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Background 
  
Orphans and other children made vulnerable by HIV/AIDS have been found to be at increased risk of poor educational 
outcomes in sub-Saharan Africa [1-7].  In Zimbabwe, orphan status, particularly maternal orphanhood, has been 
associated with lower primary school completion rates [8, 9] and, amongst adolescent girls, lack of secondary school 
education [10], currently being out of school and poorer educational attainment [11].   
 
In sub-Saharan Africa, orphans are usually cared for within the extended family [12].  Recent qualitative work [13, 14] 
from southern Africa has highlighted the potential negative impacts of AIDS orphans migrating to live with widely 
dispersed extended family members, including mistreatment by foster families and interruption of education.   
 
In this paper, we use prospective data from a cohort of orphans and non-orphans in Manicaland, eastern Zimbabwe, to 
investigate whether children who recently migrated were at increased risk of dropping out of school. 
 
Methods 
 
Since 1998, five rounds of a population-based, open, prospective cohort study [15] have been conducted in twelve study 
sites in Manicaland province, eastern Zimbabwe – a predominantly rural area.  At each round of this survey, a census of 
all households in the area is conducted, which enumerates all household members and collects basic demographic 
information, including the orphan status of all children less than 18 years old living in the household.  Households that 
report deaths of adults aged 15-54 years during the inter-survey periods are approached and asked to complete a verbal 
autopsy questionnaire to ascertain the cause of death. 
 
Three rounds of an embedded child cohort study were conducted in eight of the study sites between 2002 and 2006. All 
maternal and double orphans, one in five paternal orphans and one in fifty non-orphans aged under 18 years were 
identified in the second round of the main survey (2001/03) and were recruited to the embedded cohort study.  
Additionally, all children under 18 years born to recently deceased adults that were identified in the second round verbal 
autopsy survey were recruited. Data were collected on various topics relating to child wellbeing, living arrangements and 
education. 
 
At the third round of the embedded child cohort study, extra efforts were made to follow-up children who had migrated, 
both within and outside the study sites.  For this reason, we used baseline data from round 2 and follow-up data from 
round 3 to investigate the association between migration and school dropout amongst children aged 6-18 years who were 
enrolled in school at round 2.  Throughout this paper, to improve clarity, we will refer to data from the second round of 
the embedded child cohort study as baseline data and third round data as follow-up data.    
 
We used multivariate logistic regression to investigate whether children who were enrolled in school at baseline and 
migrated between baseline and follow-up, were more likely to have dropped out of school at follow-up than children who 
were enrolled in school at baseline but did not move households between the study rounds.  We adjusted for orphan status, 
relationship to primary caregiver (natural mother, natural father, grandparent, other close relative or other), type of 
location (subsistence farming area, agricultural estate, small town or roadside trading settlement), household wealth tertile 
(based on a simple summed score of household asset ownership – a method developed and validated using data collected 
in the main cohort study [16], age of the child and sex of the child.  
 
  



Results 
 
763 children aged 6-18 years were enumerated at baseline and 645 (85%) were followed up.  591/645 (92%) of children 
aged 6-18 years, who were enumerated at baseline and follow-up, were enrolled in school at baseline and were therefore 
included in our main analysis.  11% (50/467) of these children moved household between the two survey rounds and 9% 
(56/590) had dropped out of school at follow-up.   
 
Table 1 shows crude and adjusted risk factors for migration, between baseline and follow-up, amongst children aged 6-18 
years.  In the crude analyses, maternal orphans were at higher risk of migration compared to non-orphans.  Children with 
any caregiver other than their natural mother were also at increased risk of migration, particularly those being cared for by 
their natural father.  In the multivariate model, the strength of the associations between all types of orphanhood and 
migration were reduced and were no longer statistically significant.  The effect of relationship to primary caregiver 
increased in the multivariate model, with children being cared for by their grandparents becoming more likely to have 
migrated between baseline and follow-up.   
 
Table 2 shows the crude and adjusted risk factors for dropping out of school at follow-up amongst children aged 6-18 
years who were in school at baseline.  In the crude models, migration between baseline and follow-up is a strong risk 
factor for dropping out of school (AOR 4.49; 95% CI 1.94-10.37) and this effect increases in the multivariate model 
(AOR 7.02; 95% CI 2.76-17.87).  Orphanhood and relationship to caregiver were not significantly associated with 
dropping out of school in the crude or adjusted models.   
 
The majority of children who migrated moved to households outside their local area – 26% (13/50) of children reported 
moving “locally” and 74% (37/50) reported moving further afield.  Figure 1 shows that children who reported migrating 
“locally” were more likely to drop out of school compared to children who did not migrate (AOR 3.22; 95% CI 0.49-
21.08; p=0.222), although this association was not statistically significant.  Children who moved to more distant locations 
were significantly more likely to drop out of school compared with children who did not migrate between study rounds 
(OR 8.64; 95% CI 3.10-24.08; p<0.001). 
 
Figure 1: Adjusted odds ratios comparing children aged 6-18 years who migrated locally, and those who migrated 
further away, with children who did not migrate between baseline and follow-up 
 

 
 
Discussion 
 
Moving household was a significant risk factor for dropping out of school amongst children aged 6-18 years.  Multivariate 
statistical models indicate that orphan status and relationship to primary caregiver are not independent risk factors for 
dropping out of school. This suggests that migration could mediate, at least to some extent, the risk of dropping out of 
school that has been associated previously with other demographic impacts of the HIV epidemic such as orphanhood.  
Interventions are required that improve household stability to reduce child migration and also that target recently migrated 
children to ensure rapid return to school.



Table 1: Risk factors for migrating between baseline and follow-up rounds of the child cohort study 
amongst children aged 6-18 years at follow-up who were enrolled in school at baseline 
 

 
  



Table 2: Risk factors for dropping out of school between baseline and follow-up rounds of the child 
cohort study amongst children aged 6-18 years at follow-up who were enrolled in school at baseline 
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