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Woes. While govern­
ment policy guarantees 
free primary and sec­
ondary education, a 
report finds that hidden 
costs continue to ex­
clude the very learners 
the programme was 
designed to uplift. 

BYSHABIBAH NAKIRIGYA 

A 
new study by the Equal Opportu­
nities Corrunission (EOC) has ex­
posed the silent barriers keeping 
thousa.nPsofJ:hilct.ren from mi­

nority communities out of school, de~ 
spite Uganda's long-standing Universal 
Primary Education (UPE) and Second- . I 
arypolicy. 

The year-long research, covering 20 
minority groups across the Mount El­

. gon,Karamoja,Rwenzori and west Nile 
regions, paints a troubling picture of 
systemic inequality. i 

While government policy guarantees ' 
free primary and secondary educa­
tion, the report finds that hidden costs 
continue to exclude the very learners 
the programme was designed to uplift 

According to Ms Petua Babrye Isabir­
ye, the EOC head ofresearch and mon­
itoring, the promise of free education 
reinains largely theoretical for many' 
vUlnerable families. 

"Parents are still required to meet 
costs that are not officially classified 
as school fees. These include uniforms, 
meals, scholastic materials, and trans­
port, which many households simply" 
cannot afford,"she said. 

According to the report, these expens­
es disproportionately affect ethnic mi­
nority communities, where poverty 
levels are often higher and infrastruc­
ture weaker. 

"In remote areas, children are forced 
to walk long distances to the near­
est school, a factor wlllch also increas­
es dropout rates, particularly among 
girls,"the report reads. . 

The stuciy also highlights a critical 
shortage of classrooms and trained 
teachers in minority-dominated re­
gions, further undermining access to . 
quality education. "In some districts, 
overcrowded classrooms and teacher 
absente~ism were reported as persis­
tent challenges, stretching already lim­
ited resources,"the report reads. 

Ms Isabirye says beyond physical and 
financial bamers, the report raises con­
cerns about cultural exclusion in the 
education system. "The national cur­
riculum rarely reflects the languages, 
histories and cultural identities ofmi­
nority groups. Instruction is largely de­
livered in dominant languages,leaving 
many children struggling,"she said. 

The EOC chairperson, Ms Safia Na­
lule Juuko, said the findings reinforce 
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Students 
study in 
a-school 
library. UPE 
and USE 
have been 
bedevilled 
by several 
challenges. 
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The challenges hindering 
free education programme 
long-standing concerns about equity 
in Uganda's education sector. 

"While enrolment rates have im­
proved under UPElUSE, completion 
and learning outcomes remain une­
ven," she said. She added that there is 
a need to integrate minority languages 
into early childhood education, which 
researchers argue would improve 
comprehension and retention among 
young learners. 

"The commission is also calling for 
delib~rate efforts to recruit and retain 
teachers from minority communities, 
and this would not only address staff­
ing gaps, but also promote cultural in­
clusion in classrooms,"she said. 

UPEANDUSE 

According to tl)e Economic Policy 
Research Centre and Initiative 
for Social and Economic Rights, 
Universal Primary Education 
(UPE) and Universal Secondary 
Education (USE) in Uganda have 
noted significantly increased 
enrolment, with over 8.8 million 
children in primary schools (95 
percent enrolment) and nearly 

She also wants the government to in­
crease funding to underserved regions, 
improve school infrastructure, and ex­
plore targeted support mechanisms to 
cushion families from hidden educa-
tioncosts. . 

"As Uganda continues to pursue in­
cl~sive development, the findings 
serve as a stark reminder that access 
to education is not just about eliminat­
ing tuition fees, but also addressing the 
broader socio-economic realities that 
shape a child's ability to learn,"she said. 

Ms Joan Akidi, a mother of two, said 
that she thought when the govern­
ment introduced Universal Primary 
Education, her children would finally 

2 million in secondary schools as 
of2022- 2023, maintaining high 
gender parity. . 

However, the system faces 
challenges, including high dropout 
rates. About 40 percent of pupils 
fail to complete primary school. 
The pupil-teacher ratio is 65:1. 
For the 2025/2026 financial year, 
the government maintained the 
current unit costs for capitation 
grants under the Universal 

have a fair chance to access education, 
but the hidden costs have also failed 
her offsprings. 

"EVery term, the school sends our 
children back home for things they say 
are 'small,' like a uniform, books, and 
money for meals. If you fu.il to pay, your 
child is not allowed in school,"she said. 

She explained that for faffiilies like 
hers, surviving on subsistence farm­
ing, these so-called hidden costs are an­
ything but small. "1 have to choose be­
tween buying food and sending my 
child to school. Sometimes they go 
without lunch, and cannot concentrate 
in class." Asked about this, the Minis­
try of Education and Sports spokesper-

Primary Education (UPE) and 
Universal Secondary Education 
(USE) programmes, despite calls 
for an increase. ' 

UPE maintained capitation grant 
at approximately Shs20,000 per 
learner per year, while the USE 
rate is Shs175,000 per learner per 
year. 
Special Needs Education (SNE): 
Primary remains at Shs22,000, 
and for secondary at Shs192,000. 

son,Mr Dennis Mugimba,said planned 
interventions are intended for areas 
affected by female genital mutilation, 
where the government has commit­
ted to provide to construct boarding 
sections for girls to address the issue of 
long distances. 

This includes the Sebei and Karamoja 
regions, and island populations. 

"These are the places where board­
ing sections can be constructed so that 
children can access education without 
the need to travel to and from school 
every daY,he said." 

He added that the capitation grant 
given for universal education cov­
ers the provision of scholastic materi­
als for all learners, and the only area 
where they give more consideration is 
special needs education. 

"When we were costing the re­
vamped Universal Primary Educa­
tion programmes, the guidance we re­
ceived from the President was that the 
government is not providing transport, 
meals, and uniforms,"he said. 

Mr Mugimba added that these items 
remain the responsibility of parents. 
The government covers staffing of 
schools, infrilstructure, utilities, and 
maintenance, but not personal needs 
of the learners. 
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BY JOAN SALMON 

S
chools have amazing ways of 
dealing with children upkeep. 
From allowing both 'grab', and 
pocket money, to onlyentertain­

ing pocket money, the options vary 
from school to school. 

This mille~alloved the mix of'gr­
ab' and pocket money because a term 
where the constant was availability 
ofposho and beans riddled with wee­
vils would make the period depressing. 
Imagine having no money to buy that 

When pocket money becomes a dividing line 
breakfast snack? 

Ahh, the stomach would growl long 
before lOam. Then, staring at others 
·during break time would be another 
pain. 

But for those schools where pock­
et money rules the world, is there a 
threshold? Imagine this child from a 
well-to-do family who receives all he 
ever asks for, including upkeep of over 

Shsl million in the same class with one 
whose school fees is yet to be paid. 

"The school meals are sufficient," 
their parent would say, should they 
dare ask. Such scenarios are a breeding 
ground for comparison with others, 
jealousy and theft. 

For the love of all, can there be a cap 
on how much upkeep a student bring 

. too"SChool? 

Do you remember those days where 
parents deposited the money with the 
school bursar and the child was only 
allowed to get a specific amountforthe 
week? 

Dear parent, I know you want your 
child to have it all, but empathy asks 
that you spare the child. But more im­
portantly, why do you take your child 
to a school where even school fees is an 

uphill task? 
You want them to have better ac­

quaintances, I hear you. But what 
about the inadequacy battle this child 
will fight all their life? Your child does 
not have to struggle with insecurities 
because you want to tick the box oftak­
ing them to a prestigious school. It is 
okay to cut your coat according to your 
cloth. 


