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Figure 1.  Kenya: Representation of Girls in  Primary School Enrolments 
Girls enrolled per 100 boys, all grades, 1964 to 1995
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Is Universal Primary education in East Africa 
Sustainable?

�What problems have emerged as 
East African countries have 
approached or achieved Universal 
Primary Education?



Kenya – FPE programme 2003

NER grew by 22% in the first year of FPE implementation but rapid expansion also 
brought problems:

Educational

• Classroom overcrowding
• Rising teacher-pupil ratios
• Rising drop-out rates
• Increases in enrolment tailing off           
from 2004.
• Declining teacher morale

Financial

•Large increase in education costs beyond the 
scope of recurrent budget

• Dependence on donor support 

• Disappointing economic performance means 
rising costs may not be met through economic 
growth 

•Political motivation for FPE may have worked 
against the need adequate advance 
planning/resourcing

• Rising population makes FPE goal a moving 
target  and continues to increase budgetary 
requirements



Financing FPE
� 17.4% increase in education budget in 2003-4 for FPE 
� Kenya already spent a similar per capita sum on education to that 

spent by developed countries.  
� ‘Once and for all’ abolition of school fees meant a further US$3.2m 

per annum would be required from the government budget
� Estimates show it would require a further US$95m to reach UPE at

current per capita spending levels
� At current school size that would mean 2917 new schools
� At current overall education budget levels that would leave only

4.4% of the budget for post-primary phases
� It is clear that for the long term, adequate and sustainable financing 

will depend on economic growth
� However, efficiency in resource allocation will also be key



Allocation Alternatives

� Achieving UPE depends not only on increasing the supply of available education but 

on increasing households’ demand for it.  

� The effect of abolishing fees shows that direct costs were a significant barrier to 

enrolment but other cost barriers remain

� Estimates show that for the government to bear all the costs to households of 

education would require a 91% budget increase and would result in a 94% NER.



� Demand for education also depends on features of educational quality 

including the number of qualified teachers and the availability of 

textbooks

� Estimates in 2002 show that to achieve a NER of 85% through 

improving these inputs would require either:  

� By increasing the number of qualified teachers – a budget increase 

of 41% 

� By increasing the volume of text books – a budget increase of 45%
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Tensions and Trade-offs for FPE 

Global 
Competitiveness

Other areas of 
social spending 

e.g. health, 
secondary education

Population 
Growth

Declining
Educational Quality

Resource 
capacity?

Drop-out

Political
Expediency

Economic Growth?

Need for children 
to be employed

Education 
levels/returns

Employment 
opportunities

Issues of equity

FPE Programme



Unintended consequences of FPE

� Abolition of fees means parents may move away from 
low-cost informal provision to free state provision 
placing more strain on state resources

� Declining quality and overcrowding in state system may 
prompt wealthier parents to choose higher-cost private 
alternatives

� Declining quality may make it more difficult for bright 
children from poor families in the state sector to succeed, 
with consequences for equity



The Way Forward?

� Implications of FPE for:
� demand for secondary education
� returns to education
� the labour market

� Need for a holistic approach which balances investment in primary 
education with other phases and with other social services, transport, 
energy, agriculture, industrial policy etc and which takes account of 
economic growth levels, government capacity and is therefore 
sustainable. 

� Dangers of ‘big bang’ educational expansion for educational quality, 
equity, and potentially for employment and rural livelihoods.  


