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Abstract 
This	article	critically	analyzes	the	implementation	and	effects	of	free	education	policies	across	East	Africa,	
particularly	in	Kenya,	Uganda,	and	Tanzania.	Using	empirical	studies,	policy	documents,	and	education	
statistics,	it	examines	the	outcomes	related	to	access,	equity,	quality,	and	educational	attainment,	as	well	
as	the	major	challenges	and	lessons	for	sustainable	development. 
1.	Introduction 
Free	education	policies,	often	contextualized	as	the	abolition	of	tuition	and	mandatory	fees	for	primary	
and/or	secondary	schooling,	have	been	central	strategies	in	East	Africa’s	efforts	to	democratize	education	
and	promote	human	capital	development.	Kenya,	Uganda,	and	Tanzania	have	each	embarked	on	bold	
reforms—Kenya	with	Free	Primary	Education	(FPE,	2003)	and	later	Free	Secondary	Education	(FSE,	
2008),	Uganda	via	Universal	Primary	Education	(UPE,	1997)	and	Universal	Secondary	Education	(USE,	
2007),	and	Tanzania	with	the	removal	of	fees	at	both	levels	(2002,	2015).	These	policies	were	designed	to	
make	education	accessible	to	all	children,	reduce	socioeconomic	disparities,	and	boost	national	
development[1][2][3]. 
2.	Policy	Formulation	and	Implementation	Overview 
2.1	Kenya 

• 2003:	Abolished	all	formal	fees	for	public	primary	schools. 
• 2008:	Launched	Free	Day	Secondary	Education	policy,	covering	tuition	for	secondary	day	schools. 
• Outcomes:	Primary	school	enrollment	rose	from	5.9	million	in	2002	to	7.2	million	in	2003,	with	secondary	

enrollment	increasing	respectably	after	2008[4][3]. 
2.2	Uganda 

• 1997:	UPE	introduced,	abolishing	tuition	for	primary	school	and	rapidly	raising	enrollment	rates. 
• 2007:	USE	Policy	for	free	lower	secondary	education. 
• Outcomes:	Gross	primary	enrollment	surged,	especially	among	girls	and	disadvantaged	groups,	but	

pressure	on	infrastructure	and	quality	followed[5][6]. 
2.3	Tanzania 

• 2002:	Fee	abolition	for	primary	education,	sharply	increasing	net	enrollment	rates	from	59%	(2000)	to	
94%	(2011). 

• 2015:	Extended	free	education	policy	through	secondary	level,	guaranteeing	11	years	of	fee-free	
education[7][8][9]. 

• Implementation:	Substantial	government	investment,	policy	circulars,	and	legal	requirements	for	parental	
compliance. 
3.	Enrollment	and	Access:	Successes	and	Patterns 

Country Pre-reform	Enrollment Post-reform	Enrollment %	Increase Notes 

Kenya 5.9M	(2002) 7.2M	(2003) +22% Primary	schooling,	FPE[4] 

Uganda 2.7M	(1996) 5.3M	(1997) +96% UPE	primary	entry[5] 

Tanzania 4.8M	(2001) 7.8M	(2007) +62% Primary,	post-fee	abolition 
 
Graph:	Primary	School	Net	Enrollment	Rates	in	East	Africa	(1995–2015) 

Year Kenya Uganda Tanzania 
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1995 68% 57% 52% 

2005 82% 85% 91% 

2011 86% 92% 94% 

2015 88% 93% 94% 
 
Source:	World	Bank,	UNICEF,	National	Ministry	Data 
Key	Points 

• Dramatic	increases	in	primary	enrollment	across	all	countries	post-policy	introduction. 
• Gender	parity	improved,	with	gaps	between	boys’	and	girls’	access	narrowing[5][2]. 
• Transition	rates	from	primary	to	secondary	school	also	rose,	particularly	with	the	roll-out	of	free	

secondary	schooling[3][10]. 
4.	Equity:	Inclusion	of	Marginalized	and	Disadvantaged	Groups 

• Free	education	policies	disproportionately	benefited	the	poorest,	girls,	rural	communities,	and	vulnerable	
children. 

• In	Kenya	and	Uganda,	the	most	significant	enrollment	gains	occurred	in	low-income	and	previously	
excluded	populations[4][5]. 

• Nonetheless,	enrollment	spikes	in	urban	areas	outpaced	those	in	remote	areas,	and	children	with	
disabilities	remain	underrepresented[11][6]. 
5.	Impacts	on	Quality	and	Learning	Outcomes 
5.1	Challenges 

• Overcrowding:	Rapid	increases	in	enrollment	not	matched	by	proportional	investment	in	infrastructure	
led	to	overcrowded	classrooms,	strained	resources,	and	high	pupil-teacher	ratios.	For	example,	in	Uganda,	
teacher-student	ratios	rose	as	high	as	1:80[5][12]. 

• Teacher	Shortages:	Increased	demand	for	teaching	staff	not	adequately	met	in	most	countries. 
• Learning	Materials:	Chronic	shortages	of	textbooks	and	teaching	supplies,	especially	in	rural	and	peri-

urban	schools[12]. 
• Quality	Concerns:	Evidence	shows,	in	Kenya,	academic	achievement	on	primary	school	exit	exams	did	

not	decline,	but	learning	quality	in	some	schools	suffered	due	to	under-resourcing[13]. 
Table:	Quality	Indicators	Before	and	After	Free	Education	Policies 

Indicator Pre-policy Post-policy Notes 
Pupil-Teacher	Ratio	(Kenya) 34:1 56:1 National	averages;	worse	in	urban	slums 

Exam	Pass	Rate Stable/high Stable/slight	decrease Slight	drop	in	public	schools,	Kenya[13] 

Book-to-Pupil	Ratio 1:3 1:5	(Uganda/Kenya) Shortages	post-enrollment	boom 
 
6.	Retention,	Completion,	and	Transition 

• School	completion	rates	rose	but	often	lag	behind	initial	enrollment	surges. 
• In	Uganda,	there	was	“no	significant	effect	on	years	of	school	completed	or	primary	school	completion”	for	

post-reform	cohorts;	transition	to	secondary	improved	slightly[6]. 
• Challenges	persist	with	late	entry,	dropouts,	repetition,	and	economic/life-cycle	shocks. 

7.	Socioeconomic	Outcomes	and	Wider	Effects 
• Evidence	from	Kenya’s	FSE	shows	increased	years	of	schooling	(by	0.8	years)	and	expanded	secondary	

school	access,	especially	among	poorer	students.	No	measurable	decline	in	academic	results	was	found	
among	existing	students;	demographic	outcomes	such	as	age	at	marriage	and	childbirth	improved[3]. 

• Universal	education	interventions	facilitated	economic	mobility,	especially	in	Kenya	where	primary	
education	policy	led	to	higher	intergenerational	mobility[14]. 
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8.	Fiscal	and	Political	Implications 

• Free	education	policies	demand	sustained,	substantial	government	funding. 
• Rapidly	increased	expenditure	on	infrastructure,	textbooks,	teacher	salaries,	and	school	feeding	schemes. 
• In	Tanzania,	introduction	of	free	secondary	education	required	an	additional	137bn	TZS	(about	43.8m	

GBP)	per	year[9]. 
• Political	commitment	and	international	partnerships	(World	Bank,	UNICEF,	NGOs)	were	essential	for	

initial	rollout	and	ongoing	support[2][15][8]. 
9.	Implementation	Challenges	and	Lessons	Learned 

• Hidden	Costs:	“Free”	schooling	often	excluded	costs	for	uniforms,	exams,	transport,	and	school	feeding,	
representing	a	continued	barrier	for	the	poorest	families[16]. 

• Equity	vs.	Quality:	Policymakers	must	balance	access	with	investments	in	quality	teaching,	
infrastructure,	and	learning	materials. 

• Policy	Adaptability:	Need	for	robust	data	systems,	local	planning,	and	regular	reform	to	address	on-the-
ground	realities. 
10.	Recommendations 

• Sustain	and	increase	public	investment	in	primary	and	secondary	education. 
• Focus	on	improving	quality,	not	only	access:	recruit	more	teachers,	invest	in	classrooms,	and	expand	

teacher	training. 
• Target	interventions	to	reach	the	hardest-to-access	children:	those	in	remote,	pastoralist,	and	slum	

communities,	as	well	as	students	with	disabilities. 
• Reduce	ancillary	costs	for	families	through	subsidies	for	uniforms,	learning	materials,	and	school	meals. 
• Strengthen	accountability	and	local	participation	in	school	management. 
• Integrate	monitoring	and	evaluation	to	inform	ongoing	policy	adjustment. 

11.	Conclusion 
Free	education	policies	in	East	Africa	have	transformed	access	to	education,	making	schooling	a	reality	for	
millions	of	previously	excluded	children.	While	rapid	enrollment	increases	have	challenged	quality	and	
revealed	logistical	gaps,	evidence	highlights	substantial	social,	economic,	and	equity	gains.	Continued	
investment,	policy	refinement,	and	partnership	are	key	to	ensuring	that	the	promise	of	free	education	
translates	into	lasting	gains	in	learning,	livelihoods,	and	social	transformation. 
Works	Cited 
Essama-Nssah,	B.	“Achieving	Universal	Primary	Education	through	School	Fee	Abolition:	Some	Policy	
Lessons	from	Uganda.”	2014.	
Lucas,	Adrienne	M.,	and	Isaac	M.	Mbiti.	“Access,	Sorting,	and	Achievement:	The	Short-Run	Effects	of	Free	
Primary	Education	in	Kenya.”	American	Economic	Journal:	Applied	Economics,	vol.	4,	no.	4,	2012,	pp.	226–
253.	
Brudevold-Newman,	Andrew.	“The	Impacts	of	Free	Secondary	Education:	Evidence	from	Kenya.”	2017.	
Kan,	Sophia,	and	Stephan	Klasen.	“Evaluating	UPE	in	Uganda:	School	Fee	Abolition	and	Educational	
Outcomes.”	2018.	
World	Bank.	“Lessons	from	Kenya’s	Introduction	of	Free	Primary	Education.”	2009.	
Right	to	Education	Project.	“Tanzania	Implements	Free	Education	Policy	For	Secondary	Education.”	2015.	
United	Nations	Children’s	Fund	(UNICEF).	“All	Children	in	Tanzania	to	Get	11	Years	of	Free	Education.”	
2015. 

⁂ 
 

1. https://ir-library.ku.ac.ke/bitstreams/d827daee-5ab1-4980-94e9-0d284f080bf0/download	 
2. http://www.create-rpc.org/pdf_documents/PTA10.pdf			 
3. https://poverty-action.org/sites/default/files/presentation/The-Impacts-of-Free-Secondary-Education-Evidence-from-

Kenya-Andrew-Brudevold.pdf				 
4. https://publication.aercafricalibrary.org/bitstreams/562f587d-11f5-40ce-82a8-3aa9b57f1642/download			 

https://www.afea-jad.com/
https://ir-library.ku.ac.ke/bitstreams/d827daee-5ab1-4980-94e9-0d284f080bf0/download
http://www.create-rpc.org/pdf_documents/PTA10.pdf
https://poverty-action.org/sites/default/files/presentation/The-Impacts-of-Free-Secondary-Education-Evidence-from-Kenya-Andrew-Brudevold.pdf
https://poverty-action.org/sites/default/files/presentation/The-Impacts-of-Free-Secondary-Education-Evidence-from-Kenya-Andrew-Brudevold.pdf
https://publication.aercafricalibrary.org/bitstreams/562f587d-11f5-40ce-82a8-3aa9b57f1642/download


Journal of African Development 
Website: https://www.afea-jad.com/ 
 

 
5. https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/304221468001788072/930107812_201408251044901/additional/6343

10PUB0Yes0061512B09780821387450.pdf					 
6. https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/175178/1/1014708303.pdf			 
7. https://www.right-to-education.org/es/node/752	 
8. https://theirworld.org/news/all-children-in-tanzania-to-get-11-years-of-free-education/		 
9. https://www.right-to-education.org/fr/node/752		 
10. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S030438782500015X	 
11. https://purl.stanford.edu/sw721dk1304	 
12. https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/news/education/mps-uncover-rot-in-free-education-1471246		 
13. https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257%2Fapp.4.4.226		 
14. https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0738059324001354	 
15. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08b53e5274a31e0000ac4/iiG-briefingpaper-03-kenya-primary-

education.pdf	 
16. https://www.humanium.org/en/how-free-is-public-education-the-hidden-costs-of-free-education-in-kenya/	 

https://www.afea-jad.com/
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/304221468001788072/930107812_201408251044901/additional/634310PUB0Yes0061512B09780821387450.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/304221468001788072/930107812_201408251044901/additional/634310PUB0Yes0061512B09780821387450.pdf
https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/175178/1/1014708303.pdf
https://www.right-to-education.org/es/node/752
https://theirworld.org/news/all-children-in-tanzania-to-get-11-years-of-free-education/
https://www.right-to-education.org/fr/node/752
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S030438782500015X
https://purl.stanford.edu/sw721dk1304
https://www.monitor.co.ug/uganda/news/education/mps-uncover-rot-in-free-education-1471246
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257%2Fapp.4.4.226
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0738059324001354
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08b53e5274a31e0000ac4/iiG-briefingpaper-03-kenya-primary-education.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/57a08b53e5274a31e0000ac4/iiG-briefingpaper-03-kenya-primary-education.pdf
https://www.humanium.org/en/how-free-is-public-education-the-hidden-costs-of-free-education-in-kenya/

