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Issue Snapshot: Education and School Fee Abolition
Why are 77 million children still out of school? 
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The private cost of schooling, from uniforms to the revenue lost to a family due to fewer helping hands at home, is one of the biggest barriers keeping children from accessing and completing basic education in the poorest countries of the world.  In many places, poverty often imposes tough choices on families and households about how many children to send to school, which children to send to school, and how long they may attend. 

School fee abolition is not a panacea, but eliminating school fees is an integral first step to bringing children into classrooms and achieving universal primary education by 2015. Cream Wright, the Director for Education of UNICEF, says that in addition to bringing children into classrooms, one of the benefits of school fee abolition is that it, “leads to a sort of mini reform of the education system.” Acting as a catalyst, school fee abolition forces education planners and decision makers to come face to face with the real problems facing education systems: personnel and resource constraints.

According to the World Bank: “Education is one of the most powerful instruments for reducing poverty and inequality and lays a foundation for sustained economic growth.” The Canadian International Development Agency recognizes: “Education is the single best development investment a country can make” Even the International Monetary Fund notes: “A reallocation of public expenditures can benefit the poor in the long term by shifting resources to….basic education and health care, which build human capital and thus enhance growth and equity.” 

These statements are echoed in the numerous global pledges and commitments related to the goal of Education for All.  From Millennium Development Goal 2, which makes a commitment to universal primary completion explicit, to numerous G-8 communiqués and UN statements, global leaders have promised the world’s children that their education is a priority. Progress has been made in fulfilling these promises, but much more remains to be done. 

The Benefits of School Fee Abolition are Evident 

A number of African countries have eliminated school fees. They include Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Ghana, Rwanda, Malawi, Lesotho, Cameroon and Burundi. The results have been stunning. Within a few days, Uganda’s enrollment increased by 40 percent and Tanzania’s enrollment more than doubled, from 4.4 million to 6 million children. There was also a dramatic improvement in gender parity in all of these cases.   
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An example of success from school fee abolition
Ayany Primary School in Kimera, Kenya (see photo left, ©UNICEF), is an excellent example of the positive impact of the abolition of school fees. The student population soared from 1,200 to 2,000 following the implementation of free education for all.  School Head Ensheba Khareri reported “Teachers were managing a class of 90 children instead of 50.”  Ms. Khareri and her staff did what thousands of other Kenyan educators did in the first few weeks – improvised. Supplies were stretched and textbooks shared.  “With time, our shock gave way to optimism,” says Ms. Khareri. “We began to see ourselves as part of history in the making. We were giving children, many of them poor and marginalized, a priceless chance. They had a hunger to learn, you could see it in their eyes, and we were not about to let them down.” 

In Burundi the impact has also been profound. Following the first election in 12 years, Burundi recently eliminated school fees and expected an increased enrollment of 226,000. The number of new students that came to school, however, was 500,000 — double what teachers and schools were prepared for. Schools were caught short, without enough textbooks, teachers, or even the space to house the increased numbers of students. As students gathered in tents for their lessons, it might have appeared that Burundi had made a mistake. In reality, Burundi is perhaps the best example of why the elimination of school fees works. The school girl from the village of Rubenga, pictured at the right, is just one of the quarter of a million children — previously uncounted and unexpected — that showed up, eager for an education. The arrival of these children speaks volumes about how poor and vulnerable children are left behind and forced out of the education systems by school fees, and just how invisible these uneducated children have become. 
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