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ABSTRACT

This paper investigates the contribution of family conflicts to public secondary school dropout,
especially in the period from 2019 to 2021 in the Nyagatare district of Rwanda. The research
was purely qualitative. The qualitative design in this context was to determine the significance
of family conflicts on dropouts in public secondary schools. To reach the objective of the study,
data were collected from a sample population of three public schools located in Nyagatare
District of Rwanda, and the people who live near those three schools, whereby 14 interviews
were conducted in total. The sampling followed purposive sampling, where the selected
schools are the ones that have the highest level of school dropout among the public schools of
the district. The study adopted narrative analysis, which is a qualitative data analysis method
that emphasizes comprehending the primary narratives derived from the personal stories of a
research group. The study found that the major conflicts in the area during the study period
were disagreements between spouses and fighting between them. The findings also revealed
that family conflicts have major negative effects on children’s education, which therefore in
some cases, resulted in their dropping out of school. The study suggests that the government,
parents, and school leaders should put more effort into fighting against family conflicts that
contribute to children's school dropouts.
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INTRODUCTION

Previous studies revealed that the COVID-19 era increased caregivers’ burdens. It also
increased child-parental home-based conflicts (Russell et al., 2020; Spinelli et al., 2020) in the
sense that during the COVID-19 Pandemic period, measures like quarantine increased financial
crisis and family relationship issues (Park et al., 2020 and Brooks et al., 2020). This can be
explained in the sense that measures like quarantine kept family members together at home,
and this triggered quarreling chances because people were unoccupied and were almost doing
nothing at home. During the pandemic period, there was an increased risk of partner violence.
This experience increased the chances of child maltreatment and family-based violence
(Humphreys et al., 2020).

Dagnew’s (2017) study sought to explain out-of-school factors and in-school factors that
contributed to school dropout by using the case of Ethiopia. The study reported that out-of-
school factors relate to parental factors, such as parental level of education, parental income
level, and limited parental encouragement.

A study was conducted in Rwanda on Rwandan students’ dropout and repetition rates.
The results showed that most students who repeated or left school before completion were those
from families in the poorest living situations of living and their parents were mostly not
educated (Williams et al., 2015). Therefore, families might experience significant stress due to
poverty, which affects children on the other hand. According to the family stress model,
poverty can lead to interparental conflict, which is crucial in family dynamics and can precede
unfavorable child outcomes, including school dropout (Chzhen et al., 2022)

Out-of-school factors, such as family conflicts, determine children’s behaviors and
future progress in studying (Heppen, 2002). In this context to understand what contributes to
school dropout and change in the dropped out’s behavior someone may wonder whether it
depends on household residence (urban/rural), level of parental education, parental
occupations, and other home-based factors like family conflicts which are the subject of the
current study because one single cause cannot explain the situation.

Indeed, according to several experiences high school dropout is a great obstacle to one’s
chance of getting effective jobs that pay enough to keep one out of the poverty line; properly
the economic changes and reasons for dropping out of school have never been crucial aspects
of discussion (Potter et al.,1989; Levy et al., 2019; Herd et al., 2019; Fine, 2018). Therefore,
not getting better employment can be seen as a stressful occurrence that impacts the functioning
and balance of the entire family structure, hence contributing to family conflicts.

It was also found that since the middle of the 1980s, there has been an emergency of new
reports on economic and familial causes of quitting secondary schools (Mclanahan 1985;
Ekstrom et al., 1986) where the education system has also shown hindrances related to high
school enrolment contribute to a small number of students who finish their studies (Wals,2012).
As a matter of fact, in South and West Asia, countries encounter situations that indicate that
there are thirty-three dropout cases for a hundred pupils in primary schools, while in Latin
America and the Caribbean students about 17% of schools quit before completion (UNICEF,
2011).

The policy of free primary education increased the number of students joining schools,
especially in African countries like Kenya, but the challenge is staying in school and
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completing studies. For instance, in Kenya, about 400,000 pupils, out of a total of 677,966
pupils who entered level one in 2003, dropped out or repeated, meaning that only 41% could
have completed (Abuya et al., 2013).

The situation was found to be the same in Niger as well as in Burkina Faso where above
a quarter of pupils at the age of fourteen and below dropped out the school, the feedback is the
same as that of Americans (Bashir et al., 2018) who wondered that as children got older their
spirit of dropping out of school also rises.

A study conducted in Bangladesh has revealed that the economic status of a family may
contribute to the family dynamics, including the increase in family conflicts, which also leads
to a high level of high school dropouts (Morrow and Villodas, 2018). Another study has shown
that in Africa, the primary factors contributing to early school dropout are insufficient income,
parents' level of education and work position, residing in a single-parent family, being born out
of wedlock, age, region of residence, academic performance, and family conflicts (Momo et
al, 2019).

The Rwandan education system took into account the free education policy through nine
years and twelve years of basic education (Walters et al., 2014), and the enrolment rates have
effectively increased (MINEDUC, 2019). However, according to the National Institute of
Statistics of Rwanda (2020), some districts in Rwanda have been reporting an increase in the
number of pupils leaving schools before completion. For instance, in the Gisagara and
Nyamagabe districts of the southern province, the dropout rates increased from 6% in 2018 to
11 % in 2019. However, there is still a need to understand the contribution of family conflicts
to the considerable increase in school dropouts, especially in the Nyagatare District of Rwanda
during the COVID-19 pandemic period. Do family conflicts matter?

Rwanda Ministry of Education in 2019 reported a dropout rate in secondary schools of
9.3% and 8.9% among male and female students, respectively (MINEDUC, 2019). In Rwanda,
the dropout rate is still high, given the efforts that have been invested to promote the secondary
school enrollment rate among the school-aged population. Strategies adopted to promote
secondary school education include the dissemination of secondary schools in the country
through a twelve-year basic education program, increasing the welfare of primary and
secondary school teachers, and optimizing the learning environment (Williams, 2019;
MINEDUC, 2022; Nizeyimana et al., 2020).

Previous studies highlighted family conflicts as a factor associated with secondary
school dropout in Rwanda, but perceptions of parents, local leaders, and teachers have not been
studied (Ndushabandi et al., 2016; Safari, 2016). This study aims to explore the perception of
parents, teachers, and local leaders regarding the influence of family conflict on secondary
school dropouts in Rwanda, especially in the Nyagatare District of Rwanda during the COVID-
19 pandemic.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Conflicts among married partners result in violence related to sex or physical aggression (Appel
& Holden, 1998), and the acts of violence among partners are mostly accompanied by other
effects of different family issues on children’s development. For instance, it has been
proclaimed, in a study investigating the effects of divorce on children’s development (Amato,
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2000), that high couple conflicts affect the children’s development, before, before, and after
the couple’s divorce.

Mussetto et al. (2017) found that parental conflicts affect children psychologically and
therefore determine the children’s future mental health. Such situations of parental conflicts
and their effects on children's mental health may result in barriers that later affect family-
community development, generally because both the affected parents and children are
members of the larger community. Family conflicts increasingly affect children negatively, and
these effects may result in others to their future relationships and their future progress, mainly
in schools and colleges. The misunderstanding between family members, mainly between
couples, leads to an imbalance in the family (Royal, 2017).

It was also found that children with conflicted family backgrounds are likely to be
affected both socially and psychologically, it later becomes an obstacle for them to create
relationships with others around them, either friends or family members and they have
disorders in settling down and sleeping disorders, overall, these negatively affects their
performance at school (Reynolds et al.,2014). There is a perspective that focuses on the idea
that conflicts are not necessarily positive because they mostly end in violence, and from this
approach, it should stop from happening. This approach needs to be standby in controlling
violent disputes, creating early warning environments, using organized coordination to stop
emergencies of new conflicts, and institutionalizing the idea of conflict prevention at different
levels, either globally, regionally, or locally (Thakore, 2013).

Njau and Wamahiu (1994) defined school dropout as a situation in which children quit
school before completion of the prescribed curriculum of studies. Several relevant terms have
been put in place to explain dropout in different ways, but in a synonymous way: those terms
are withdrawal and non-completion. Disagreement in concepts related to school dropout is
therefore a problem because the way dropout should be measured, researched, and tackled is
described by how it is defined (Ashby,2004), therefore, the main problem to look after is all
about who has dropped out (Nichols,2010).

Since the independence of 1962, the Rwandan government has been focused on
boosting the number of student enrolment, this has been fruitful to the country's development
such as in coping with the negative effects of ignorance, poor economic status, and poverty, in
this regard, the scholar Mathisen (2012), did a study on Rwanda’s education reform, and the
results found that education in Rwanda is a pillar for developing human capital.

Rwanda, as an African country like others, sees education as a pillar of human rights,
where every Rwandan is allowed to realize and try his/ her best to reach their potential. In this
regard, the Rwandan government has emphasized that, through its policies like the Poverty
Reduction Strategy Paper (PRSP), due to the vital link between education and standardized
economic opportunities, all Rwandans should be allowed to have access to education (Holvoet,
2008). The government of Rwanda especially emphasizes access to primary and secondary
education, but for many children in the Nyagatare district, leaving school before completion is
still pertaining, where about 29,036(8.8%) are out of school (Williams, 2015).

From recent studies families are believed to be a crucial base of society, hence through
this nuclear family has been proclaimed to be a set of small social units in which conflicts
might occur from a mismatch of its member’s feelings, communication failure, and financial
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insecurity as well as parenting issues (Mukashema et al. 2012; Nsabimana and Rutsibuka,
2019). In addition, other social aspects are also leading to conflicts, which later affect families
and the whole society in general.

Kim et al. (2008) indicated that there was permanent distress, like family conflicts,
which affect emotional and psychological well-being, which further affects the children’s
academic achievements and scores. Field (2013) pointed out that in a family with conflicts
among parents, children are almost in danger of facing emotional problems that later affect
their schooling achievements negatively.

From all the above-listed literature, the question remains: do family conflicts matter in
school dropouts in the Nyagatare district of Rwanda, especially during the COVID-19
pandemic period? To answer this question, the researchers adopted the following methodology
to investigate the issue.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Design

This study was purely qualitative. The qualitative design in this context was to determine the
significance of family conflicts on dropouts in public secondary schools. The qualitative design
was found to be suiting because a qualitative study elucidates the reasons behind individuals'
ideas, emotions, or behavior on a subject matter, where the fundamental aspect of qualitative
research is that its practitioners do not aim to generalize their findings to a broader audience
(Austin & Sutton, 2014).

Population and Sampling

The population used in this study comes from three public schools and their surrounding
citizens in the Nyagatare district of Rwanda. In the targeted population, the numbers per
category are as follows: 100 parents within 100 meters from the schools, 10 local leaders, 53
schoolteachers, and head teachers, which makes a total population of 163 people.

The sample was selected using a purposive sampling method where the selected schools
were the ones with high levels of school dropout, and it included the local leaders, teachers,
and parents from Nyagatare District, considering that they are involved in dealing with school
dropout. The sample size of this study was made of 14 structured interviewees, including 5
parents, 5 teachers, and 4 local leaders. The reason for conducting 14 interviews only was that
the level of saturation was reached, whereby the interviewees were giving similar answers

The study was conducted in three public schools from Nyagatare District; in deciding
on three sampled schools, we have included 2 schools from the rural areas of the district and
one from the urban area, considering that a large number of public schools are located in rural
areas. Selecting schools from both rural and urban areas helped the study to capture opinions
from both settings. The selected local leaders are the ones in the areas where the schools are
located, where parents are the ones having children who dropped out of the studied schools
during COVID-19.

In short, as said above, purposive sampling was adopted as Khalid et al. (2012) pointed
out that purposive sampling, also known as non-probabilistic sampling or the Critical sampling
technique, in which the researcher selects a sample due to personal judgment regarding the
fitting characteristics of such elements.

e
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Sources of data

The data were collected from 14 selected interviewees by using key informant interviews. The
interview guide was developed to respond to the study objectives which were to investigate the
kind of family conflicts in the area as well as their effects on school dropout in secondary public
schools.

Validity and Reliability

The collected data from interviews in the form of verbatim were transcribed and translated into
English from Kinyarwanda. The opinions of interviewees were used as they were and then
discussed using previous studies. To guarantee the validity, we ensured a one-to-one meeting
between the interviewee and the interviewer during the interviews. To guarantee interviewer
reliability, the interviewer utilized similar interview questions specifically created for the
purpose of this study for all interviewees.

Data Analysis

The narrative analysis was adopted to understand the data gathered from the field. This strategy
focuses on collecting and analysing the verbal or written narratives and visual representations
provided by individuals (Sutton & Austin, 2015). In this context, we captured extracts from
interviews, and those extracts were interpreted using the subject knowledge of the researcher
as well as the findings of the previous studies close to the current study.

Ethical Considerations

Conversations made with respondents were kept confidential. Respondents were requested to
consent before participating in the interviews. Interviews were conducted in safe places and
the interviewees were kept anonymous in the results section.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This study sought to establish the contribution of family conflicts to school dropout in public
secondary schools in Nyagatare District of Rwanda during the COVID-19 pandemic times.
The interview was the source of data from the field. For anonymity, the interviewees were
coded as indicated in Table 1.
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Table 1: Coding of Interviewees

SN Designation Coding Meaning of the Code

1. Parent 1 KIl'l | Key Informant Interviewee 1
2. Parent 2 KIl2 | Key Informant Interviewee 2
3. Parent 3 Kl 3 | Key Informant Interviewee 3
4. Parent 4 Kil4 | Key Informant Interviewee 4
5. Parent 5 KII'5 Key Informant Interviewee 5
6. Teacher, Head Teacher 1 KIl 6 | Key Informant Interviewee 6
7. Teacher, Head Teacher 2 KIl'7 Key Informant Interviewee 7
8. Teacher, Head Teacher 3 Kl 8 | Key Informant Interviewee 8
9. Teacher, Head Teacher 4 KIl9 | Key Informant Interviewee 9
10. Teacher, Head Teacher5 | KIl 10 | Key Informant Interviewee 10
11. Local Leader 1 KIl 11 | Key Informant Interviewee 11
12. Local Leader 2 KIl 12 | Key Informant Interviewee 12
13. Local Leader 3 KIl 13 | Key Informant Interviewee 13
14, Local Leader 4 KIl 14 | Key Informant Interviewee 14

What are the dominant family conflicts in the study area?

For most interviewees, the prevalent conflicts in the area were disagreements on who to do
daily activities between the spouses, which in some cases have resulted in fighting between
them. These disagreements were, for example, on who should take care of the children at
home, prepare food, wash dishes, and wash clothes. Another big problem was that getting
money to cater to family needs was difficult because it was not allowed to go to work, and
family members were to stay home to avoid contracting or spreading the pandemic.

The interviewees argued that the level of family conflict has increased due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, which characterized the years between 2019 and 2021. This is in the
sense that family members have been staying at home for a long time due to government
measures to contain the pandemic, like lockdowns, to avoid physical contact, which was among
the ways of transmission of the pandemic virus. This has caused them conflict as they had
nothing to occupy them. This was because with the emergence of this pandemic, family
members were forced to stay at home for months, which raised different life struggles like
financial insecurity, social difficulties, and enough time for alcoholism and substance use,
especially Kanyanga (Karpman et al., 2020). Therefore, this boosted the rates of family
conflicts during 2020, which later influenced school dropouts, particularly from 2019 to 2021.

During interviews, which were conducted with parents, the responses were highly
focused on family conflicts being the primary cause of school dropout in the period between
2019 and 2021. This was via some statements of Kll 2, K11 7, K11 8, K11 9, and KII 11, where
all of them stated that:

“Staying at home for several hours together with all family members had made
conflicts easier and possible to exist in the family relations. This included physical
fights, verbal disagreements, verbal fights, quarrels, and other conflicts, but verbal
disagreement was the most case. These increased conflicts contributed to the

e
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dropout of our children, as we did not take the time to help them in their education,
and some of them were no longer interested in going to school and opted to drop
out.

Previous Studies have proven that family conflicts have similar forms as all other social
conflicts and that they may contribute to children's school dropouts (Emery, 1992) the current
study found specifically that forms of family conflicts in families of school children in
Nyagatare district respectively from 2019 to 2021, were found to be physical fights, verbal
disagreement, verbal fights, or quarrels, and other conflicts, however, the verbal disagreement
was the most case. This can be due to misunderstandings and stress resulting from social and
economic insecurities as the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic.

What were the effects of Family Conflicts on school Dropout?

Looking at the effects of family conflicts on school dropouts, the research participants revealed
that family conflicts influenced school dropouts, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic
period when parents were staying at home for a long time, and this also contributed to the
increase in conflicts because people at home were underoccupied. The interview data revealed
that family conflicts influenced children's school dropouts, are reported by Kl 10:

‘Yes, family conflicts were linked to school dropouts because during that pandemic

period, people stayed at home for many hours a day; hence, it was easy for

members to conflict with each other. During that period, people engaged in
alcoholism, hence family conflicts increased due to drunkenness. As a result,
parents could not support their children, which resulted in school dropouts. This

is because there was limited parental support. This affected the level of motivation

for children to continue with their studies.

This is supported by previous studies which showed that during the COVID-19
pandemic, dropout rates varied significantly, from less than 1 percent to over 35 percent, with
markedly elevated rates among older pupils, indicating that pandemic-related school closures,
along with other pandemic-induced disruptions, have hindered the educational trajectories of
numerous teenagers (Moscoviz and Evans, 2022). Globally, the financial shock resulting from
COVID-19 is projected to lead to around 7 million additional dropouts from primary to
secondary education (Azevedo et al., 2020).

KII1 supported the above view by saying: Family conflicts negatively affected our
children’'s performance at school; with repeated failure, our children decided to leave and go
for casual work. As of now, we are still fighting to see how to return them to school.” This is
in line with previous studies, which show the relationship between student performance and
family conflicts. This is the case of Fortin (2013), who posited that inadequate academic
performance is the most significant predictor of school dropout, and when combined with
adolescent behavioral issues, often stemming from familial disputes, these two factors
collectively exacerbate the dropout rate.

Another study revealed that family environments including family conflict affect the
performance of a student at school and may lead to dropping out from school because failure
at school demotivates a student from going back to school (Boonk et al., 2018). From the
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interviews conducted, it was found that conflicting families do not have enough time to focus
on helping children do their education in the right way which has affected negatively the level
of motivation of students who finally found themselves no longer interested in going to school.
This is the case of KII 5 who reported:

‘Yes, children were exposed to the parents’ conflicts since they were supposed to

stay at home together with their parents and the parents were not focused on

helping their children. Hence don’t have enough time to focus on their studies and

later find themselves no longer going to school due to involvement in family

conflict.

The above finding is in line with the previous study. This is the case of a study that used
the Family Structure Survey (FSS) in 2019 on factors associated with school dropout and
concluded that there is a positive relationship between family conflicts and school dropout in
the sense that families in conflict spend much of their time in those conflicts and don’t get
enough time to help children take care of their education. Hence, children find themselves no
longer motivated to go to school (Boyaci, 2019).

In the context of the current study, school dropout is defined as the noncompletion of
successive semesters in which a student is enrolled, but it is called school dropout when a
student spends at least a year without attending class. The current study also found that leaving
school for children results in different threatening situations toward their life progress and even
self-development, among which unplanned pregnancy& early marriage to girls and drug abuse
to boys have ranked highly. In this regard, most areas of Nyagatare district, especially those
close to the borders of Uganda, face the same negative effects of school dropout due availability
of drugs and alcohol. Therefore, a child who rejects school gets access to drugs and alcohol,
and even love or desires for money, which pushes them into illegal activities like smuggling

CONCLUSION

The study identified various forms of family conflict that were prevalent in the area where the
study was conducted, including physical fights and verbal disagreements. Those conflicts
increased due to staying at home during the COVID-19 pandemic period, whereby family
members were not having occupations rather in quarrelling. The increase in those various types
of conflicts was found to have contributed to children's demotivation to go to school and, hence,
dropping out.

The present study analyzed the contribution of family conflicts in children’s school
dropout, particularly from 2019 to 2021 in Nyagatare District. Family conflicts have been
found as the root cause of school dropout during that period, whereby the data gathered from
local leaders, teachers, headteachers, and parents pointed out that those family conflicts
increased due to staying at home during the lockdown related to the pandemic.

The study recommends that collaboration between parents, school leaders, and local
leaders should be enhanced to make sure that they have a good understanding of the family
environment where the students live, to work together to reduce the level of family conflicts,
which were found to be a factor contributing to children dropping out of school.

770


https://ajosdemar.com/

https://ajosdemar.com African Journal of Social Issues Vol. 8 No. 1; 2025

Moreover, family conflicts in the Nyagatare district can occur for years and months.
This could mean that children and other family members are left victims of such conflicts, and
they are in danger of being affected negatively by those conflicts. School dropout was found
to be the major effect of family conflicts as well as the low school performance of children in
the Nyagatare district, during the years from 2019 to 2021.
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