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1. INTRODUCTION

This paper briefly reviews research that has been undertaken on school fee abolition (SFA) in low-income developing countries during the last two decades and then identifies key research priority areas. In addition to the literature review, experts at UNESCO and the World Bank provided information on recently completed and on-going research on this topic
. 

To date, fifteen countries in SSA and three countries in Asia and Oceania have officially abolished fees for primary schooling (see table 1). However, despite the importance attached to school fee abolition by both governments and the international donor partners in attaining Education For All, surprisingly little detailed empirical research has been undertaken on the design, implementation and impact of this key intervention (see key references). The last comprehensive survey of schooling costs was undertaken by the World Bank in 2001 and even this survey did not collect detailed information on actual school fees and levies. Only in Malawi has fee abolition been analysed in depth (see Al-Samarrai and Zaman 2000, Kadzamira and Rose 2003, Rose 2002 and Shojo 2009).      

Despite this lack of detailed research, a broad consensus has emerged that many school systems are ‘struggling to cope’ with SFA. Generally speaking, the initial enrolment response has been positive with strong surges (especially in grade 1 intakes) in many countries. However, sustaining these enrolment increases and ensuring that children complete the primary school cycle has been challenging mainly because households still incur sizeable schooling costs and, in some countries, the quality of education has also deteriorated. 

Typically, SFA is part and parcel of wide ranging education reform programmes, which, to a large degree, share the same or similar features across low-income developing countries (see Bennell, 2009). Apart from the initial SFA-induced surge in enrolments, it 
	Table 1: Trends in enrolment, repetition, survival rates and out-of-school children for school fee abolition countries, 1999 and 2007 

	
	Date
	1st year enrol
	Net enrolment rate
	Repetiton rate
	Survival rate Gd 5
	Out -of-school children
	% female 10-14 never attended 

	Country
	abolished
	increase (%)
	1999
	2007
	1999
	2007
	1999
	2007
	1999
	2007
	Before
	After
	Dates

	Benin
	2004
	7.3
	50
	80
	
	7.8
	
	72
	586
	244
	45.4
	31.3
	2001 and 2006

	Burundi
	2005
	27.8
	80
	84
	20.3
	32
	
	66
	
	244
	73.3
	na
	1987

	Cambodia
	2001
	
	83
	89
	
	2.1
	48
	51
	366
	220
	12.9
	4.5
	2000 and 2005

	Cameroon
	1999
	26.1**
	84*
	110*
	26.7
	20.1
	81
	84
	
	
	16.3
	12.7
	1998 and 2004

	Ethiopia
	1994
	23
	34
	71
	10.6
	6
	
	
	7069
	3721
	na
	41.1
	2005

	Gambia
	?
	
	72
	67
	8.5
	5.2
	92
	73
	53
	80
	na
	na
	

	Ghana
	2006
	7.5
	57
	73
	4.2
	6.5
	
	89
	1349
	930
	15.2
	7.9
	2003 and 2008

	Kenya
	2003
	18.6
	63
	86
	
	5.8
	
	74
	1859
	769
	5
	9.6
	1998 and 2003

	Lesotho
	2000
	1
	57
	72
	20.3
	20.9
	
	
	152
	101
	na
	1
	2004

	Madagascar
	2003
	17.9
	63
	98
	28.3
	19.1
	51
	42
	796
	20
	14.5
	na
	1997

	Malawi
	1994
	51
	98
	87
	14.4
	20.7
	49
	43
	
	314
	27.2
	6.8
	1992 and 2000

	Mozambique
	2004
	18.1
	52
	76
	3.8
	3.7
	43
	64
	1574
	954
	20.7
	na
	2003

	Namibia
	1994
	
	81
	87
	12.3
	16.4
	92
	98
	65
	45
	4.9
	5.3
	1992 and 2000

	Rwanda
	2006
	6.5
	108*
	147*
	29.1
	14.6
	
	
	
	88
	8.7
	7.5***
	2005 and 2007/08

	Sierra Leone
	2000
	25.1
	
	
	
	9.9
	
	
	
	
	na
	26
	2008

	Tanzania 
	2001
	22.5
	50
	98
	3.2
	4.2
	
	87
	3148
	143
	25.6
	11.9
	1999 and 2004/05

	Timor-Leste
	2001
	9.5
	
	63
	
	14.5
	
	29
	
	71
	na
	na
	

	Togo
	2008
	na
	79
	77
	31.2
	23.7
	52
	54
	148
	222
	27.6
	na
	1998

	Uganda
	1996
	64.5
	
	95
	
	13.1
	
	49
	
	341
	15
	4.6
	1995 and 2000/01

	Vietnam
	2004
	
	95
	
	3.8
	1
	23
	19
	447
	
	1.8
	na
	2002

	Zambia
	2002
	30.1*
	68
	94
	6.1
	6.5
	81
	89
	616
	108
	13.7
	5.7
	2001/02 and 2007

	Notes: Burkina Faso started a SFA pilot project in 2007 which is to be extended to the entire country in 2011.
	
	

	* Zambia 2004, ** Cameroon 2001, *** 15-19 age group
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Sources: UNESCO Institute of Statistics data base, 2011 EFA Global Monitiring Report, and Demographic and Health Surveys  


is often quite difficult, therefore, to attribute with any degree of precision the longer term impacts of SFA
.   

2. KEY RESEARCH AREAS
Total schooling costs
A key issue is to what extent does SFA lessen the financial burden of schooling on households? The overall consensus is that fee abolition has failed to eliminate significant cost barriers
. A variety of reasons are advanced for this; (i) partial implementation of legislation with some schools being allowed to opt out; (ii) some costs are still borne by parents and guardians. After SFA, in almost all countries, parents and communities are still required to contribute directly to meeting certain schooling costs, in particular uniforms, textbooks, transport, and new construction and other school ‘projects’.
 Thus, cost sharing still exists on a large scale
 although this varies considerably across national school systems, especially between urban and rural primary schools. It is also the case that, prior to abolition, school fee income was sometimes used to provide textbooks and other services which households have to fund themselves after SFA; (iii) additional children may begin to attend school after FA, which increases household educational expenditure; and (iv) those community schools, which are largely self-funded are not covered by SFA.  

It is generally the case that school charges have increased significantly in countries that have been affected by serious conflict and/or economic collapse. This occurs precisely at the same time as household capacity to pay plummets
. The current educational emergencies in Cote d’Ivoire and Zimbabwe are prime examples. ‘Recidivism’ i.e. the gradual re-introduction of school charges is also reported to be a growing phenomenon in a number of countries. 
Compensatory financing
‘Abolition of school fees without an effective strategy for replacing revenues and protecting institutional quality is likely to do more harm than good, especially for the poorest and most vulnerable children’ (Plant, 2007, p.7). A key research issue is, therefore, to what extent is the loss of school fee income compensated for by increased state and/or donor funding in order to prevent a decline in quality of service delivery to previously enrolled students and what additional funding is forthcoming to meet the (recurrent and capital) costs of increased enrolments? Little data is available on just how much school fee and levy income was being collected prior to abolition, what schools did with students who were in arrears, and what proportion of students were in arrears
. 
The UNESCO education data base is far from complete, but it appears that the share of the education sector in the national budget has increased following fee abolition in a sizeable majority of countries. By contrast, aid per primary school student has declined in most countries (see table 2). SFA has also resulted in serious budget shortfalls in some countries (most recently in Togo in 2009). 
Enrolment and completion
What has been the impact of SFA on primary school enrolments and completion and transition rates from primary to secondary schooling? As noted earlier, the immediate enrolment response has been generally positive (especially in Kenya, Malawi and Tanzania where the number of students increased by more than one million in just one year). Tanzania is held up as perhaps the best example of a well planned SFA with adequate compensatory finance. Net enrolment rates for primary schooling increased from 50% in 2000 just prior to SFA to 98% in 2007 (LYA).
 By contrast, in Kenya, ‘grade 1 enrolments responded sharply to the abolition of fees in the 1970s, but the gains were largely dissipated as the cohorts moved through the subsequent grades by greatly increased drop out’ (Somerset, 2007, p. 25).  

The number of out-of-school children fell significantly in most SFA countries between 1999 and 2007 as did the percentage of girls aged 10-14 who were recorded by Demographic and Health Surveys as having ‘no education’ (see table 2). However, it is difficult, if not impossible, to disentangle the specific impact of fee abolition from other enrolment-enhancing policy interventions (in particular the increase in school spaces). It is also noticeable that despite fee abolition, relatively large numbers of children and especially girls are still not attending school (in particular in large population countries such as Ethiopia and Tanzania as well as Benin and Sierra Leone).   

Drop out and survival rate data is patchy. In six out of 10 SFA countries where data is available, Grade 5 survival rates increased between 1999 and 2007 (see table 2). Typically, half of children who drop out of school in SFA countries still cite financial/cost reasons.  

	Table 2: Trends in key quality and funding indicators for school fee abolition countries, 1999 and 2007 

	
	Date
	% unqual teacher
	Student-teacher ratio
	Unit expenditure
	Educ % national         budget
	Aid/primary student (US$)

	Country
	abolished
	1999
	2007
	1999
	2007
	Before
	2007
	Before
	2007
	1999-2000
	2007

	Benin
	2004
	42
	28
	53
	44
	
	156
	15.6
	18
	19
	22

	Burundi
	2005
	
	13
	57
	52
	42
	65
	
	17.7
	2
	24

	Cambodia
	2001
	
	2
	
	
	
	
	8.7
	12.4
	8
	6

	Cameroon
	1999
	
	38
	52
	44
	123
	121
	9.8
	17
	13
	3

	Ethiopia
	1994
	
	
	46
	57
	
	50
	
	23.3
	3
	7

	Gambia
	
	28
	
	37
	41
	
	
	14.2
	
	56
	18

	Ghana
	2006
	28
	51
	30
	32
	
	147
	
	
	31
	36

	Kenya
	2003
	
	1
	32
	46
	
	258
	
	17.9
	9
	8

	Lesotho
	2000
	22
	34
	44
	40
	
	301
	25.5
	29.8
	6
	29

	Madagascar
	2003
	
	45
	47
	49
	
	73
	
	16.4
	14
	11

	Malawi
	1994
	
	
	
	67
	
	
	24.6
	
	57
	19

	Mozambique
	2004
	
	37
	61
	65
	
	79
	17.7
	12.7
	29
	126

	Namibia
	1994
	71
	5
	32
	30
	865
	668
	
	
	50
	23

	Rwanda
	2006
	51
	2
	54
	69
	
	
	
	19
	30
	48

	Sierra Leone
	2001
	
	51
	
	44
	
	
	
	
	20
	8

	Tanzania 
	2001
	
	1
	40
	53
	
	
	
	
	8
	11

	Timor-Leste
	2001
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	19
	136

	Togo
	2008
	69
	85
	41
	39
	69
	76
	26.2
	15.8
	8
	1

	Uganda
	1996
	
	7
	57
	57
	
	66
	
	18.3
	20
	7

	Vietnam
	2004
	22
	2
	
	
	
	
	
	
	4
	5

	Zambia
	2002
	6
	
	47
	49
	
	63
	
	14.8
	54
	28

	Notes: Unit expenditure PPP in constant 2006 US$
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Source: 2010 EFA Global Monitoring Report
	
	
	
	
	
	


Learning outcomes
It is commonly stated that education quality has deteriorated as a result of SFA in most countries. The main reason for this is that inadequate compensatory finance has led to much larger classes, higher proportions of untrained/under-qualified teachers, generally lower teacher motivation, more double shifting with lower contact hours, reduced availability of textbooks and other essential learning materials, poorer school infrastructure (due to lower PTA/community contributions),
 and accelerated enrolments in private schools. The evidence base for these assertions is, however, quite weak and the discussion tends to focus unduly on countries such as Malawi which adopted ‘big bang’ fee abolition approaches, which were poorly implemented. In fact, three of the five case study countries presented in the recent World Bank/UNICEF publication on SFA report an overall improvement in education quality.
 
Data availability for most of the key quality indicators is still limited for many SFA countries (see table 2). The UNESCO and World Bank education data bases have no information on the incidence of double shifting and student-textbook ratios over time. Robust time-series data on learning outcomes is virtually non-existent. 

It is noticeable that student-teacher ratios for primary schooling have increased appreciably in only four SFA countries since 1999 – namely Ethiopia (from 46 to 57), Kenya (from 32 to 46), Rwanda (from 54 to 69) and Tanzania (from 40 to 53).  

Extension of SFA to secondary education

An important recent trend is the extension of fee abolition to the lower secondary phases as part of government goals for universal basic education (most noticeably in Rwanda in 2006, Uganda 2007, and Kenya 2008).

3. RESEARCH PRIORITY AREAS 
A key goal of the UNICEF/World Bank School Fee Abolition Initiative is to build a ‘sound knowledge base’ on this topic. Currently, IIEP has two research series on ‘households’ costs for education’ and ‘fee-free education policies’, but only one case study (on SFA in Ethiopia) has been published to date
. Relatively few education public expenditure reviews have been conducted by the World Bank in recent years, and the World Bank’s education country status reports do not generally go into great detail on schooling expenditures.  

Schooling costs and financing
More costs and financing studies on national school systems are urgently needed, which look comprehensively and in detail at all aspects of school charges and household education expenditures. Time-series data on formal and informal
 schooling costs should be collected for a representative sample of low-income developing countries. This would include robust estimates of recurrent expenditures per student over time disaggregated by type and size of school, ownership, and location and information on policy and practice with regard to fee non-payment and the extent of arrears. This data could be collected as part of longer-term longitudinal research programmes, which would holistically assess the impact of all major interventions on schooling outcomes (see Bennell, 2009b).  

There is also a considerable amount of existing survey data that could be drawn upon. National household income and expenditure/living standards surveys are particularly 
valuable sources of information on household expenditures on education over time
. Examples of schooling expenditure tables based on data from the Nigeria National Living Standards Survey of 2005 are presented in Annex A.  

Enrolment and completion

Student drop out surveys both pre and post fee abolition are needed in order to assess the relative saliency of financial and other factors. Some household survey data includes information on the reasons for drop out (DHS, MICS, HIES, etc), which could usefully collated and analysed, but more detailed primary research is also required.  

Learning outcomes

Some of the missing data for the quality/learning outcome indicators (double shifting, untrained teachers, student-textbook ratios) could be collected from national EMIS and other sources. More generally, quick and regular (at least biennial) learning assessments should be undertaken in a largish sample of DFID PSA countries that will enable trends in learning outcomes to be analysed over time. Again, these could be included in longitudinal school studies.   
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Annex A: Household survey data for education expenditures Borno State, Nigeria, 2005 

	Household expenditures per student by level of schooling,
	

	Borno State, 2005 (Naira/annum)
	
	
	
	

	 
	PRIMARY
	JSS
	SSS

	Type of expenditure
	Urban
	Rural
	Urban
	Rural
	Urban
	Rural

	Registration
	600
	10
	1980
	720
	3230
	1240

	CTA
	60
	20
	160
	20
	170
	10

	Uniforms
	410
	180
	670
	670
	1070
	410

	Books
	480
	110
	1120
	590
	1930
	550

	Transport
	340
	0
	2150
	80
	2240
	360

	Room & Board
	1480
	10
	2010
	400
	1850
	240

	Other class
	40
	0
	0
	210
	30
	320

	Other 
	750
	10
	160
	10
	30
	30

	Total
	4160
	340
	8250
	2700
	10550
	3160


Source: NLSS 
Total household expenditure on education by household consumption quintile, Borno State, 2006 (Naira)
	Quintile
	Rural
	Urban

	1
	0
	1,800

	2
	1,800
	11,500

	3
	2,700
	12,800

	4
	1,300
	11,600

	5
	10,900
	22,300


Source:  NLSS 2005

Household expenditure on education, 2006
	
	ENROLMENTS ('000)
	EXPENDITURE (N m)

	
	Public
	Private
	Public
	Private

	
	Female
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female
	Male
	Female
	Male

	PRIMARY
	545
	747
	53
	50
	507
	672
	124
	289

	JSS
	67
	158
	15
	17
	162
	510
	86
	98

	TOTAL
	612
	905
	68
	67
	669
	1182
	210
	387


Sources: EMIS and NLSS
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�  For this reason, there is little point in comparing estimates of the price elasticity of demand for education across countries. 


� In 2001, the World Bank survey found that almost all countries had at least one kind of fee.  38% had tuition fees, 47% textbook charges, 49% compulsory uniforms, 71% PTA/community contributions, and 43% activity fees.


� A recent review by Nielsen found that only four out of 32 FTI countries require no payment at all.


� In Uganda, educational expenditures still accounted for nearly 13% of total household expenditure in 2001, some five years after the abolition of primary school fees in 1996 (see Kouak, 2009).  


� With the collapse in formal sector employment, schooling also loses its value during conflict, which reduces the incentives for parents to pay higher school charges.


�  For example, in Tanzania, only 60% of tuition fees were being collected in 1999 just prior to FA. 


� Interestingly, though, the Demographic and Health household survey in 2004/05 shows that the percentage of girls aged 10-14 who had never been to school was still 11.9%.


� It is argued that parents and communities interpret ‘free primary education’ as government taking over full responsibility for the funding of all school needs. 


� Ghana, Kenya, and Uganda.  Education quality is deemed to have declined in Malawi and the evidence is ‘inconclusive’ for Ethiopia.  


�  Botswana bucks this trend since it re-introduced school fees for lower and upper secondary schooling in 2006.


�  One other study (on Lesotho) is expected during 2010.


� Extortion is reported to be a major issue in some countries with schools demanding ‘extra charges’.�  


�  Some of the current estimates of education expenditure as a percentage of total household expenditure look too high. For example, A Global Campaign for Education report estimates that prior to the removal of school fees in Tanzania in 2001, half the annual income of poor rural families was spent on sending one child to primary school for one year.  
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