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Abstract 
 
The number of low-cost private schools (LCPSs) has considerably increased in many developing 

countries over the last two decades, often catering to the needs of a large majority of slum-dwelling 

children. This growing private delivery of education has come as a challenge for states that are considered 

as responsible for providing quality education to all citizens. In this context, this paper assesses the 

capacity of states to monitor low-cost private schools in a way that ensures both accountability and quality 

in the education sector. Through the comparative study of Kenya and Uganda, it highlights a need to 

enhance state monitoring by addressing lagging bureaucratic practices and a lack of performance 

monitoring, and by further considering the role of parents as monitors. 
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Acronyms 
 

APBET  Alternative Provision of Basic Education and Training 

DEEPEN  Developing Effective Private Education Nigeria 

EMIS  Education Management Information System 

KCPE  Kenya Certificate of Primary Education 

KNUT  Kenya National Union of Teachers 

LCPS  Low-Cost Private Schools 

MDGs  Millennium Development Goal 

MoE  The Republic of Kenya – Ministry of Education 

MoES  The Republic of Uganda – Ministry of Education and Sports  

PLE  Primary Leaving Examination 

PRIEDE  Kenya Primary Education Development project 

PTR  Pupil-Teacher Ratio 
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1. Introduction 
 

The number of low-cost private schools (LCPSs) has boomed in many developing countries over 

the last two decades, often catering to the needs of a large majority of slum-dwelling children (Mcloughlin, 

2013). One in five primary students in low-income countries is now estimated to be taught in the private 

sector, a proportion that has more than doubled since 1990 (Baum et al., 2014). This number is higher in 

informal urban settlements, with nearly every three in four children in the slums of Kampala, Uganda and 

Nairobi, Kenya estimated to attend LCPSs (Ngware et al., 2013; Härmä, 2017).  

 This rising private delivery of education, which requires low-income families to pay fees in order 

to access schools, has come as a challenge for states committed through the MDGs and SDGs to achieve 

universal and free primary education (Mcloughlin, 2013). Yet, LCPSs have also emerged as an efficient 

solution to meet excess demand for schooling and supplement overloaded public systems (ibid). The 

controversial role of LCPSs has raised a growing interest in understanding the role of the state in including 

these schools in education policies and monitoring them to optimise education outcomes. Research on 

this topic remains limited, with only a few recent initiatives bridging this gap (Gibson et al., 2011; Härmä, 

2017; Baum et al. 2018). 

This paper thus aims at shedding further light on this issue, by answering the question:  How can 
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2. Monitoring Low-Cost Private Schools: Key Concepts and Ideas 
 

2.1. The Role of Low-Cost Private Schools 
 

Defining Low-cost Private Schools 

 Following the second Millennium Development Goal – “Achieving universal primary education 

(UPE)” and its resulting Education for All initiative, UPE has been a development priority in Sub-Saharan 

Africa (UNESCO, 2015). Free primary schooling has been implemented throughout the region, with 

primary enrolment rates going from 53% in 1990 to 77% in 2016 (World Bank, 2018). However, these 

improvements hide a continuing learning crisis, with persisting poor quality of education provision and 

low completion rates. It is estimated that a third of all teachers are absent on a daily basis in Kenya and 

Uganda, and 75% of 9-year-olds in these countries cannot read basic sentences (Patrinos, 2013; Uwezo, 

2014). 
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Research notably highlights the discriminating nature of fee-dependent schools, as even the least 
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Figure 2: The World Bank’s Accountability Framework 

 

 The framework outlines two main routes of accountability linking citizens to governments and 

service providers. The short route of accountability refers to providers’ direct accountability to clients, 

also known as client power. This type of accountability characterises the private sector, as providers offer 

their services to clients who can send instant feedback by choosing to buy or to refuse the service.  

However, in the case of social services, client power alone can be insufficient to monitor service providers: 

private preferences might differ from collective objectives to be reached, and complex social objectives 

might be difficult to individually monitor. In such cases, states tend to intervene in order to hold providers 

accountable. This long route of accountability works as a two-step process: it relies on citizens to ensure 

policymakers’ accountability by using their voice power to express their demands; in turn, it expects 

policymakers to hold providers accountable through their compact relationship (World Bank, 2003) 

Both the short and long route of accountability are exposed to risks. On the one hand, the long 

route is prone to voice failures – when governments refuse or fail to hear feedback from citizens – and 

compact failures – when governments fail to monitor service providers. On the other hand, the short 

route is subject to market failures, such as collective action failures as well as equity concerns, since 

accountability is accessible only to clients who can afford the services offered (World Bank, 2003). 

Therefore, one route is not exclusively better than the other and the two can be combined to ensure 

optimal social service delivery (ibid). 

 

The Accountability Framework in the Education Sector 

 Accountability in the education sector has traditionally followed the long route of accountability 

(World Bank, 2003).  This is due to education being considered a public service, a service that needs to be 
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3. Research Design 
 

3.1. Conceptual Framework 
 

This research aims at answering the question: How can Sub-Saharan states monitor the growing 

LCPS market in order to encourage both accountability and quality in the education sector? Promoting 

accountability involves simplifying regulations to encourage LCPSs to formalise, while promoting quality 

implies maintaining key quality regulations. States thus face the challenge of finding a monitoring 
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capacity to organise and defend their common preferences, while the voice of parents often remains 

individual (ibid).  

Following the World Bank’s main findings, Step 4 of the framework thus studies the extent to 

which parents are given information on school performances and can in turn freely voice their opinion to 
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Summary: 

Indicators Uganda Grade Kenya Grade 
Indicator 1.1: Information on 
requirements for LCPSs to 
register is available and up-to-
date. 

All guidelines and forms 
in a newly revised, clear 

and accessible document 
4/4 

All guidelines and forms 
in a newly revised, clear 

and accessible document 
4/4 

 

Indicator 1.2: Certification standards are adapted to low-cost private schools. 

 
Uganda 

This criterion accounts for the specific case of low-cost private schools, as opposed to elite private 

schools, and the extent to which regulations take this distinction into account. Uganda’s new 2013 

registration guidelines define “private schools and institutions” as “comprised of wealthy individuals and 

investors, communities, civil society organizations, local and international NGOs, and faith-based 

organizations” (MoES, 2013). It thus does not mention LCPSs nor distinguish between elite private 

schools and their low-cost counterparts. The failure to differentiate these two types of schools, which 

greatly differ in their characteristics and means, has been found to often lead to regulations being non-

reachable by LCPSs, thus encouraging the sector’s informality (Ashley et al., 2014). 

 

Kenya 

As opposed to Uganda, Kenya’s new 2015 regulations are specifically targeted at LCPSs. An APBET 

institution is defined as an “organised form of learning set up to deliver basic education and training to 

the disadvantaged persons who due to various circumstances cannot access formal schools” (MoE, 2015). 

The APBET guidelines aim at recognising the role played by informal institutions in increasing access to 

education, especially in “informal settlements and other marginalised areas”, which corresponds to the 
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Kenya 

 In Kenya, registration guidelines for APBET institutions define a clear 2-month processing 

deadline and detail the fees to be paid by different types of institutions – the equivalent of US $150 for a 

private school’s full registration (MoE, 2015). These requirements allow to theoretically limit delays in 

the procedure and bribery. Despite these safeguards, Heyneman and Stern (2014) find school owners to 

be reluctant to register with the government due to the fear of having to pay bribes to monitoring officials. 

The new 2015 regulations have also suffered from bureaucratic delays,





DV410 Page 23 of 44 87032 
 

 

twice the observed PTR in LCPSs, thus being achievable by these schools. In addition, the government 

requires the Pupil-textbook ratio to be below 3:1 in lower primary, and 2:1 in upper primary (MoE, 2015). 

This ratio in LCPSs is estimated at 2:1 in Nairobi’s informal settlements (Allavida, 2011; Oketch and 

Ngware, 2012) suggesting class-size regulations to be achievable. 

 
Summary: 

Indicators Uganda  Kenya  

Indicator 2.2: Class-size decisions 
are made at the school level. 

Regulations require an 
achievable PTR of 40:1 4 

Regulations require an 
achievable PTR of 55:1 and 
Pupil-textbook ratio of 2:1 

(upper-primary) 

4 

 

3. Holding Schools Accountable 
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Summary: 

Indicators Uganda  Kenya  
Indicator 3.1: 
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Summary: 
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4. Empowering Parents 
 
Indicator 4.1: Information on results of standardized tests (disaggregated by school, socioeconomic status, 
gender, etc.) is made available from multiple sources. 
 
Uganda 

In Uganda, results from the Primary Leaving Examination are made public and widely shared by 

the government, as well as the country’s largest newspapers (UNEB, 2018; The Observer, 2018; Kizza, 

2018; Oramire, 2018). They are also segregated by regions and districts, schools, gender, subjects, and 

grading division, providing parents and policymakers with a wide array of easily accessible information on 

the quality of primary schooling (ibid). 

 

Kenya 
 In Kenya, individual scores from the KCPE are provided, but the government decided in 2014 to 

end the publication of nation-wide segregated results, limiting the information available on school 

performances (Ramani, 2015). In 2015, the government also waived KCPE registration fees for public 

schools while maintaining them for LCPSs, making access to information more difficult for parents sending 

their children to private schools (ibid). While the government announced in 2016 that it will waive fees 

for LCPSs and provide more detailed results, these changes have yet to be implemented (Kiplang’at, 2016). 

 

Summary: 

Indicators Uganda  Kenya  
Indicator 4.1: Information on 
results of standardized tests 
(disaggregated by school, 
socioeconomic status, gender, 
etc.) is made available from 
multiple sources. 
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repetition rates, PTR and PLE pass rates (EMIS, 2016). However, this information is only available at the 



DV410 Page 28 of 44 87032 
 

 

at the local level, with Suzuki (2002) finding an important power imbalance between officials and parents 
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Appendix 2: Operating Requirements for Private Schools in Uganda and Kenya 
 

 Uganda Kenya 
Teacher 
Qualification 
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Appendix 3: LCPS3: LCPS3: LCPS3:
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Holding Schools Accountable 

Indicator 3.1: Government sets 
standards regarding what 
students need to learn, and 
students are required to take 
standardized examinations. 

Students follow the national 
curriculum and take the 

Primary Leaving Examination 
4 

Students follow the national 
curriculum and take the 

Kenya Certificate of Primary 
Education 

4 

Indicator 3.2: Government 
performs inspection of schools 
as determined by school need, 
and schools produce school 
improvement plans. 
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Appendix 4: SABER-EPS Policy Goals and Indicators 
 

Policy Goal Indicators


