutrition
(Dube & Jita, 2018). This condition creates a
bartier to cognitive engagement, as their minds
are preoccupied with immediate survival
concerns, such as hunger or anxiety about being
unprepared for class discussions. This finding
resonates with Maslow's conceptualisation of
physiological needs as foundational to
motivation; when learners experience food
insecurity and material deprivation, their
cognitive resources are diverted toward
addressing these immediate survival concerns,
compromising their capacity for the sustained
attention and engagement that academic learning

requires (Kanyopa, 2022).

The embarrassment the male learner expresses
when borrowing materials from peers symbolises
a deeper struggle for belonging and self-worth
(Sosu et al., 2021). In Maslow's framework, this
reflects the interaction between physiological
needs (lack of resources) and higher-level needs
for esteem and belonging. The shame of being
unable to afford basic educational materials
threatens the learnet's sense of social worth and
belonging, creating psychological barriers to
attendance that compound the material barriers.
This finding demonstrates the inadequacy of
simplistic =~ economic  explanations  for
absenteeism  and  reveals the complex
psychosocial ~mechanisms through  which
poverty operates. International research has
similarly documented the role of shame and
stigma in educational exclusion, with scholars
noting that the experience of poverty in
educational settings is not merely about material
deprivation but about social comparison and the

threat to dignity (Nhundu, 2023).

The female parent's account further emphasises
the emotional and psychological toll of financial
hardship (Kanyopa & Hlalele, 2021). Although
she longs to assist her children with their

academic responsibilities, the necessity of long
working hours impedes her involvement.
Findings also revealed that family disconnection
can leave learners feeling unsupported and
disengaged, creating an environment in which
academic performance suffers (Mutonhodza,
2025). This reveals the structural constraints on
parental engagement that research has identified
as a batrier to educational achievement in low-
income contexts (World Bank, 2019). The
parents' narrative challenges  deficit-based
assumptions about parental disengagement,
demonstrating that parents in poverty ate often
highly committed to their children's education
but face structural barriers such as labour market
demands and economic precarity that limit their
capacity for involvement. This finding
contributes to international debates on parental
engagement by demonstrating how economic
constraints shape the form and quality of
parental involvement (Mutonhodza, 2025).

The remarks by Ministry of Primary and
Secondary Education officials highlight systemic
inequities in funding allocation, particularly
towards schools in impoverished areas
(Mahommed & Kinyo, 2020). Despite existing
interventions such as scholarships and free meal
programs, these measures often fall short of
addressing the pervasive challenges of financial
instability. This finding highlights the limitations
of piecemeal interventions that fail to address the
structural roots of educational inequality,
contributing to international debates over the
appropriate scope and scale of educational policy
interventions (Creswell & Clark, 2017). The
official's acknowledgement of insufficient
funding echoes scholarship on the politics of
educational tesource allocation and on how
historical patterns of inequality are reproduced
through educational finance systems
(Mufanechiya et al., 2024).

Finally, the counsellot's insights reveal the
learners' emotional burdens, emphasising how
stress related to patrental financial difficulties can
significantly ~ detract from their learning
experience (Kanyopa, 2018). This finding adds
an important psychological dimension to
understanding how economic challenges affect
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academic performance, demonstrating that
poverty affects not only material conditions but
also emotional well-being and cognitive
functioning. The counsellor's observation that
learners carry their families' financial burdens
resonates with Maslow's emphasis on the holistic
nature of human needs and the psychological
effects of unmet needs. When children are
anxious about family finances, their capacity for
cognitive engagement in the classroom is
compromised, as their psychological resources
are redirected toward managing emotional
distress (Chidarikire et al., 2025; Kanyopa &
Mahlo, 2026). This finding has implications for
educational practice, suggesting that schools in
impoverished areas may need to incorporate
trauma-informed and socio-emotional
approaches to support learners experiencing
economic stress (Oneya & Onyango, 2021).

The testimonies collectively paint a portrait of a
fragile education framework hindered by
economic  adversities. This aligns  with
international  research  demonstrating  that
educational  achievement is  significantly
influenced by socio-economic factors, though
the specific mechanisms differ across contexts
(Wortld Bank, 2019). The narratives from Chivi
South add to this literature by providing rich
qualitative evidence of how poverty operates in a
specific  rural context, highlighting the
interactions between material deprivation,
emotional distress, and educational
disengagement. The findings extend existing
knowledge by demonstrating that absenteeism is
not merely a behavioural problem but a response
to inadequate conditions that enable educational
participation.

Through Maslow's theoretical lens, these
findings  demonstrate  that  educational
engagement is contingent on the satisfaction of
physiological and safety needs. The learners in
Chivi South are not failing to prioritise education;
rather, they are responding to circumstances in
which basic needs have been systematically
unmet. This insight challenges individualistic
interpretations of absenteeism that blame
learners or families and instead foregrounds the

structural conditions that make educational

participation  impossible.  This  theoretical
contribution has significance for international
debates on educational inequality, as it provides
a mechanism for understanding why resource-
poor communities often exhibit low educational
participation and how interventions might be
designed to address the root causes of
absenteeism.

Theme 2: Mitigating Economic Challenges
and Truancy

This theme aims to investigate and propose
potential solutions to reduce the economic
factors that lead to truancy among primary
Through
interventions, support systems, and community

school learners. exploring
programs, the research seeks to initiate strategies
that promote consistent school attendance and
enhance educational outcomes for vulnerable
populations. The participants shared the
following:

The female teacher commented that:

"Many learners miss school becanse they have to help their
Sfamilies earn a living. We — must  provide support to
these families, perbaps through school meal programs or

[financial assistance, so children can focus on
their edncation.”

Additionally, a female learner shared her

perspective, saying:

"Sometimes, 1 do not come to school because there is not

enough food at home. If my ~ parents had help with their

Jobs or if we had free meals at school, I conld attend more
regilarly.”

Also, the male parent reflected on the pressures
faced by families, stating:

"It is difficnlt to send my children to school when there's
not enough money for basic  needs.  If  there  were
community programs that belp parents find jobs or give
financial support, it wonld help improve attendance.”

Moreover, the official from the Ministry
emphasised the need for systemic change,

noting:

"We understand that economic bardships impact school

attendance. We are exploring partnerships with
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NGOs to create programs that directly address these

issues, such as vocational training for parents.”

Lastly, the village head remarked on community
involvement, saying:

"As a community, we must come together to support onr
children's education. Initiatives such as after-
school programs or local fundraising for school supplies
could  make a significant difference in keeping learners

in class."”

The findings, based on data on mitigating
economic challenges and truancy, reveal a
complex relationship between financial hardship
and consistent school attendance among primary
school  learners.  Participants'  narratives
underscore various economic pressures that
frequently compel learners to miss school. The
context of financial constraints, as explained by
the female teacher, aligns with the findings of
Zeragaber et al. (2024), who noted that many
learners are forced to prioritise their families'
financial needs over their educational pursuits.
This observation reveals a fundamental tension
between immediate survival needs and long-term
educational investments that characterises
poverty contexts internationally (Sosu et al.,
2021).

The provision of school meal programs and
financial assistance emerges as a crucial
intervention, shifting the emphasis back to
education (Nhundu, 2023). This perspective
highlights an urgent need for support systems to
address immediate nutritional deficits, enabling
learners to focus on their academic engagement.
The emphasis on nutritional interventions aligns
with international research demonstrating the
effectiveness of school feeding programs in
improving attendance and educational outcomes,
particularly in contexts of food insecurity
(Kanyopa, 2018). The female learner's narrative
underscores the direct link between food
insecurity and school attendance, explaining how
unmet physiological needs impede access to
education (World Bank, 2019). This personal
testimony  vividly  illustrates =~ Maslow's
proposition that physiological needs must be
satisfied before higher-order motivations can
emerge.

The male parent's reflections emphasise the
overwhelming financial stress that renders
school attendance unsustainable when basic
needs remain unaddressed (Mohammed &
Kinyo, 2020). He advocated for community
programs to enhance economic stability for
families, underscoring the need to integrate
educational support with broader economic
initiatives. This call for community-level
interventions  resonates with international
scholarship on comprehensive approaches to
educational inequality, which argues that
educational interventions cannot succeed in
isolation from broader strategies addressing
poverty, health, and employment (Del Rio et al.,
2025). This perspective challenges narrow,
school-focused interventions and suggests that
addressing  absenteeism  requires  broader

attention to community development.

The remarks from the Ministry's official stress
the crucial need for systemic reform to address
the root causes of truancy linked to economic
hardship. The exploration of partnerships with
NGOs to establish programs, such as vocational
training for parents, signifies an
acknowledgement that sustainable, long-term
solutions are imperative (Creswell & Clark,
2017). This institutional perspective recognises
that interventions that address the symptoms of
poverty without addressing its structural causes
are unlikely to achieve a lasting impact. The
official's emphasis on partnerships reflects
international  trends toward multisectoral
approaches to educational challenges, involving
collaboration among the education, social
welfare, and economic development sectors
(Kanyopa & Munyaradzi, 2025).

The village head's emphasis on community
engagement reflects a shared responsibility in
fostering an environment conducive to
educational success. Initiatives such as after-
school programs and community fundraising
efforts serve as tangible examples of how
collective action can enhance school attendance
and, ultimately, improve educational outcomes
for vulnerable populations (Mutonhodza, 2025).
This community-centred perspective challenges
educational

top-down  approaches to
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intervention and recognises the agency and
resources within communities themselves. This
finding aligns with scholarship on community-
based education that emphasises the importance
of local ownership and participation in
educational development (Chikwiri & Musiyiwa,
2017).

These findings can be contextualised through
Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, particulatly
regarding the physiological level. According to
Maslow, the satisfaction of basic physiological
needs such as food, water, and shelter is critical
before individuals can address higher-level
needs, including safety, belonging, esteem, and
self-actualisation (Stanley et al., 2017; Kanyopa &
Mahlo, 2026). In the educational landscape,
learners must first fulfil their basic physiological
needs to ensure consistent school attendance and
active  participation in  their  learning
environments. The teacher's acknowledgement
of learners missing school to help support their
families highlights a troubling reality: when
children are drawn into economic responsibilities
that emphasise survival over education, their
academic success becomes intricately linked with
familial financial instability (Adefunke, 2015).
This predicament jeopardises not only immediate
learning experiences but also diminishes long-
term educational trajectories, perpetuating cycles
of poverty.

Comments from the participants emphasise that
hunger exemplifies how foundational needs
directly influence educational experiences. This
implies that when food insecurity prevails,
learning capacity diminishes as cognitive
resources are diverted to meeting immediate
sustenance needs rather than academic
engagement (Babbie, 2021). This narrative
highlights the critical need for community-based
programs that could alleviate such burdens,
allowing learners to pursue their education free
from the anxieties of financial instability. The
Ministry official's focus on systemic change
underscores the importance of holistic solutions.
Partnerships with NGOs for vocational training
reflect strategic initiatives aimed at immediate
and long-term family empowerment (Calhoun,
2025). By addressing the layered complexities of

economic hardship, these policies can create
more stable conditions in which school
attendance becomes feasible and sustainable for

affected learners.

Participants' contributions supporting
community involvement signify a growing
recognition that collaborative efforts can bridge
the gaps in support for struggling families.
Implementing  after-school  programs and
community fundraising not only enhances
resource availability but also fosters a sense of
belonging and solidarity, fulfilling higher-level
needs within the educational continuum
(Chidarikire et al., 2025; Kanyopa & Mabhlo,
2026). Therefore, the intertwining of economic
challenges, truancy, and educational
performance underscores the urgent need for
Through

physiological ~ needs,

multidimensional ~ interventions.
addressing  basic
communities can lay the groundwork for
meaningful educational engagement and success.
Learners can strive towards their fullest potential
both academically and personally, made possible
through the collaborative efforts of educators,
parents, community members, and government
entities. This concerted approach is vital in
fostering an ecosystem that not only promotes
regular school attendance but also champions

long-term educational equity.

The contribution of these findings to
international debates is threefold. First, they
provide empirical evidence from a context rarely
centred in global educational research, thereby
decentering  Northern  perspectives  and
contributing to more diverse knowledge
production about educational inequality. Second,
they demonstrate the salience of Maslow's
framework for understanding educational
exclusion 1in resource-constrained contexts,
offering a theoretically grounded explanation for
the persistence of absenteeism. Third, they
highlight the inadequacy of narrowly educational
interventions in  addressing  absenteeism,
pointing to the need for multisectoral
approaches that address families' material and

social conditions.
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Discussion

This study set out to examine the socio-
economic determinants of absenteeism among
primary school learners in Chivi South,
Zimbabwe, employing Maslow's Hierarchy of
Needs as a theoretical framework to guide
analysis and interpretation. The findings reveal a
complex, multi-layered relationship between
economic  deprivation and  educational
participation that extends beyond simplistic
cause-and-effect explanations. The discussion
that follows synthesises these findings in relation
to existing international scholarship, examining
their implications for understanding educational
inequality and considering their significance for
policy and practice. The findings from both
themes demonstrate consistent evidence that
economic deprivation fundamentally
compromises educational participation through
multiple pathways. First, they provide qualitative
evidence from the Zimbabwean context, which
is often marginalised in global educational
research. The dominance of research from North
American and European contexts has produced
theories and frameworks that may not adequately
capture the dynamics of educational inequality in

contexts of extreme poverty (Calhoun, 2025).

This study's findings demonstrate that while
some patterns of educational inequality atre
universal, such as the association between
poverty and educational outcomes, the specific
mechanisms through which poverty operates are
context-dependent and require local
investigation (Chikwiri & Musiyiwa, 2017).
Second, the findings contribute to debates on the
relationship between educational and social
policy. International scholarship has increasingly
recognised that educational inequality cannot be
addressed through school-based interventions
alone (Sosu et al.,, 2021). This study's findings
support this perspective by demonstrating the
limitations of school-focused interventions in the
absence of broader social and economic support
for families. Participants across all groups
consistently emphasised that educational
interventions must be accompanied by measures
addressing food insecurity, employment, and
economic empowerment. This suggests that

debates on educational inequality need to engage
more seriously with the structural determinants
of educational participation and the limitations

of narrowly educational interventions.

Third, this research contributes to the growing
body of scholarship that challenges deficit-based
discourses in educational research and policy.
International ~scholars have critiqued the
tendency to attribute educational challenges to
the perceived inadequacies of families and
communities experiencing poverty, rather than
to structural inequalities (Kanyopa, 2022). The
narratives from this study demonstrate that
families in Chivi South are deeply committed to
their children's education but face structural
constraints that limit their capacity for
educational engagement. This finding has policy
implications, suggesting  that effective
interventions must work with families and
communities as partners rather than as targets.
Lastly, the study also reveals the inadequacy of
piecemeal interventions that address symptoms
rather  than  root causes. Participants
acknowledged that existing interventions, such as
school meal programs and scholarships, are
valuable but insufficient (Mutonhodza, 2024).
This finding aligns with international research
demonstrating the limited impact of targeted
interventions in the absence of structural change
(Wangombe, 2018). The implication is that
addressing absenteeism in contexts of extreme
poverty requires comprehensive approaches that
address housing, food security, employment, and
healthcare alongside educational supports.

Limitations of the study

Limitations of the study include a relatively small
sample size and a focus on a single community,
which limits the generalizability of the findings
(Bryman, 2021). However, the qualitative
approach was appropriate for the research
objectives, enabling deep exploration of
meanings and processes that would not be
accessible through large-scale surveys (Creswell,
2021). Future reseatch could extend these
findings by employing comparative case study
designs across multiple communities or by
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exploring the perspectives of learners who have
dropped out of school entirely.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the investigation into the socio-
economic determinants affecting absenteeism
among primary school learners in Chivi South,
Zimbabwe, underscores a critical nexus between
economic hardships and academic performance.
The research shows how pervasive factors such
as poverty, inadequate access to educational
resources, and  socio-cultural  obstacles
contribute to increased truancy, which in turn
undermines the educational aspirations of young
learners. Employing Maslow's Hierarchy of
Needs as an analytical lens has revealed that
absenteeism is fundamentally a response to
unmet physiological and safety needs, with
learners and families prioritising survival over
education in contexts of extreme deprivation.
These findings illustrate not only the adverse
ramifications for individual learners but also
highlight a systemic issue that threatens to
perpetuate intergenerational cycles of poverty
and educational disenfranchisement. The study
demonstrates that addressing absenteeism
requires moving beyond narrow educational
interventions to encompass comprehensive
strategies addressing the material conditions of

families and communities.

Therefore, addressing the complex interplay of
these socio-economic variables is paramount to
ensuring that all children have equitable access to
education and the opportunity to achieve their
full potential. The contribution of this research
to international debates lies in providing
qualitative, community-centred evidence from a
context often marginalised in global educational
scholarship, and in demonstrating the salience of
Maslow's  framework  for  understanding
educational exclusion in resource-constrained

settings.
Recommendations

The following recommendations are directly
linked to the empirical evidence presented in this
study and are framed within the contextual
limitations of the research conducted in Chivi
South.

Recommendations for Teachers

To effectively mitigate absenteeism and enhance
the educational experience, teachers should
adopt individualised instructional strategies that
recognise the diverse challenges learners face due
to economic deprivation. Given evidence that
learners experiencing hunger and material
deprivation have a compromised capacity for
concentration, teachers should consider how
pedagogical approaches might be adapted to
accommodate learners' physiological states, such
as incorporating short breaks for those who have
not eaten. Based on patticipants' natratives of
shame and embarrassment related to borrowing
materials, teachers should create classroom
cultures that minimise stigma and ensure that all
learners can participate fully regardless of
material resources. Furthermore, teachers should
establish open lines of communication with
parents to better understand the challenges
families face, enabling them to provide more
targeted support while respecting families'
dignity and agency. Given evidence that
economic constraints significantly shape patterns
of parental involvement, teachers should avoid
deficit-based  assumptions about parental
disengagement and instead collaborate with
families to identify feasible forms of

participation.
Recommendations for Learners

Learners are encouraged to take a proactive role
in their education by engaging with peers,
forming study groups, and utilising available
resources. Building a sense of agency and
responsibility for their educational journeys can
significantly ameliorate the pressures that
contribute to absenteeism. However, these
recommendations must be tempered with
recognition of the structural constraints on
learner agency; expecting learners to overcome
poverty-related barriers through individual effort
alone is unrealistic and potentially harmful. Peer
support networks may be valuable for providing
social and emotional support, but they cannot
compensate for material deprivation.
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Recommendations for Parents

Parents play a crucial role in reinforcing the value
of education within the home. Through creating
a supportive environment that prioritises
education and establishes consistent routines,
parents can instil a sense of responsibility in their
children regarding school attendance. However,
the evidence from this study demonstrates that
parental engagement is significantly constrained
Therefore,
recommendations for parents must be realistic

by economic pressures.
and avoid imposing additional burdens on
families already experiencing extreme stress.
Community-based support structures that
alleviate economic pressures, such as cooperative
childcare arrangements or community kitchens,
may be more feasible than individual parental

action.

Recommendations for the Ministry of
Primary and Secondary Education

The Ministry of Primary and Secondary
Education should implement policies to facilitate
equitable access to education, including
establishing  scholarship ~ programs  for
economically  disadvantaged learners and
providing essential learning materials. Given the
evidence that existing interventions are
insufficient, these efforts must be significantly
scaled up and targeted to ensure they reach the
most disadvantaged learners. Furthermore, the
evidence of systemic funding inequities requires
attention; policies that address the unequal
distribution of educational resources, including
qualified teachers and learning materials, should
be prioritised. Enhanced teacher training to
incorporate  sensitivity to  socio-economic
disparities will further equip educators to address
the unique needs of their learners. The Ministry
should also consider establishing cross-sectoral
collaboration with social welfare, agriculture, and
economic development ministries to address the
structural determinants of educational exclusion.

Recommendations for Non-Governmental
Organisations (NGOs)

Non-governmental organisations (NGOs) are
encouraged to launch initiatives that target the
holistic needs of families, including mentorship

programs, educational resource distribution, and
financial literacy workshops. Such efforts can
alleviate some of the economic burdens that
compromise learners' ability to attend school
regularly. However, these programs must be
designed in  genuine partnership  with
communities, building on existing strengths and
resources rather than imposing externally
developed solutions. Evidence from this study
suggests that community participation and local
ownership  are  essential for  program
sustainability. NGOs should also consider how
their programming might inadvertently create
dependency or undermine local institutions and
should therefore prioritise capacity-building
approaches.

Recommendations for the  Business
Community

The business community plays a vital role by
engaging in corporate social responsibility
initiatives that support educational programs and
resources in the local area. Partnerships with
schools can lead to innovative solutions that
directly benefit the learners and their families.
These should be developed with sensitivity to
local context and should not be tokenistic or
designed primarily to enhance corporate image.
Partnerships that involve local businesses in
vocational training or employment opportunities
for parents may be particularly valuable in
addressing the economic pressures that drive
absenteeism. However, reliance on corporate
philanthropy should not substitute for adequate
government funding of education.

Recommendations for the Social Welfare
Department

The Social Welfare Department should enhance
its support systems for vulnerable families,
focusing on economic empowerment strategies
to alleviate the financial constraints that
contribute to absenteeism. Given the evidence
that food insecurity is a significant factor in
absenteeism, Social Welfare should prioritise
improving access to nutritional support for
learners and their families. Programs that provide
direct cash transfers or food assistance, such as
the school meal programs mentioned by
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participants, should be maintained, scaled up
where feasible, and systematically evaluated. In
addition, the Department should consider how
to support economic development at the
community level to reduce the need for child
labour and address the structural roots of
absenteeism. Social welfare policies should be
developed in coordination with educational
strategies to ensure integrated, complementary
approaches.

General Recommendations for Future
Research

Future research should extend the findings of
this study through comparative case study
designs that examine absenteeism across multiple
communities, enabling the identification of
context-specific  and common  patterns.
Longitudinal research examining how socio-
economic conditions and educational
participation change over time would also be
valuable. Research should also explore the
perspectives of learners who have dropped out
of school entirely, as their experiences may reveal
additional barriers to educational participation.
Intervention research evaluating  the
effectiveness of specific programs in addressing

absenteeism in Zimbabwean rural contexts is
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