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Senior One placement anxiety

As thousands of families celebrate Primary
Leaving Examination (PLE) results,many are
quietly grappling'with a far more difficult
question where,and whether, their children
will continue with secondary education.

BY BEATRICE NAKIBUUKA

or many Ugandan families, the re-

lease of Primary Leaving Examina-

tion (PLE) results marks the end of

one struggle and the beginning of
another.

The joy that follows good grades is of-
ten short-lived, quickly replaced by fear,
confusion and financial panic as par-
ents confront the reality of Senior One
placement.

PLE results are expected to bring relief
and celebration. In many communities,
neighbours gather to congratulate suc-
cessful candidates, phones buzz with
messages,and proud parents announce
aggregates with a mixture of disbelief
andjoy.

But for a growing number of house-
holds, that happiness fades quickly.
Within days,sometimes even hours,cel-
ebration gives way to anxiety as fam-
ilies begin the difficult search for sec-
ondary schools, school fees and clarity
about what comes next.

The transition from Primary Seven to
Senior One is one of the most decisive
and stressful moments in a child’s edu-
cation journey.

Yet it receives far less attention than
performance rankings and lists of
top schools, even though it often de-
termines whether a child proceeds
smoothly to secondary education,joins
late,or drops out altogether.

The placement process

After results are released, many par-
ents expect a clear and predictable path
to secondary school. Instead, they en-
counter a placement process that feels
complex and intimidating, particularly

- for families experiencing it for the first
“time.

In theory, learners are placed ac-

- cording to their performance and the’
choices made during the PLE registra-

- tion process. In practice, the system is

- shaped by limited school capacity,vary-

. ing cut-off points and affordability.

- As demand for places in govern-

- ment-aided secondary schools contin-  *

' ues to grow, competition becomes in-

- tense, 12aving many families unpre- &

pared for the outcome.
Urban parents, particularly those with

 access to internet-enabled phones, so-
- cial networks and physical proximity to

schools, are often able to follow place-
ment lists closely and act quickly. In ru-

‘ral areas, information spreads slowly,

largely through word of mouth, leaving
families uncertain about deadlines, va-

cancies and requirements.

By the time some parents fully under-
stand what is required, places in pre- |
ferred schools have already been taken.
This information gap has become one
of the quiet drivers of inequality in ac-

c&sstosecondaryeducation.

Whenagood-resultisnotenough‘

One of the most painful realities for

many families is discovering that a -
good PLE result does not automatical-

ly gsarantee placement in a quality sec-
ondary school.

Rehema Kisitu Lutalo, the head teach-
er of Mariam High School, a govern-
ment-aided USE school, says demand
for Senior One places consistently ex-
ceeds supply. She explains that the
school has about 250 vacancies for Sen-

ior One students each year and admits

learners from the best grades up to ag-

- gregate 28 under the USE programme.

For these students, the government

provides a capitation grant and covers
UNEB registration fees.

¢  Learners who obtain aggregates

government-aided schools, but
- only as private students.In

such cases, the gov- -
- ernment does not
~ provide capita-

- their child.
PHOTOIFILE

29 and 30 may also be admittedto

KEY ADVICE

Before accepting a placement,
parents should confirm whether
their child has been admitted as
a USE or private student, as this
determines the long-term cost
of education. In theory, learners
are placed according to their
performance and the choices
made during the PLE registra-
tion pro- cess.In
practice, =
temis

by limited school
capacity, varying
cut-off points

and affor-
dability.

tion grants or pay examination regis-
tration fees,leaving parents to shoulder
the full cost.

“In many cases, the demand exceeds
our capacity, but we go an extra mile
and enroll as many students as possi-
ble,” Lutalo says.“Quality education is
not only about four-walled infrastruc-
ture. We can improvise,even using tem-

porary spaces, and address challenges’

asthey come”
Despite such efforts, limited infra-
structure and staffing mean schools

cannot absorb all qualified learners.

As a result, some pupils who perform
well are placed in schools far from
their homes or in institutions their par-
ents had not planned for. Oth-
ersare advised to seek
pri- vate schools,an

it




Pupils and teachers of Crane View Malaba celebrate after 12 candidates

scored each aggregate 4. Below, celebrating good grades. PHOTOS/FILE.

Dr John C Muyingo, the minister of State for Higher Educa-
~ tion at the official opening of the Senior One selection and

£ placement exercise at the UMA Show Grounds in Lugogo on
Thursday. PHOTO/GEOFFREY MUTUMBA.
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i oo
-miliar with the competence-based ap-

option that is ﬁnanmally out of reach ance at primary school level plays a sig- - proach. This gap needs to be bridged so
for many families. nificant role in shaping placementout- NOTES.. . that parents can appreciate the broad-
: comes. According to Lutalo,many pu- - USE or pri-  er efforts teachers are making”
The bigger challenge pils are not adequately guided when ~ vate? When S
At the heart of the placement chal-  selecting secondary school choices. learnersare ~ Thefinancialshock

lenge lies the issue of funding. Al- “Some pupils apply to schools with  admittedtogo-  For many households, the most im-
though Uganda’s free education policy ~ similar cut-off points without un- = vernment-aided - mediate challenge after placement is
has expanded access,the government’s ~ derstanding how competitive those  secondary financial. Even in USE schools, parents

capitation grant remains low, making

it difficult for schools to operate effec-

schools are;”she says.“If a learner does
not select aschool as a first choice, they

schools, they
may join under

- are often required to pay for uniforms,
“buckets, development contributions

tively. ~ maymissoutonavacancynothercas- either Uniyersal  and meals.
The capitation grant is intended to”  es, affordability becomes a barrier,es- Secondary Edu-  “Iwastolditisa government school,
cover essential operational needs such = pecially where learners apply to non- - cationor private but when I added everything, it was

as instructional materials, co-curric-

ular activities, administration and ba- - fees” - what parents - Akello, a parent.“] sell cassava. Where
sic school management. Currentlythe ~ When children fail to secure plac- pay. was I supposed to get that money at
government allocates about Shs58,000 - es in their preferred schools, the emo- i once?”
per term for each O-Level student. tional impact can be significant. Par- ~ USE: Govern- - Privateschools present an even heav-
School administrators say thisamount = ents and schools are then left withthe = ment providesa ier burden. Admission fees, multiple
is insufficient, especially given theris-  responsibility of helping learners ad- . capitation grant uniforms, transport costs and board-
ing cost of goods and services. - just to new environments and expec-~  to the schoolto  ingrequirements quickly push expens-

As a result, many government-aided = tations. Denis Noah Mubiru,a parent,  support basic’ - esbeyond thereach of low-income fam-
schools charge additional fees to cov-  says counsellingis critical at thisstage. =~ operationsand ilies.In households with more than one
er lunch, development projects and ~ “The children need to be support-  also pays UNEB  school-going child, parents are often
teacher allowances. These charges,of-  ed to fit into the new environment” ~ registration forced to make painful decisions about
ten referred to as “requirements,”are  he says. “For a Senior One student, fees.-Admission who continues with education. :
a major source of tension be- : everything is new — the school, isbasedonset _
tween schools and parents. teachers and teaching meth-  aggregate cut-  Urbanadvantage

“The teacher-to-stu- ods. All these bring excite- - . offs and limited The contrast between urban and ru-
dentratioin government’ & ment and anxiety at the = slots. - ral experiences during placement re-
schools is usually very same time,and every child : - mains stark. In towns and cities, par-
low,” Lutalo explains. responds differently” Privatestu- -  ents are more likely to physically vis-
“To maintain teaching dents: When it schools, follow up on vacancies and
standards,schools sorme- Academic adjustment USEsiotsare  negotiate requirements. In rural areas,
times have to hire addi- andnéw expectations filled, schools families often travel long distances on-
tional teachers, and that . Secondary schools also  mayadmit Iy tofind that places are already filled.
cost ends up being shared face the challenge of addressing = additionallear- | With limited fare and access to infor-
with parents” - gaps in learners’preparedness.Lutalo ~ nersasprivate  mation, rural parents are more likely

David Bbale, the head teacher of

USE govemment schools with higher

notes that many students arrive in Sen-

which affects

- candidates. For

- more than Shs400,000,”says Ms Sarah

 to accept whatever option is available,

Kakoma Secondary School in Rakai ior One lacking basic digital skills,in-  these students, evenifitis notideal for the child.
District,echoes this concern.“The more cludmg simple computer use,requir- = the government ~ This imbalance continues to rein-
students we enroll, the more capita- = ing schools to invest timeinremedial = providesnofi-  force long-standing inequalities in ac-

tion grant we receive, but the govern- -
ment does not cater for feeding or uni- -
forms,” he says.“Parents have to incur -

teaching.

At the same time, parents often

struggle to understand the new com-

- nancial support,

meaning pa-
rents must pay

 cess to secondary education. As Ugan-
~da celebrates another cohort of PLE
- candidates, a critical question remains:

these costs.” - petence-based curriculum,which plac- ~ full school fees - how many children will make it to Sen-
For families that were expecting sec- - es greater emphasis on skills develop-  and examination _ior One without losing hope along the
ondary education to be largely free, mentratherthan purelyacademicper-  registration ~  way? Until the challenges surréund-
these expenses come as a shock. formance. costs. - ing placement are addressed, for many
= -~ “Many parents still measure success families, the real examination will

Why some students missout  using the old academic mindset,”Lu-  continue long after the results are an-
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