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SUMMARY

• Low-cost private schools are ubiquitous across the 
developing world. This book explores their nature and extent 
in some of the world’s most difficult places, three conflict-
affected states in sub-Saharan Africa: Liberia, Sierra Leone 
and South Sudan.

• The accepted wisdom of international agencies on education 
in conflict-affected states acknowledges that some kinds of 
low-cost private schools do emerge during conflict. However, 
it also holds that private schools can only be tolerated as a 
temporary expedient, to be replaced as soon as is feasible by 
universal government education.

• our research supports the accepted wisdom in terms of the 
existence of low-cost private schools. They are, as in other 
developing countries, everywhere. For instance, 71 per cent 
of children in one of the poorest slums in Monrovia, Liberia, 
use private schools, and 61 per cent of the private schools 
were provided by private proprietors (i.e. for profit), not 
NGos or religious groups. In each country, there was an 
educational ‘peace dividend’, with sometimes exponential 
growth of for-profit schools soaking up educational demand 
once the conflict was over.

• Many low-cost private schools were off the government’s 
radar, meaning that official data greatly overestimated the 
proportion of children who were out-of-school. In South 
Sudan, nearly half of all schools we found, serving 28 per cent 
of the pupils, were not known to government.
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• Children in private schools typically do better academically 
than those in government schools, and the private schools 
offer much better value for money. In Sierra Leone, private 
schools were typically around twice as cost-effective as 
government schools.

• Low-cost private schools are affordable to families living on 
the poverty line. In Liberia, the total cost of sending a child 
to a government school was found to be 75 per cent of the 
total cost of sending a child to a low-cost private school, once 
the additional costs of schooling (such as uniform, books, 
shoes, transport) were included.

• While this evidence clearly supports the accepted wisdom 
about the emergence of low-cost private schooling, it 
challenges the assumption that such private education 
should only be a temporary expedient. Instead, we suggest 
a new approach. In conflict-affected countries, low-cost 
private schools should be celebrated, and seen as major 
contributors to providing quality educational opportunities 
for all. Let education in conflict-affected states be as far as 
possible left to the private sector.

• Reducing the role of government in education has many 
potential advantages. The recent history of Liberia, Sierra 
Leone and South Sudan shows how government education 
policies were major factors in provoking the conflicts. 
Reducing the temptation for governments to use education 
for their own ends would be very positive. Moving education 
as far as possible outside of government control could also 
help reduce corruption. And private education, by delivering 
higher education standards, can help bring about a better 
educated populace, which would act as a bulwark against 
states oppressing their people.

• Currently, international agencies tend to focus on creating, 
improving and expanding the remit of ministries of 
education as their way of improving education. our research 
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suggests an alternative approach. A major underlying aim of 
any involvement should be to increasingly move educational 
provision away from government. Every effort should be 
taken to ensure that any initiative takes the potential for 
private delivery into account.

• Governments are typically involved in the regulation, 
funding and provision of education. Regulations can be 
adapted to allow for the flourishing of low-cost private 
education. Private-sector curriculum initiatives should 
be encouraged, to avoid government monopoly in an area 
that can kindle conflict. Funding might only be required as 
targeted assistance for the most vulnerable groups who are 
not currently served well by private schools (for example, in 
remote rural areas). Any such funding should go only to the 
families, to help supplement their income, not to schools. 
Provision of schooling by government is not required given 
the appetite and enthusiasm of educational entrepreneurs to 
provide schools where they are needed.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The Beautiful Tree (Tooley 2009) highlighted how an extraordi-
nary grassroots revolution in education is taking place across 
the developing world. Based on research from Ghana, Nigeria, 
Kenya and India,1 it showed that in slums and shanty towns, low- 
income urban and peri-urban2 areas, a large majority – around 
70 per cent – of children are attending low-cost private schools. 
In rural areas, the percentage is lower, but a significant minority 
are in private schools – in rural India, for instance, the figure is 
around 30 per cent, rising well above 50 per cent in certain states 
(Day Ashley et al. 2014).

Low-cost private schools are generally managed as small 
businesses, charging fees as low as $5 per month. one of the 
drivers of parents enrolling their children in these schools may 
be the extremely low quality of government schools serving poor 
communities. Teacher absenteeism is rife and, not surprisingly, 
learning outcomes are better in the low-cost private schools than 
in government schools. This is the case even though teachers in 
the low-cost private schools are typically less qualified and expe-
rienced than those in government ones.

It is an incredible success story – a grassroots initiative 
out of Africa and Asia where poorer people are taking their 

1 Also rural China, where slightly different findings pertained (see Tooley 2009: 
Chapter 5).

2 The area immediately adjoining an urban area, between the suburbs and the 
countryside.

INTRODUCTION
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destinies in their own hands, refusing to acquiesce in low-qual-
ity government provision. Not everyone in the international 
development community sees it that way, however. The earlier 
research had many critics. Some academics seemed perturbed 
that the poor were not going along with the accepted wisdom 
that only government education, supported where possible by 
international agencies, was good for them. The poor seemed to 
be going against 65 years of the development consensus since 
the signing of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 
1948.

However, one criticism of this earlier work that did gel with 
us was that the research had not shown low-cost private schools 
meeting the needs of the world’s poorest children. It was looking, 
after all, at children in countries not at the bottom of the devel-
opment rankings (Ghana, Nigeria and Kenya, China and India 

– although within those countries of course it was investigating 
children of the poor). We accepted this criticism and its implicit 
challenge, agreeing that a powerful, indeed compelling claim 
could be made about the virtues of low-cost private education 
if it was shown to be serving the world’s poorest children better 
than other alternatives.

It is widely accepted that children in conflict-affected states 
in general, and in Africa in particular, are among the world’s most 
deprived. (‘Conflict-affected’ is the term used by development 
experts to describe conflict and post-conflict countries). So we 
decided to extend our research into three conflict-affected states 
in Africa to see what we might find there. The countries eventu-
ally chosen were Sierra Leone, Liberia and South Sudan. In the 
latest Human Development Index (2016), these three are ranked 
among the ‘least developed countries’, with Sierra Leone ranking 
179th out of 188 countries, Liberia 177th and South Sudan 181st. 
All three countries are categorised by the World Bank as ‘fragile’ 
states, featuring weak institutions, poor governance, endemic 
violence and limited administrative capacity. Such fragile states 
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feature growing levels of extreme poverty, the opposite to what 
occurs in most low-income states.

The three selected countries are at different stages of emerg-
ing from conflict. Probably the most stable is Sierra Leone, which 
ended its decade-long civil war in 2002. The second set of nation-
al elections held since the war were concluded in September 2007, 
and were considered well-administrated and generally peaceful, 
as were the 2008 local elections. Political tensions remain, how-
ever, especially in urban areas in the south and east. This relative 
improvement to the security situation has not yet translated into 
improved prosperity: as noted above, Sierra Leone ranks as one 
of the world’s poorest countries. Tragically, as the country ap-
peared to be attracting investment and its economy recovering, 
the Ebola crisis pushed everything back by a couple of years.

The conflict in Liberia ended in 2003, and the security situation 
is improving, although still somewhat volatile particularly outside 
of Monrovia, the capital. UN peacekeepers are still deployed across 
the main urban areas and along major trunk roads. Violence can 
quickly emerge out of localised political protests, as occurred in 
June 2009 when a demonstration outside a major hospital ended 
in the complete destruction of the hospital and other official build-
ings. During 2010–11, it was reported that the political climate 
‘on the streets’ was ‘becoming more volatile’ as controversial Bills 
made their way through the political process and the Truth and 
Reconciliation Committee’s activities were publicised. However, 
the situation is calm now and Liberia appears to be stable, despite 
suffering a setback with the Ebola crisis.

The situation in South Sudan is the most volatile of all three 
countries. The Comprehensive Peace Agreement between the 
government of Sudan and the Sudan People’s Liberation Move-
ment (SPLM) was signed in January 2005 and brought to an 
end the long-running conflict in what was then called southern 
Sudan. It also set a timetable for the referendum on South Sudan’s 
independence, which was held in January 2011 and culminated 
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in the creation of the independent state of South Sudan in July of 
that year. The situation remained volatile with sporadic internal 
conflict and clashes with Sudan in the border areas. In 2013 there 
were various changes in the government culminating in the dis-
missal of Vice-President Riek Machar and his cabinet. In Decem-
ber 2013, the political power struggle between President Kiir and 
his ex-deputy Riek Machar descended into violence with fight-
ing breaking out in Juba. A rebellion rapidly spread around the 
country, claiming hundreds of thousands of lives and displacing 
over a million people. Despite intensive international efforts and 
pressure, the many ceasefire agreements have not held.

This book first outlines what we call the ‘standard approach’, 
the accepted wisdom of development agencies and academics 
about the role of government and private agencies in education in 
conflict-affected states (Chapter 2). Perhaps surprisingly, in view 
of objections to a role for low-cost private schools in developing 
countries in general (see Day Ashley et al. 2014), it appears to be 
part of this accepted wisdom that some types of private schools 
are not only emerging but are also acceptable to the development 
experts. The standard approach is something along these lines: 
yes, some kinds of low-cost private schools do arise in conflict 
settings. However, as soon as fragile states are able, there is an 
urgent need for governments, in concert with donor agencies, to 
create a ‘proper state’, complete with a proper Ministry of Edu-
cation and all its accoutrements. In other words, the accepted 
wisdom sees the rise of low-cost private schools as a temporary 
necessity, which needs to be overridden as soon as is feasible 
with a ‘proper’ government education system.

Chapters 3 and 4 then outline some of the findings of our own 
research on private sector involvement in the three conflict- 
affected states. It turns out that these states are not especially 
different with regard to low-cost private schools than the coun-
tries in our earlier study. We researched urban and peri-urban 
areas, as well as rural areas close to capital cities. We explored 
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differences and similarities between for-profit and non-profit 
school types. We saw how there was an educational ‘peace div-
idend’ in each country, with sometimes exponential growth of 
for-profit schools in particular soaking up educational demand 
once conflict was over. We also saw how many of the schools 
were off governments’ radar; if these were included in official 
data, then far higher proportions of children were in school than 
the government believed. And we were able to do detailed calcu-
lations about affordability, showing how low-cost private school-
ing was affordable to families living on internationally accepted 
poverty lines.

These findings raise the question (Chapter 5): why should 
this spontaneous order of low-cost private schools be viewed 
only as a temporary measure, as in the standard approach, tol-
erated only until a proper government system is brought in? The 
private schools appear to be doing better than the government 
alternative, providing better value for money. They are not even 
significantly more expensive to parents either, once all the costs 
of schooling, such as uniform, books and transport, are taken 
into account. Why would this more advantageous option be seen 
as only temporary? (In this monograph we assume that generic 
objections to low-cost private schools playing a role, such as that 
education should be free at the point of delivery, perhaps because 
of human rights, or that education is a public good, have been 
addressed and found unpersuasive. These arguments can be 
found in, for instance, Tooley (2009, 2012, 2013, 2015) and are not 
tackled further here.)

Moreover, when these new research findings are put into the 
context of the existing body of evidence from earlier and more 
recent studies (see, for example, Tooley 2009; Tooley and Long-
field 2015), then the idea that the low-cost private schools should 
be seen as only a temporary solution appears more puzzling still. 
For, as we have noted, evidence from elsewhere in the develop-
ing world shows private education is serving a majority of the 
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urban poor, and indeed is growing in size. And it is not confined 
to ‘fragile’ states at all. Evidence from Nigeria, India, Kenya and 
Ghana, for example, shows that even newly emerging middle- 
income countries have the same phenomenon.

So this leads to a possible new approach, different from the 
standard view: it suggests that in conflict-affected countries (but 
why not by extension to other non-conflict countries too? – a 
question left unanswered in this paper), the role played by low-
cost private schools should be celebrated and seen as a major 
contribution to providing educational opportunities for all. The 
new approach says: let education in conflict-affected states be as 
far as possible left to the private sector, not as a temporary expe-
dient but in the long term too.

With this new approach outlined, Chapter 5 also asks if in-
deed there could be advantages to this new way forward. It is 
suggested that there are likely to be important advantages, par-
ticularly around the issues of corruption and patronage. Three 
propositions are set out as hypotheses to be further tested 
against evidence. These focus on how reducing the power of the 
state in education can reduce the potential for patronage and 
oppression; how reducing the role of government in education 
could limit the potential for corruption; and how private edu-
cation, by delivering higher education standards, could help 
provide a better educated populace as a bulwark against failed 
states oppressing their people.

Finally, Chapter 6 sets out conclusions and makes policy rec-
ommendations, discussing what the phrase ‘as far as possible’ 
italicised above could mean in practice.3

3 Most of the material presented in this book has not previously been published, 
although three (unpublished) working paper reports giving research findings 
and method are on the E.  G. West Centre website (Tooley and Longfield 2014a,b; 
Longfield and Tooley 2013). Some additional material and theoretical context on 
South Sudan has been published (Longfield 2015a,b), while an extended discussion 
of affordability of private schools can be found in Tooley and Longfield (2016).
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2 THE STANDARD APPROACH

There is no shortage of advice on rebuilding education systems in 
post-conflict states. Coming in at over 1,000 pages is the Guide-
book for Planning Education in Emergencies and Reconstruction 
(UNESCo/IIEP 2010). The Global Monitoring Report for 2011, 
The Hidden Crisis: Armed Conflict and Education (UNESCo 2011), 
weighs in at 400 pages.

These are complemented by a large number of other sources 
(see, for example, UNESCo 2000; World Education Forum 2000; 
UNESCo 2003; World Bank 2005; Buckland 2006; Inter-Agency 
Network for Education in Emergencies 2010). In this section, we’ll 
use The Hidden Crisis as our guide, as it appears to typify the 
standard approach.

We can summarise the standard approach to education in 
conflict and post-conflict states as consisting of the following 
three propositions.

Proposition 1: Government education is a cause of conflict. Much 
evidence suggests that government involvement in education 
may often have been one of the significant problems that caused 
conflict.

Proposition 2: During conflict, private education emerges. Even 
when their nations are in civil war, parents’ desire for education for 
their children does not go away. This leads to fee-paying ‘commu-
nity schools’ – a type of private school – emerging during conflict.

THE STANDARD 
APPROACH
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Proposition 3: As peace is restored, governments must ‘normalise’ 
education. once peace is restored, the aim of governments in 
fragile states is to ‘normalise’ education as quickly as possible, by 
introducing proper ministries of education to do things normal 
governments do and by incorporating the ‘community schools’ 
into the state sector. International aid is required. This will now 
be the ‘right kind’ of government involvement in education, un-
like before.

We will give chapter and verse on these three propositions here, 
before giving specific examples of how education policy has been 
implemented in our three case studies: South Sudan, Sierra Leone 
and Liberia. Chapter 3 will then take the second of these three 
propositions (‘During conflict, private education emerges’) and 
examine whether recent research actually supports the claim.

Government education is a cause of conflict
The literature is clear that government intervention in education 
itself may have been one of the causes of conflict in the first place. 
The Hidden Crisis clearly sets out this case (UNESCo 2011: 16):

Education is seldom a primary cause of conflict. Yet it is often an 
underlying element in the political dynamic pushing countries 
towards violence. Intra-state armed conflict is often associated 
with grievances and perceived injustices linked to identity, faith, 
ethnicity and region. Education can make a difference in all 
these areas, tipping the balance in favour of peace – or conflict.

It is also articulated, in case of any doubt, how it is government 
policy concerning education that is the problem here (ibid.: 160):

The role of education in contributing to the conditions for armed 
conflict has received little systematic attention on the part of 
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governments and aid donors … That oversight is worrying … [as] 
this is an area in which policy choices have immediate conse-
quences. There are many spheres of public policy in which gov-
ernment choices have little impact in the short run, but educa-
tion is not one of them. What is taught in school, how it is taught 
and how education is financed and delivered are all policy areas 
in which government decisions have both an early and lasting 
impact, for better or for worse.

There are three areas in which ‘education can make societies 
more prone to armed conflict’. Firstly, there is the problem when 
governments have provided ‘too little education’ (ibid.: 16):

When large numbers of young people are denied access to de-
cent quality basic education, the resulting poverty, unemploy-
ment and sense of hopelessness can act as forceful recruiting 
agents for armed militia.

Secondly, there is the problem of governments creating ‘unequal 
access to education’ (ibid.: 16):

If education policy is seen by disadvantaged groups as a source 
of diminished life chances for their children, it is likely to gen-
erate a deep sense of injustice that can call into question the 
legitimacy of the state itself.

The report gives the example of Liberia, where the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission concluded that ‘limiting educa-
tional opportunities through political and social systems based 
on privilege, patronage and politicization was a potent source 
of violence’ (ibid.: 16). Similarly in Côte d’Ivoire, ‘resentment 
over the poor state of education in northern areas figured in 
the political mobilization leading up to the 2002–2004 civil war’ 
(ibid.: 17).
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Thirdly, there is the problem when governments promote the 
‘wrong type of education’. That is, governments can actively use 
‘school systems to reinforce prejudice and intolerance’ (ibid.: 17):

In several armed conflicts, education has been actively used to 
reinforce political domination, the subordination of marginal-
ized groups and ethnic segregation. The use of education sys-
tems to foster hatred and bigotry has contributed to the under-
lying causes of violence in conflicts from Rwanda to Sri Lanka. 
And in many countries, schools have become a flashpoint in 
wider conflicts over cultural identity.

Government education can lead to textbooks ‘explicitly or implicit-
ly’ disparaging certain social or tribal groups, reinforcing ‘social di-
visions’ (ibid.: 160). For instance, in 1983 the Sudanese government 
‘revived the Arabized-Islamised education system for all schools in 
Sudan’, which southern Sudanese described as ‘a deliberate act of 
aggression towards their culture, values and languages’. one-third 
of all Sudanese were not Muslim (Sommers 2005: 36). Southern Su-
danese educators were particularly troubled by the fact that, in the 
words of one headmaster, ‘everything in the curriculum is built on 
the Koran, even in mathematics’ (ibid.: 96). An example from the 
official curriculum illustrated the point (ibid.: 245):

There are five prayers in the day [for Muslims]. Ahmad has al-
ready prayed twice. How many more times does he have to pray 
that day? In this way, the student learns that five minus two 
equals three. And instead of saying something in the abstract, 
we have a practical example.

During conflict, private education emerges
The second part of the standard approach is about what sponta-
neously happens in education during the conflict process, outside 
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of any government involvement. The Hidden Crisis outlines the 
situation (UNESCo 2011: 126):

Whether they are in conflict zones, displaced within their own 
countries or refugees, parents, teachers and children affected by 
conflict have at least one thing in common: the extraordinary 
level of ambition, innovation and courage they demonstrate 
in trying to maintain access to education. Parents understand 
that education can provide children with a sense of normality 
and that it is an asset – sometimes the only asset – that they can 
carry with them if they are displaced.

What does this parental understanding, ambition, innovation 
and courage lead to? It leads to what The Hidden Crisis calls ‘com-
munity initiatives’ in education (ibid.: 224):

In many conflict affected countries communities have stepped 
into the vacuum created by the failure of governments to main-
tain education. Supporting community efforts can deliver quick 
results for education and demonstrate that government is start-
ing to work.

Although The Hidden Crisis only mentions this briefly, it clearly 
signals its importance by having ‘Build on community initiatives’ 
as the second of a series of ‘quick wins’ for development agencies 
(ibid.: 224). What are these ‘community initiatives’ in education? 
We are told that such initiatives charge parents fees for educa-
tion – ‘When public spending is eroded by conflict, parents end 
up paying for education … [to] finance teacher salaries and other 
costs’ (ibid.: 224).

Reading this it seemed it could be implying that ‘community 
initiatives’ was a euphemism for the range of private education op-
portunities that we had seen in other countries in Africa – but we 
were also open to the possibility that it reflected only the narrower 
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phenomenon of ‘community school’ (a full typology of these dif-
ferent school types is given in Chapter 3). The important point 
to stress here is that the standard approach recognises that the 
spontaneous order does produce at least some kind of fee-paying 
private initiative in education to cater for parental demand.

As peace is restored, governments 
must ‘normalise’ education
The standard approach recognises that some kinds of private 
school will emerge, but as soon as peace is restored, the aim of 
governments and aid agencies is to ‘normalise’ everything as 
quickly as possible. Importantly, one of the normalising things 
to do is to incorporate the private initiatives into the government 
sector. Normalising education is done by introducing proper 
ministries of education to do things proper governments do, 
supported by international aid. Notably of course, unlike earlier 
government involvement in education which may have contrib-
uted to causing conflict in the first place, this will now be the 
‘right type of education’ (ibid.: 127). Even though the governments 
may have been implicated in past oppression, and even though 
they are operating in environments which pose ‘immense chal-
lenges’, governments will this time, somehow, be able to deliver 
this ‘right type’ of education.

one of the first things that the Ministry of Education must 
do is to ‘Develop a national education plan’, because ‘long-term 
reconstruction depends on the development of effective nation-
al planning systems’ (ibid.: 227). A national education plan is 
essential and needs to be tailored to the stages of development 
post-conflict (ibid.: 227):

In the early phases of reform, post-conflict governments need to 
set out goals and strategies that define an ambition and set the 
broad direction of policy. As countries move along the planning 
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continuum, the challenge is to develop policy instruments that 
link goals to the provision of inputs, the development of institu-
tions, and national financing strategies.

Governments need to make financial commitments, especially 
to ‘classroom construction, and … for the recruitment and pay-
ment of teachers’ (ibid.: 229). Importantly, governments should 
‘Withdraw user fees’ (ibid.: 224), as ‘Removing … barriers by elim-
inating user fees and increasing public spending can deliver an 
early peace dividend in education’ (ibid.).

Associated with this withdrawal is the incorporation of the 
private ‘community schools’ into the government system. The 
Hidden Crisis gives an example from El Salvador where 500 ‘com-
munity schools’ which had been operating in conflict-affected 
areas in the 1980s were given official recognition, financial sup-
port and integrated into the Ministry of Education governance 
structure at the end of the war (ibid.: 224). The oECD suggests 
that ‘a key goal of support should be to speed up the move from 
external provision of services, in the early community-driven 
reconstruction phase, to resumption of public responsibility for 
services in the longer term’ (oECD 2008: 9).

Finally, governments must not expect to be doing all this on 
their own, but must seek and obtain donor finance (UNESCo 
2011: 20):

Donors have a vital role to play in seizing the window of oppor-
tunity that comes with peace.

(Ibid.: 230):

Countries emerging from conflict face a twin challenge in edu-
cation. They need to deliver early benefits and embark on a pro-
cess of long-term reconstruction. International aid has a vital 
role to play in both areas.
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It is notable that each of these policy directives would appear 
to mirror the advice given to governments in more stable sit-
uations. Eliminating user fees, developing educational sector 
plans, increasing funding, building new schools, training and 
remunerating teachers and seeking additional aid from interna-
tional donors are standard policy advice for developing countries. 
Implementing these policies effectively is a challenge for more 
stable governments not facing such severe capacity or financial 
constraints as those emerging from conflict. This advice there-
fore appears not to acknowledge the challenging situations faced 
by the likes of South Sudan, Sierra Leone and Liberia.

In the next two chapters we will draw on empirical evidence 
from recent studies in three conflict and post-conflict countries 
to explore the standard approach’s second proposition about the 
emergence of at least one type of private schooling during con-
flict. In Chapter 5 we will explore further the first proposition of 
the standard approach, that government involvement in educa-
tion may be the cause of conflict. Before doing so, we will briefly 
outline how the standard approach has been operating in South 
Sudan, Sierra Leone and Liberia.

The standard approach in South Sudan
The post-conflict solution advocated for South Sudan follows 
many of the guidelines suggested by UNESCo in The Hidden 
Crisis. There has been international assistance to develop a num-
ber of educational sector plans (see Longfield 2015b), a donor 
programme to support school construction and reconstruction, 
with DFID constructing 30 primary schools and four second-
ary schools (Health and Education Advice and Resource Team 
2012). Meanwhile government education has been made at least 
officially free at the point of use and there is a major push for in-
creased development aid (Brown 2012; Watkins 2013) to increase 
the number of schools and enrolment rates.
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The government of South Sudan together with fourteen inter-
national partners set up the Multi-Donor Trust Fund. The edu-
cation section of this fund has built 336 primary school rooms, 
distributed 2.2 million textbooks to students in South Sudan’s 
ten states and trained about 1,000 teachers (World Bank 2013). 
However, many of the plans and guidelines have remained as 
proposals with little implementation – illustrating the problem 
of insufficient capacity within government. While erstwhile 
British Prime Minister Gordon Brown (2012: 12, 41) appealed for 
more aid for education (an additional US$400 million per year 
between 2012 and 2016), with donor activity harnessed to the na-
tional strategy, the national strategy itself did not seem to be de-
livering what it was supposed to. The proposed general education 
budget for 2014/15 was SSP1,407 million, according to the sector 
plan developed in 2012 (Republic of South Sudan 2012) while the 
actual education budget allocation for all education (including 
tertiary) in July 2014 was SSP622 million (Sudan Tribune 2014), i.e. 
less than half that proposed.

These figures show the disconnect between the measures pro-
posed to ‘unlock the benefits of education’ (UNESCo 2011: 224) 
and the financial and capacity realities in this post-conflict situ-
ation. Moreover, there has not been significant recognition of the 
extent of non-state provision, which we will come to in Chapter 3, 
with no noticeable attempts to incorporate alternative schools 
into the Ministry of Education structures.

In effect what is taking place on the ground is a far cry from 
the policies that are advocated and even the specific plans that 
have been drawn up. Not only is the reality different but also 
the means to implement the plans, to change the reality, are 
lacking. There is insufficient capacity and inadequate funding 
to achieve the goals in the way prescribed (Watkins 2012). The 
goals appear wholly unrealistic if South Sudan is to follow the 
conventional plans for a post-conflict nation to develop its edu-
cation system.
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The standard approach in Sierra Leone

The government of Sierra Leone faces the same pressures and re-
ceives the same policy advice as set out in the standard approach. 
The Education Act of 2004 (after the ending of the civil war) pro-
vided for free education for all in government and assisted pri-
mary and junior secondary schools (Government of Sierra Leone 
2004). However, while primary education is supposed to be free, 
many schools reportedly imposed charges and raised levies (Leh 
Di Pipul Tok 2006: 25–26; World Bank 2007) as subsidies from the 
government were inadequate (Education for Change 2010).

The official policy direction reflects the general consensus 
for educational development, with an emphasis on ‘building 
up infrastructure and an adequate qualified teaching force to 
cope’ with the demands for schooling (Ministry of Education 
Science and Technology 2012: x). An official government report 
urged, among others, a review of the curriculum to make it more 
relevant, the development of a policy to address gender issues, 
tackling the problem of out-of-school children and reaching dis-
advantaged children with special needs, from underserved rural 
areas, etc. (Ministry of Education Science and Technology 2012).

Academics exhort the government to ‘make a strong commit-
ment to changing and improving the educational system … to help 
the poorest families with the schooling costs … to build schools in 
rural areas for greater accessibility’ and to ‘stress the importance 
of education and make it worthwhile, such as by providing a free 
meal during class to encourage attendance’ (o’Neill 2014: 55).

Attempting such policies is a financial challenge for the coun-
try. The share of total public recurrent expenditure for education 
has been high, averaging 25.8 per cent over the period between 
2004 and 2011, even reaching 29 per cent in 2011. This is well 
above the average of 22 per cent for Low Income Countries (LIC) 
and the Fast Track Initiative (FTI) benchmark of 20 per cent 
(Pôle de Dakar 2013). Part of the problem is the weak revenue 
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base, with domestic revenue only 11.3 per cent of GDP (compared 
to the average of 16 per cent in other LICs). In other words the 
government is already pouring a huge proportion of its meagre 
resources into education.

Despite all the legislation, the financial commitments and 
the government’s ‘high priority on education’ (Pôle de Dakar 
2013: xxi), it is reported that ‘there are 30% of children of pri-
mary school-going age still out of school’ (Ministry of Education 
Science and Technology 2007) and net primary enrolment seems 
to ‘have levelled off at between 62 and 69 percent’ (Government 
of Sierra Leone 2010: 4). These figures suggest that progress has 
stalled since the end of the civil war and perhaps indicate that 
the government is not in a position to complete the task by using 
more of the same strategies with its limited resources.

The weak provision of government services is highlighted by 
the Failed States Index, where a score of 10 indicates total failure. 
In 2015 the government scored 9.3 for its public services (includ-
ing education), placing it on a level with Afghanistan and Soma-
lia (Fund for Peace 2015).

In the fragile and post-conflict context where the government 
is already putting nearly one-third of its recurrent expenditure 
into education, it is debatable whether further resources can be 
found. Even if they were, it is questionable whether by doing more 
of the same the government would be able to achieve its goals. 
The very capacity of the system to use additional funds and ‘to 
spend financial resources effectively and efficiently may be in 
question’ (Education for Change 2010: 17).

Indeed, the quality of learning is very poor, despite the govern-
ment’s efforts. An early reading assessment survey showed that 
‘after three years of schooling … the great majority of children does 
not master the alphabet correctly or understand how it works … 
children show great difficulty in reading simple words’ (Pôle de 
Dakar 2013: 64). In addition the West African Senior School Cer-
tificate (WASSCE) pass rates for Sierra Leonean students are less 
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than half those of Ghanaian students in English and one-seventh 
in mathematics. (on average 14.2 per cent passed English and 
3.6 per cent passed mathematics between 2007 and 2009 (ibid.).)

The standard approach in Liberia
Liberia faces similar challenges, has been given similar recom-
mendations and, until now, has embraced similar policies in 
its efforts to extend and improve education across the country. 
Various international agencies (including the World Bank, INEE, 
UNESCo, UNICEF, The Fast Track Initiative and IIEP), either 
alone, jointly or together with the government, have produced 
reports outlining the direction that the Ministry of Education 
should take. Programmes have been developed and initiated 
such as the Liberia Primary Education Recovery Programme 
(LPERP), the Education Sector Plan (ESP) and the Accelerated 
Learning Programme (ALP).

The Millennium Development Goals have been a focus for the 
country, with an extensive report supported by the UNDP (Min-
istry of Planning and Economic Affairs / UNDP 2010) looking at 
progress as the country sought to increase net primary enrolment 
from 49.3 per cent in 2008 to 100 per cent in 2015. The Education 
Sector Plan gives ‘the main priority of government in the [educa-
tion] sector as “significant progress towards the achievement of 
MDG and EFA Goal No. 2 by 2015”’ (Ministry of Education 2010: xi).

UNICEF and UNESCo’s Global Initiative on out-of-School 
Children (UNICEF 2012) details a number of recommendations 
for the government of Liberia, including to increase educational 
expenditure, to build more pre-primary and primary schools (a 
total of over 3,000 new schools are needed by their calculations), 
to devise new certification schemes and establish and implement 
new regulation concerning teachers and schools, to strengthen 
capacity in the Ministry of Education, and to write and imple-
ment new (literacy and counselling) courses.
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These recommendations are not dissimilar to those advo-
cated by the Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies 
(INEE), which recommends that the government take the follow-
ing steps in education: to reconstruct and reform the education 
system, to increase access to quality and relevant education, to 
address the educational needs of the generation that missed 
out on education, and to improve governance in education 
( Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies 2011).

The Ministry of Education, with the support and funding 
of USAID, has set up the Center for Educational Accreditation, 
Certification and Licensing (CEACL) and produced strong, 
 input-based regulations to govern and control the activities of 
private providers of education in Liberia. In this way the govern-
ment is being encouraged to take on a larger role in the oversight, 
regulation and control of private schools. Indeed, the policy ef-
forts in Liberia have been to centralise the oversight of the pri-
vate schools, reform and tighten the regulations and strengthen 
the policy implementation. The Center for Educational Accred-
itation, Certification and Licensing (CEACL) is responsible, in 
accordance to the Education Reform Act, for the issuance of 
permits and certificates for the whole country (Government of 
Liberia 2011). The regulations set standards for qualification, reg-
istration and annual appraisal of teachers, legislate that schools 
have ‘fields, courts, gyms and other facilities for the promotion 
of athletics, gymnastics, football, basketball, and other psycho-
logical, bodybuilding and skill-development activities’, require 
a very significant escrow amount to be deposited in a Ministry 
bank account, and allow for the Ministry to set tuition fee levels 
(Ministry of Education 2011).

A national consultation conducted in preparation for the Edu-
cational Sector Plan expressed the following views: that more 
primary schools should be built and equipped, and more trained 
teachers, especially females, should be provided for primary 
schools, that primary teachers should be given better salaries, 
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incentives and housing, and that more textbooks should be 
procured with a view to providing each student with a set. In 
addition, special education programmes should be developed for 
those who cannot access normal school, and the scope of the ALP 
should be reviewed and broadened. Its own recommendations 
filled a table spanning 12 pages and including over 130 specific 
actions, with the Ministry of Education expected to lead the way 
in over 90 per cent of them (Ministry of Education 2010).

All of this is the familiar conventional wisdom, but it seems a 
huge and unrealistic challenge to the fragile government educa-
tion system that exists in Liberia. In terms of finance and man-
agement capacity the government is hard-pressed to resource the 
education system. In 2010 the government was funding only 41 per 
cent of the education budget, with donors contributing 35 per cent 
and a remaining shortfall of 24 per cent (Ministry of Education 
2010). overall, external aid was estimated to be over three times 
the total government expenditure in 2006/07 (Poverty Reduction 
Economic Management Sector Unit (PREM 4) 2009).

The government is aware of the financial challenges it faces. 
Although there has been a free and compulsory basic education 
law since 2001, in 2006 the new government, recognising its lack 
of resources to cover the whole basic education (grades 1–9), pro-
claimed free and compulsory primary education (i.e. for grades 
1–6) only. However, the new Education Reform Act of 2011 ex-
tended the coverage to the original target of all basic education 
(grades 1–9). Each county is required to have at least one Junior 
Secondary School per district provided that the government can 
afford it. UNICEF recognises that this means the law will only be 
implemented as resources permit (UNICEF 2012).

The World Bank (2010: 7) also reports that:

serious human capacity gaps exist at the central and local 
levels of the MoE [Ministry of Education], creating governance 
and management challenges. Many MoE officials are unable to 
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perform their assigned roles, and some are in fact not aware of 
their responsibilities.

In a tacit acknowledgement that the government would not have 
the financial capacity to fund its recommendations, the report 
indicates that ‘Partners should also increase their support to 
the education sector’ (UNICEF 2012: 8). Yet this is in the context 
of a situation where donor support already covers 43.6 per cent 
of the education funding in the 2013/14 budget. (Education was 
allotted US$79,514,226 by government while donors provided 
US$61,570,679 in budget support for education in 2013/14 (Peah 
2013).)

Despite the reports, recommendations and programmes, and 
notwithstanding the huge donor support for education from var-
ious sources, the reported educational outcomes at various levels 
have been disappointing. In 2013 all of the nearly 25,000 Liberian 
students who applied for admission at the University of Liberia 
failed the admission exam (BBC News 2013) and in 2014 only 15 
out of 13,000 passed (All Africa 2014). Reports from 2008 show 
that 34 per cent of Liberian students who were tested at the end 
of grade 2 could not read a single word (Gove and Wetterberg 
2011), while reading comprehension skills are reported as being 
‘virtually non-existent in 45% of students [from grade 2 and 3]’ 
(45 per cent could not answer a single question about a 60-word 
passage that they had to read and no student could answer all 
five questions correctly in the study in 2008) (World Bank 2010: 
88). These factors have led the government of Liberia to a very 
radical step – contracting out the provision of its schools to pri-
vate sector providers. We discuss this further in Chapter 6.

Moving away from the standard approach
Despite the advice and exhortations, as well as the high budget 
allocations and substantial aid donations for education, South 
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Sudan, Sierra Leone and Liberia, and numerous other fragile 
states like them, have not been able to provide government edu-
cation of adequate quantity or quality.

This raises the question as to whether there is another way for 
fragile countries to achieve the goal of quality education for all. 
In particular, is the focus on government provision – even to the 
extent of incorporating private ‘community initiatives’ into this 
provision – a sensible one? Batley and Mcloughlin (2010: 132) put 
it like this: ‘to insist on direct provision by the state where there 
is very weak ability to fulfil the task makes no sense.’

of course it might make sense if government provision were 
the only way to ensure educational provision in these countries. 
But the presence – and widespread acceptance in the develop-
ment literature – of at least some kind of private schools aris-
ing during conflict hints that government provision might not 
be the only way forward. As we noted in the introduction, it is 
certainly not the case that government provision is the only way 
forward in far more stable states, such as Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya 
and India, where a range of different types of private school, in-
cluding low-cost ones, have emerged to cater for huge parental 
demand for quality education. Could the same be true of conflict 
and post-conflict states too? In the next two chapters we set 
out some of our findings from recent research in three conflict- 
affected states.
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3 THE STANDARD APPROACH VERSUS THE EVIDENCE

Challenges to the standard approach

The second proposition of the standard approach, as narrated 
in UNESCo’s document The Hidden Crisis, acknowledges that 
fee-paying ‘community initiative’ schools emerge to provide edu-
cation during the time of crisis, stepping in as conflict begins 
and government provision fails. once conflict ends, however, the 
standard approach says that things must move towards govern-
ment-provided, free-at-the-point-of-delivery education systems. 
Advocates of this position imply that ‘community’ involvement is 
largely a response to the conflict and withdrawal of government 
(World Bank 2005; Buckland 2006; UNESCo 2011), rather than 
a part of the normal educational scene in the developing world. 
It is certainly not seen as something desirable in itself, only as a 
temporary expedient.

However, against this conventional wisdom, we can note 
again that private educational provision, including low-cost pri-
vate provision, is ubiquitous and increasing across more stable 
developing countries such as Kenya, Ghana, India and Nigeria 
(see, for example, Tooley 2009; The Economist 2015). It was from 
awareness of this that we went on to investigate the situation in 
the conflict-affected settings of Liberia, Sierra Leone and South 
Sudan. Aware of the extent of these locally initiated, community 
responsive, low-cost private schools in stable settings, we asked 
whether the same could be true of education in more fragile 
locations.

THE STANDARD 
APPROACH VERSUS 
THE EVIDENCE
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In this chapter we give evidence from our primary research 
in South Sudan, Sierra Leone and Liberia that both agrees with 
and challenges the second proposition of the standard approach. 
Yes, it is clear that parental demand leads to fee-paying schools 
emerging. However, using the term ‘community initiatives’ to 
describe what emerges does not do justice to the extraordinary 
bounty of private educational provision that we found. Moreover, 
the standard approach may be misguided in thinking that these 
private initiatives emerge only during conflict, to be replaced by 
government provision once the conflict is over. Instead, what we 
found is a veritable peace dividend of private schools, especially 
for-profit low-cost schools, which emerge once the conflict is over. 
(In Chapter 4, we go on to explore some of the features of these 
for-profit private schools.)

Different types of school management
Before proceeding it may be worth noting definitions of differ-
ent types of school provision – in part to avoid any confusion 
over what makes a ‘community’ school. We define ‘government’ 
schools as those managed and funded by government, at any 
level of government including district, region/province or state. 
Typically, the land and buildings are also provided by govern-
ment, although in some cases church or other provision may 
have been nationalised.

We define six types of private provision, as in Table 1. (A sev-
enth type was found only in South Sudan, Teachers’ Trade Unions 
(TTUs) schools. These are schools that are run by teachers who 
are otherwise employed as government teachers, who operate 
the schools as their own fee-paying, private schools in their own 
time.)

A community school is one that is ‘owned’ and ‘managed’ 
by the community. Land is typically donated by the commu-
nity, the buildings are likely to be have been built through 
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community effort, including donations in kind, and the school 
management committee will consist of community members. 
Importantly, a community school is likely to charge fees in 
conflict-affected settings. These fees are not available to any 
one individual, but are used by the school or the community 
for educational ends. It is also worth noting that a school is 
not defined as ‘community’ because its buildings are open for 
use by the community, for example by churches, sports clubs 
and so on. This is likely to be the case with all kinds of schools 
at this level, sometimes to supplement their income or to raise 
goodwill in the community.

Table 1 Different types of private school found in our research

Type of school Land and buildings Management
Pupil 
fees

Community
Donated or owned by 

‘community’ (village, 
district, etc.)

Community members Yes

NGO Donated or owned by NGO NGO nominations Yes

Church (established) Donated or owned by church Church nominations Yes

Mosque Donated or owned by mosque Mosque nominations Yes

Church (independent) Owned (or leased) by 
individual pastor

Individual pastor 
and board Yes

Proprietor Owned (or leased) by one 
or more individuals

Individual owner(s) 
and board Yes

Schools run by proprietors were classified as ‘for profit’. This 
is not to say that these proprietor-run schools make large or 
even any surpluses. It is simply to indicate that if any surpluses 
are made, then these are available to the person who owns the 
school to use as he or she wants. This often includes reinvesting 
in the school, but could also include for personal use. Typically, 
for-profit schools do not have any outside source of funding other 
than student fees (except they can raise outside investment, to 
be repaid if loans, or on which dividends may be paid if provided 
as equity).
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other private management types (NGo, community, church 
and mosque) were classified as non-profit. Under non-profit man-
agement, any surpluses made are only available to be used by the 
non-profit organisation, not by individuals. Non-profit manage-
ment can also solicit grant funding from outside bodies, which 
they can do in order to supplement income from student fees.

Finally, based on our observations on the ground, we distin-
guished two types of church school, those run by established 
churches (for example, Wesleyan, Episcopalian, Presbyterian, 
Catholic) and those run by independent churches. The latter we 
perceived to be much more like the individual proprietor schools 
than the schools run by established churches, as can be seen in 
Table 1.

Research evidence:1 South Sudan
We first travelled to Juba, the capital of South Sudan, in January 
2012, and began our search for different types of school provision 
almost immediately after we landed, in the stark heat of the af-
ternoon. Starting near the centre of the city, not far from Bulluk, 
the area which hosts many of the city’s government schools, we 
went looking, and were told that there were only government and 
church schools to be found. other experts we consulted said the 
same thing. Indeed, that’s all we discovered for the first day or so; 
not even any ‘community’ schools, in the definition above, were to 
be found. Moving slowly further out of the centre of the city, how-
ever, we found what we had thought might be there. In the more 
remote areas of Gudele and Munuki, the poorest areas bordering 
the city, where many refugees from the war had settled in mud and 
brick buildings with tin roofs that glinted in the bright sun, we 
found evidence of a large range of low-cost private schools.

1 Further details of all the research, including methodology, are given in the working 
papers on the E. G. West Centre website (Tooley and Longfield 2014a,b; Longfield 
and Tooley 2013).
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We followed this initial fact-finding trip with a full search of 
the city of Juba and its environs later in the year. We wanted a 
census and survey of the whole of Juba, urban and peri-urban, 
and the rural areas nearby, to gauge exactly how many schools 
of different types were available. This included the whole of the 
payams of Juba, Kator and Munuki (under Juba City Council) and 
the peri-urban areas of Juba lying within the payams of Rajaf and 
Northern Bari. We followed this with testing of over 2,500 pri-
mary 4 students in English and mathematics in all schools that 
had primary 4 classes, gave questionnaires to children, parents 
and teachers, and created multilevel models to analyse the data. 
During a two-week period working with the Nile Institute, we 
had 60 trained researchers out in these districts, searching from 
street to street and community to community to find all schools 
available.

In all, we discovered 199 schools of different types, with the 
vast majority (nearly three-quarters) private schools. These pri-
vate schools were generally smaller than the government schools 
but they still catered for over three-fifths of the students (Table 2).

Table 2 Schools and pupils in Juba, by management type

Number of 
schools % of schools

Number of 
students % of students

Private 147 73.9 55,616 62.6

Government 52 26.1 33,204 37.4

Total 199 100 88,820 100

Source: authors’ own data.

Confirming our suspicions about the use of the word ‘commu-
nity initiatives’ in the standard approach (as discussed in the pre-
vious chapter), actual ‘community’ schools made up only 8 per 
cent of school provision with less than 7 per cent of school places. 
Similarly, again contrary to the expectation raised by some liter-
ature (see, for example, Brown 2012), NGo schools made up less 
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than 7 per cent of provision and school places (Figures 1 and 2). 
Instead, the largest groups of schools were provided by private 
proprietors (28 per cent), government (26 per cent) and churches 
(25 per cent).

Figure 1 Schools in Juba by management type

Private 
proprietor,

28.1%

TTU, 5.5% 
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Community, 8.0%
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25.1%
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Source: authors’ own data.

Figure 2 Pupils in Juba by management type
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Source: authors’ own data.

In Juba we found that nursery school provision is essential-
ly private with 84 per cent of schools and 82 per cent of pupils. 
Primary schooling is also majority private with 76 per cent of 
schools and 61 per cent of pupils. Secondary school pupils are 
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shared equally between public and private but 70 per cent of the 
schools are private.

These results, with so many schools run by non-state providers, 
might appear to reinforce the idea of the standard approach that 
the non-government sector responded to lack of government 
provision during the civil conflict by creating new schools – even 
if it was through more types of provision than simply ‘commu-
nity’ schools. As the conflict ends, the accepted wisdom says that 
they will no longer be needed, as the government of South Sudan 
firmly establishes its Ministry of Education and its strategic de-
velopment plan.

We asked all school managers when their schools had been 
established. of course, one limitation of this method is that we 
were only looking at schools that were currently in existence, so 
it is possible that some schools may have emerged and disap-
peared again – such schools will obviously not register in the 
data that follow. However, with this caveat, it became clear that 
the vast majority of schools (still in existence) were established 
after the conflict ended with the signing of the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement in 2005.

Contrary to the expectations raised by the standard approach, 
very few of the non-government schools in Juba were established 
during the conflict, i.e. before 2005. But the more significant point 
is that as soon as a degree of peace was established, the number of 
private schools grew rapidly (Figure 3). Particularly noteworthy 
is the increase in the number of private proprietor schools, which 
appear to be growing at a much faster rate than any of the other 
school types, with no sign of growth slowing down. We talked to a 
range of proprietors and found that many had returned to South 
Sudan once peace was declared, feeling that it was now possible, 
as educators, to serve the people and their country by establish-
ing schools. There has also been growth in the number of church 
schools. Many of these are small, self-supporting schools run by 
the pastor (or an individual from the congregation), based in the 
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church and serving the community centred on that local church. 
In a sense these are more similar to proprietor schools than the 
traditional church school established, funded and managed by a 
large national church organisation.

Figure 3 Schools in Juba by management type over time

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012

N
um

be
r 

of
 s

ch
oo

ls
 

Year

Private proprietor

NGO
Community

Church
Government

TTU

CPA 

Source: authors’ own data.

The conventional wisdom suggests that as the crisis unfolds 
there will be a decline in the number of government schools and 
a consequent increase in non-state provision. If these commu-
nity and private schools are absorbed into the government edu-
cation system soon after the conflict ends, there would then be 
a surge in the number of government schools. This is certainly 
not the case in this context. Those who invested their lives and 
resources in establishing schools have not given any indication 
that their involvement is temporary or their contribution will 
decline. Rather, the steadily improving quality of the classrooms 
that they are building as the schools grow in size (and in the year 
groups served), as well as the increasing number of people start-
ing schools, suggests that this is not a temporary phenomenon 
but a long-term involvement.
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Research evidence: Sierra Leone

Getting to Freetown, capital of Sierra Leone is an adventure in it-
self – you fly into the Lungi International Airport, take a battered 
bus down a muddy, rutted road, then take a 40-minute boat ride 
across choppy seas to arrive in a suburb of Freetown. on the very 
first day we took a taxi out of the city to a poor neighbourhood, 
went walking up a rocky track, and almost immediately began 
finding low-cost private schools – unlike in Juba, they were not at 
all hard to find this time.

As in Juba, we conducted a similar study of the whole of West-
ern Area of Sierra Leone, which includes the capital city together 
with its rural environs. Here, working with the local NGo Peo-
ple’s Educational Association of Sierra Leone, researchers went 
out in pairs to look for schools across the urban and rural parts 
of the region. This area had suffered during the civil war, with 
a reported 70 per cent of the schools in the city of Freetown de-
stroyed. The team found over 900 schools with just 10 per cent 
of them owned and managed by the government (Table 3 and 
Figure 4).

Table 3 Schools and pupils in Western Area, by management type

School 
management type

Number 
of pupils

Number 
of schools

Mean 
school size

Std. 
deviation

% total 
pupils

% total 
schools

Private proprietor 41,669 317 131.4 122.9 17.1 33.1

NGO 9,821 34 288.8 236.9 4.0 3.5

Community 31,851 124 256.8 229.5 13.1 12.9

Independent church 18,583 106 175.3 164.9 7.6 11.1

Established church 56,268 158 356.1 295.1 23.1 16.5

Mosque 44,660 123 363.0 232.8 18.3 12.8

Government 30,959 62 499.3 360.4 12.7 6.5

REC (government) 10,210 34 300.2 208.4 4.2 3.5

Total 244,021 958 254.7 246.1 100.0 100.0

Source: authors’ own data. REC means Rural Education Committee, a type of government school.
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Private proprietors provide the largest proportion of schools 
(33 per cent of all schools), followed by established churches 
(17  per cent). Regarding pupils, 17 per cent are in government 
managed schools, compared with 83 per cent in private schools. 
Established church schools educate the largest proportion of 
pupils (23 per cent). Private proprietors and government schools 
have roughly the same proportion (17 per cent).

Figure 4 Pupils in schools in Western Area by management type
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It is clear that the non-government sector is the major pro-
vider of schooling to the children of Western Area. The question 
we need to ask is whether this is a temporary phenomenon, a re-
sponse to the failure of government provision due to the conflict 
(as the standard approach would suggest), or are these non-state 
providers as likely to be established in peacetime as during con-
flict? The data collected from the schools on their year of estab-
lishment are shown in Figure 5.

Since the civil war, the number of schools has doubled. Growth 
is disproportionately in the private for-profit sector: government 
schools show slow but steady growth, averaging about 1½ new 
schools per year over the last 20 years. Private proprietor schools, 
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however, have grown at more than 20 per year in the last seven 
years, with a massive 1,250 per cent increase since 1990.

Figure 5 Schools in Western Area by management type over time
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In this case we see that a number of the church and private 
proprietor schools were indeed established during the conflict 
(1991–2002); the Muslim community also established mosque 
schools during that period. Also, as expected, the number of 
government schools did not significantly increase during the 
civil war. However, we do not see a falling off in the number of 
new private proprietor or church schools after the conflict ended. 
Instead, the growth in the number of private proprietor schools 
appears to have increased while the growth in church schools 
remains steady.

Although the government has re-established the Ministry of 
Education and developed education plans, there is no sign that 
the government is willing or able to take over the schools estab-
lished by the non-state providers.

The government is, however, involved in providing ‘assistance’ 
to some of the non-state schools. This takes the form of the pay-
ment of some of the teachers’ salaries. During the research a 
number of the school managers shared their opinions about the 
involvement of the government in their schools. They struggled 
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with the conditions for becoming ‘assisted’ schools, whereby they 
had to forgo charging any fees to the parents to qualify for the 
support of the teachers. Assistance also only went to a limited 
number of staff, leaving the school with the challenge of raising 
the money for the other teachers’ salaries through various ap-
peals for donations or levies on pupils.

None of the school managers we spoke to wanted their schools 
to join the government system. one school which had a small pro-
portion of the teachers paid through the assistance programme 
and was also receiving support from a small British charity, 
found the system of assistance unhelpful and was considering its 
future direction. The British charity wondered if the way forward 
was for the school to become a full government school, while the 
manager was more inclined to forgo the assistance, charge fees 
and so free the school from government control. overall, there 
was no evidence of the government working to incorporate the 
new non-state schools into their system, as is suggested in the 
standard approach, and anecdotal evidence suggested that it 
was even difficult to register for assistance.

on the other hand, government assistance for private schools 
can be seen as a way in which the government can ‘build on’ 
community efforts and initiatives. It could be understood as a 
way of supporting those who have initiated schools across the 
region. This support is not primarily for the schools that have 
been started during the conflict; it is an earlier initiative that 
generally supports the older more established schools by giving 
‘assistance’ to ‘mission’ schools, i.e. those set up by churches or 
mosques. As this appears to be the most obvious possible way for 
the government of Sierra Leone to ‘build on’ the initiatives of the 
people it would be wise to make some assessment of its impact. 
If the assistance is an effort to support and build up the locally 
initiated schools, then we would expect them to be an improve-
ment on and to outperform those private schools that lack the 
government support.
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For our research we tested 3,129 pupils from government, 
government-assisted and private (i.e. unassisted) schools in 
reading, maths and spelling, collected background data on stu-
dents and their families using questionnaires and analysed the 
data using multilevel modelling. For our calculations here, we 
considered only the schools which were charging fees calculated 
to be affordable to the poor (i.e. low or lowest cost – we define 
these in Chapter 4). In each test on average the pupils in private 
schools (both for-profit and non-profit) outperformed the pupils 
in assisted schools, who in turn outperformed those in the gov-
ernment schools. When background variables are controlled for, 
the difference in reading scores is significantly lower in the gov-
ernment-assisted private schools compared with the unassisted 
private schools.2

Figure 6 Predicted reading scores, by management, 
school fees and gender
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For instance, Figure 6 shows the results for English (reading): 
in a government school, an average boy would achieve 15.5 per 
cent, while a girl would achieve 10.8 per cent. In a low-cost private 

2 The full multilevel model tables are given in Tooley and Longfield (2014b).
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school (accessible to poor families), the boy’s result would nearly 
double, while the girl’s result would nearly triple, to 30.2 per cent 
in for-profit or 29.0 per cent in non-profit. Even in lowest-cost 
private schools, accessible to families on or below the poverty 
line, achievement is also significantly higher than in government 
schools.

Government assistance to private schools appears to lower 
achievement. For instance, a girl in an assisted for-profit (private 
proprietor) school is predicted to achieve 17.3 per cent, compared 
with 21.8 per cent in a non-assisted for-profit private school. In 
a non-profit private school, the girl will achieve 14.8 per cent if 
the school is assisted, but 20.8 per cent if it is not government 
assisted. In mathematics and English (spelling) similar results 
apply.

While this may be a counterintuitive finding, in that the 
schools with additional support from the government performed 
less well than those without that support, we identified possible 
reasons why assistance is detrimental in this case. We discovered 
that the schools rarely receive payment for all their teachers, so 
they need to find funds for the remaining teachers, but without 
charging fees – a difficult challenge. This also creates a two-tier 
system which cannot be good for staff morale. We heard that the 
teachers who are paid by the government were reported to be less 
accountable to the school principal. In addition, the payments 
are often made late, demotivating the teachers (Leh Di Pipul Tok 
2006).

Anecdotal evidence from interviews, as well as statistical ana-
lysis of thousands of pupils’ scores, indicate that, in this context, 
the ‘assistance’ of the government may be detrimental to the 
achievements of the schools they support. If this is the type of ac-
tion that the international community is advocating for schools 
that have been initiated by community, civil society groups and 
other individuals during the conflict, then it is only likely to have 
a negative impact on the education in those schools.
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Research evidence: Liberia

Roberts International Airport is some 56 km away from Monro-
via, the capital city of Liberia. It was created by the US as an Air 
Force base in the early 1940s. Travelling in to the city you can 
readily see many private schools alongside the road, or signs 
pointing to schools inside. Leaving our luggage at a hotel in the 
city centre, we took a taxi to one of the large slums of the city, 
West Point, identified from internet searches. Winding our way 
down crowded and dirty streets, we asked our taxi driver to stop 
at the end of a random alleyway, and down we walked. It was not 
long before we found the first of many low-cost private schools.

The studies undertaken in Liberia were similar to those 
in Sierra Leone and South Sudan, but in this case seven desig-
nated slum areas only in the capital Monrovia were surveyed for 
schools. Furthermore, one of those areas, Doe Community, was 
chosen as the focus for an additional household survey (Tooley 
and Longfield 2014a).

The team of researchers working with Development Initia-
tives, Liberia, located 432 schools in those seven slums, serving 
a total of 102,205 pupils at nursery, elementary and junior high 
school levels. of these schools only two were government schools, 
serving just over 1,000 pupils. Notably, there were no schools that 
were classified as community schools in the sense defined above, 
but of course plenty of ‘community initiative’ in the form of these 
other private schools. The majority of pupils were in schools run 
by private proprietors (61 per cent), while schools run by private 
independent churches (which show similarities with the private 
proprietor schools) provided places for 23 per cent of all pupils 
(Figure 7).

These figures show how extensive and pervasive these pri-
vate schools are in these poor areas of a city that not long be-
fore had been deeply impacted by the conflict. Now, slums are 
usually informal settlements constructed without significant 



E DUCAT IoN, WA R A N D PE AC E

38

planning, direction or provision by the authorities, which may 
help to explain why there are so few government schools in 
these localities. It is known that children from slums often need 
to travel out of their area if they are to attend a government 
school (Tooley et al. 2008), so while the statistics about school 
numbers give a sense of their ubiquity, we needed household 
survey data to tell where the children who live in these areas 
were attending school.

Figure 7 Pupils in seven Monrovian slums, by school management type
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We conducted a study of 1,984 households (with 4,236 children 
aged between 3 and 14 years old) from Doe Community to ex-
plore further the percentage of children attending private school. 
We found that 71 per cent of the children (aged between 5 and 
14 years old) from this poor community were attending private 
schools, 8 per cent were in government schools and 21 per cent 
were out of school (Table 4 and Figure 8). That is, only about 1 in 
10 of school-going children were attending a government school. 
These figures are quite extraordinary: in the poorest slums in one 
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of the poorest countries in the world, over 70 per cent of children 
are in private education.

Table 4 Doe Community children (5–14 years old) by school type

Frequency Percentage

Government 280 8.2

Private 2,428 71.0

Out of school 714 20.9

Total 3,422 100

Figure 8 Doe Community, percentage of children in different school types
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Source: authors’ own data.

When did these schools emerge? Again, when collecting data 
for the school survey (and so with the same caveats as mentioned 
above), we asked managers for the date of establishment of their 
schools. Figure 9 shows how the number of schools has increased 
over time.

The civil wars took place between 1989 and 1996 and between 
1999 and 2003 (see the shaded sections in Figure 9), but there is 
no obvious surge in the number of private schools during that 
time, nor indeed any decline. Again, there was a marked increase 
in the number of all schools, but especially for-profit private 
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schools that emerged once peace had arrived – an educational 
peace dividend.

Figure 9 Schools in seven slums of Monrovia by 
management type over time
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Research conclusions

The primary research we conducted in three fragile countries in 
Africa both agrees with and challenges the standard approach 
narrative of what happens in conflict-affected states.

Firstly, it is clear that parental demand does lead to fee-pay-
ing schools emerging, but these feature a wide range of private 
school types, not simply the ‘community schools’ that might 
have been inferred from the development literature. Second-
ly, it is apparent that private schools, and in particular private 
proprietor schools, emerged in the largest numbers after peace 
emerged, not during the conflict. Notice, however, that this is in 
the period after the conflict, when the standard approach says 
that governments should be expanding provision, even appro-
priating private schools into state service. This clearly has not 
happened in any of our studies.
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4 SEVEN FEATURES OF FOR-PROFIT 
PRIVATE SCHOOLS

When we came to each of the countries to conduct the study – and 
when we were talking to people about our planned research before 
we visited – we were told that the private schools we would find were 
those run by communities, as well as perhaps by churches, mosques 
and NGos. In the literature, ‘community initiatives’ is the phrase 
used to describe the emerging private sector, which could suggest 
that most of the schools would be community schools. our research, 
however, clearly showed the presence of an important additional 
category of private school – those run by private proprietors.

Indeed, if we look again at each of the graphs showing the 
timeline of growth of schools in the previous chapter (Figures 3, 
5 and 9), we can observe that the largest growth, almost expo-
nential, is of proprietor-run private schools.

These schools run by proprietors, as we noted, can be classified 
as ‘for profit’, but it is important to reiterate that such schools do 
not necessarily make large or even any surpluses. The for-profit 
label simply indicates where control lies, i.e. with the entrepre-
neur who set up the school. If surpluses are made, then these are 
available to that entrepreneur to use as he or she wants.

As these for-profit schools appear to be a relatively unfamiliar 
type of private school in the literature, we thought it would be 
worthwhile to bring together some of our findings concerning this 
sector. Moreover, there is discussion in the education and develop-
ment literature about the place of for-profit schooling, especially 

SEVEN FEATURES 
OF FOR-PROFIT 
PRIVATE SCHOOLS
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for the poor (see Day Ashley et al. 2014). Some believe that if private 
education is permitted, then it should be non-profit only – indeed, 
this is the legal position in some countries (for example, India). 
Given this, it may be worth listing a few of their more notable at-
tributes that have come up in the course of the research. What did 
our research show about for-profit private schools?

In this chapter we highlight seven significant features of the 
private for-profit education sector (with examples given from 
countries named in brackets).
1. Private for-profit schools are significant providers in each 

country; they can be seen as an educational peace dividend 
(South Sudan, Sierra Leone, Liberia).

2. Private for-profit schools are not a drain on government 
treasuries, nor are they favoured by international donors 
(South Sudan, Sierra Leone).

3. Private for-profit schools are helping countries reach their 
development goals, much faster than they realise (South 
 Sudan, Sierra Leone, Liberia).

4. Private for-profit schools ‘reach the parts’ other schools do 
not reach (South Sudan).

5. Private for-profit schools are affordable to the poor, and not 
much more expensive to poor families than government 
schools (Liberia).

6. Private for-profit schools appear to be fair to girls (South 
Sudan, Sierra Leone, Liberia).

7. Private for-profit schools are better value for money than 
other school types (Sierra Leone).

Private for-profit schools are significant 
providers in each country
The tables and graphs in the previous chapter (see Tables 2, 3 
and 4, and Figures 1, 2, 4, 7 and 8) show that private proprie-
tor (for-profit) schools are very clearly significant providers of 
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schooling. Referring to these charts, and to the additional charts 
below, the following features stand out.

Table 5 Monrovia schools’ survey: schools and pupils 
by school level and management category

Number 
of pupils

Number 
of schools

Mean 
section 

size

Std. 
deviation 
of section 

size
% of 

pupils
% of 

schools

Nursery

For-profit 22,548 244 92.4 87.1 64.3 57.3

Non-profit 12,470 181 68.9 59.4 35.6 42.5

Government 59 1 59.0 0.2 0.2

Total 35,077 426 82.3 77.2 100.0 100.0

Elementary

For-profit 30,757 246 125.0 108.9 59.7 57.2

Non-profit 19,777 182 108.6 93.6 38.4 42.3

Government 1,003 2 501.5 41.7 1.9 0.5

Total 51,537 430 119.8 105.9 100.0 100.0

Junior High

For-profit 8,706 123 70.7 86.2 55.8 56.4

Non-profit 6,885 95 72.4 65.9 44.2 43.6

Total 15,591 218 71.5 77.8 100.0 100.0

Liberia

• Private for-profit schools are the most significant provider of 
education in the slums. In the School Survey, they accounted 
for 57.2 per cent of all schools and 60.7 per cent of all pupils. 
In the Household Survey, fully 71.0 per cent of children aged 
5–14 were in private schools – with the majority likely to be 
enrolled with for-profit providers.

• At each level of schooling, from nursery to junior secondary, 
the majority of children are enrolled in for-profit private 
schools in the slums (Table 5).

• For-profit private schools are the fastest growing school type: 
in the seven years after the civil war ended they increased as 
much as in the previous 15 years.
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South Sudan

• Private for-profit schools are providing more schools than 
government or church (28.1 per cent of schools, compared 
with 26.1 per cent and 25.1 per cent for government and 
church respectively).

• Private for-profit schools enrol a significant proportion of 
children – around one-fifth (19.3 per cent), over half the 
figure for government schools (37.4 per cent).

• At nursery school level, however, the largest proportion of 
both schools and pupils is provided by private for-profit 
schools (36.4 and 34.4 per cent respectively (see Table 6)).

• The largest proportion of primary schools is provided equally 
by private for-profit and church schools (28.1 per cent each), 
compared with 23.5 per cent of government schools; around 
one-fifth (17.7 per cent) of primary school children are in 
for-profit schools (see Table 7).

• For-profit private schools have grown 700 per cent since 
the Comprehensive Peace Agreement, an average growth of 
35 per cent per annum, compared with growth of only 4 per 
cent per annum in government schools.

Sierra Leone

• For-profit private schools enrol about the same proportion of 
children as are enrolled in government schools (both around 
17 per cent).

• A third of schools (33.1 per cent) are private for-profit, 
compared with 10 per cent government schools and 27.6 per 
cent church schools.

• For-profit private schools have had the most dramatic 
growth, especially since the end of the civil war. In the 
twenty years from 1990 to 2010, their numbers grew twice as 
fast as church schools, four times as fast as mosque schools, 
and 13 times as fast as government schools.
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Table 6 Nursery provision in Juba, by management type

School type

Number 
of nursery 

pupils

% of 
nursery 
pupils

Number 
of nursery 

schools

% of 
nursery 
schools

Mean nursery 
school size

Private proprietor 4,744 34.4 39 36.4 121.6

NGO 609 4.4 6 5.6 101.5

Community 1,284 9.3 12 11.2 107.0

Church 4,678 34.0 33 30.8 141.8

Government 2,457 17.8 17 15.9 144.5

Total 13,772 100.0 107 100.0 128.7

Table 7 Primary provision in Juba, by management type

School type

Number 
of primary 

pupils

% of 
primary 
pupils

Number 
of primary 

schools

% of 
primary 
schools

Mean size 
of primary 

schools

Private proprietor 11,596 17.7 43 28.1 269.7

NGO 4,083 6.2 9 5.9 453.7

Community 4,814 7.3 15 9.8 320.9

Church 17,190 26.2 43 28.1 399.8

Mosque 575 0.9 1 0.7 575.0

Government 26,008 39.6 36 23.5 722.4

Teachers’ trade union 1,399 2.1 6 3.9 233.2

Total 65,665 100.0 153 100.0 429.2

For-profit private schools are not a 
drain on the treasury, nor are they 
favoured by international donors

In two of the countries, South Sudan and Sierra Leone, we asked 
for-profit school managers whether their schools received gov-
ernment assistance. In South Sudan we also asked about other 
external assistance. In neither country is the for-profit sector 
a drain on government resources, nor is the sector favoured by 
external donors.
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South Sudan

one of the questions we explored with the school managers 
during the initial interview (and which we followed up with the 
second phase sample of schools) was the extent to which their 
schools received external financial or other assistance, whether 
from government or outside agencies. It was reported that there 
was no financial assistance from government to any of the pri-
vate schools. In the past, we were told, many private schools, 
particularly those run by churches, were assisted by government. 
‘Government-Aided’ school was the term used for schools where 
government supplied and paid for teachers (Goldsmith 2010). 
However, this policy and practice has stopped, we were told. No 
private schools (of any management type) indicated that they 
were financially assisted by government now.

Table 8 Juba schools, external donor funding, by management type

School management type

The school receives 
donor funding

Total % YesNo Yes

Private proprietor 54 1 55 1.8

NGO 2 10 12 83.3

Community 12 3 15 20.0

Church 38 10 48 20.8

Mosque 0 1 1 100.0

Teachers’ trade union 9 1 10 10.0

Government 34 12 46 26.1

Total 149 38 187 20.3

Source: authors’ own data. Note: data missing from 12 schools.

Were there other types of external financial assistance? only 
one-fifth of schools indicated that they received funding from 
donors (Table 8). There was only one mosque school, and it re-
ceived external support, as did 10 of the 12 NGo schools. over a 
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quarter of government schools and one-fifth of community and 
church schools reported receiving external support from donors. 
However, only one private proprietor school (out of 55 schools) 
reported receiving external support.

Table 9 Private management types and government 
assistance, Western Area, Sierra Leone

Government assisted

No Yes Total

Private proprietor
Number 285 33 318

% 89.6 10.4 100.0

NGO
Number 15 19 34

% 44.1 55.9 100.0

Community
Number 69 56 125

% 55.2 44.8 100.0

Independent church
Number 74 33 107

% 69.2 30.8 100.0

Established church
Number 54 105 159

% 34.0 66.0 100.0

Mosque
Number 28 97 125

% 22.4 77.6 100.0

Total
Number 525 343 868

% 60.5 39.5 100.0

Note: data from 868 private schools.

Sierra Leone

In Sierra Leone, government can provide assistance to schools, 
generally through funding some or all of the teachers’ salaries. A 
school can, or at least could, apply to have some of its teachers 
put on the government payroll, with these teachers then paid dir-
ectly by government. (It is then a condition that fees at primary 
school level are not to be collected.) Table 9 and Figure 10 show 
the findings. It can be seen that private for-profit schools are the 
least likely to be receiving any funding at all from government, 
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with only a small minority (10 per cent) receiving any government 
assistance. This is compared with 56 per cent of NGo schools, 
45  per cent of community schools, 66 per cent of established 
church schools and 78 per cent of mosque schools.

Figure 10 Private management types and government 
assistance (Sierra Leone)
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For-profit private schools are helping 
countries meet their development goals, 
much faster than governments realise

In all three countries we asked school managers whether or not 
their schools were registered. However, we were unable to trian-
gulate this evidence with government records, so we can only 
anecdotally report that a large proportion of schools in Liberia 
and Sierra Leone were not registered with government. This is 
important for a number of reasons, not least because it means 
that these schools – and crucially the pupils in them – are off the 
government’s radar. So when these governments (and interna-
tional agencies) report the number of children in school, they are 
missing a crucial segment, those in unregistered private schools.

In South Sudan we were able to find some firmer statistics on 
this phenomenon.
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South Sudan

Usefully, the payam offices (the district government offices) keep 
records of all primary schools in their area. When we checked with 
these, we found that nearly half (47.1 per cent) of the schools, cater-
ing for 28 per cent of the pupils in our survey, were not on the pay-
am lists and presumably therefore not known to the government 
(Table 10). This is not particularly surprising, given the lack of cap-
acity of the local (and state) government education departments. 
It is of course good news for South Sudan – it means that there are 
many fewer children out of school than they had believed.

Table 10 Invisible private primary schools (Juba)

On payam lists?
Number of 

pupils
Number of 

schools % of pupils % of schools

Yes 47,134 81 71.8 52.9

No 18,531 72 28.2 47.1

Total 65,665 153 100.0 100.0

We were also able to have access to the central Ministry of 
Education EMIS data. These data for 2010 indicated there were 
125 primary schools spread across all 16 payams of Juba county. 
our survey examined only 5 payams, but we found 153 primary 
schools in these alone. As the area covered in our research ac-
counted for only 78 per cent of the Juba county population, this 
shows either that there are again many schools not recorded in 
official statistics, or it points to massive growth of private schools 
since the data were collected.

There is significant variation by management type of the pro-
portion of schools known to the government (payam), as shown 
in Table 11. Apart from church schools, a majority of schools of 
all other types was not known to the payams. In particular, a 
large majority – 56 per cent – of private proprietor schools were 
not on the payam lists, and these served 38 per cent of the private 
proprietor schools’ pupils.
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Table 11 Invisible private primary schools, by management type (Juba)

Management type
On payam 

lists?
Number 
of pupils

Number 
of schools

% of pupils 
in that type

% of schools 
of that type

Private proprietor
Yes 7,203 19 62.1 44.2

No 4,393 24 37.9 55.8

NGO
Yes 0 0 0.0 0.0

No 4,083 9 100.0 100.0

Community
Yes 2,825 7 58.7 46.7

No 1,989 8 41.3 53.3

Church
Yes 14,898 24 86.7 55.8

No 2,292 19 13.3 44.2

Teachers’ trade union
Yes 0 0 0.0 0.0

No 1,399 6 100.0 100.0

Total
Yes 47,134 81 71.8 52.9

No 18,531 72 28.2 47.1

Grand total 65,665 153 100.0 100.0

Clearly, government enrolment figures are going to be missing 
many children who are in fact at school. We were able to present 
these figures to senior officials at the Ministry of Education. They 
were delighted to realise that South Sudan was much closer to 
reaching its Millennium Development Goal of universal access 
to primary education than they had realised. In large part, the 
for-profit private schools had contributed to this.

For-profit private schools reach the parts 
other school types do not reach
South Sudan

When we began looking for schools, we only came across gov-
ernment and church schools close to the centre of Juba, but 
then stumbled across low-cost private schools as we went fur-
ther afield. The results of our survey supported this preliminary 
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finding. We were able to record precisely the location of each 
school researched using GPS technology (see Figure 11). The 
White Nile is seen on the east of the city of Juba. There is a heavy 
concentration of the black markers for government schools in 
Juba (city) payam, while as you move further away from the city 
centre, to the more remote payams of Munuki and Northern Bari, 
private proprietor schools are a much larger proportion.

Figure 11 Map of Juba schools

 

Source: Google maps.

Different school types are distributed in different ways across 
the five payams, as shown in Table 12. In general, we see that 
the government schools are primarily in the city centre payams 
(Juba and Kator), with a significant proportion also in Munuki. 
Church schools are also predominantly in these three payams. 
However, community schools are spread largely away from the 
city, in Munuki, Northern Bari and also Rajaf. Finally, private 
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proprietor schools are largely away from the city centre, again 
mostly in Munuki and Northern Bari. (Northern Bari, Rajaf and 
parts of Munuki are peri-urban areas of the city, most distant 
from the city centre.) In other words, for-profit private schools 
appear to be serving children in more ‘out of the way’ or ‘remote’ 
places than government schools, reaching the parts other school 
types do not reach.

Table 12 Percentage of pupils and schools by payam 
and management type, Juba

Private proprietor Community Church Government

Payam
% of 

pupils
% of 

schools
% of 

pupils
% of 

schools
% of 

pupils
% of 

schools
% of 

pupils
% of 

schools

Juba 7.4 10.7 3.4 6.3 37.2 26.0 40.4 50.0

Kator 6.1 10.7 3.2 6.3 16.6 10.0 23.7 21.2

Munuki 57.8 50.0 38.5 31.3 31.0 30.0 21.8 13.5

Northern Bari 24.2 21.4 27.9 37.5 7.8 20.0 8.2 7.7

Rajaf 4.5 7.1 27.0 18.8 7.4 14.0 5.9 7.7

For-profit schools are affordable to poor families

In each of the three countries researched, we explored the af-
fordability of private schooling. Here we give some details of the 
method and findings from the Liberia (slums of Monrovia) study. 
The other studies yield parallel results.

Liberia

Internationally accepted criteria for poverty are the following 
(using US$ figures at 2005 exchange rate, at purchasing power 
parity, PPP):

• Ultra poor – per capita daily income up to $1.25.
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• Moderately poor – per capita daily income up to $2.00.
• Near poor – per capita daily income $2.00 and $4.00.
• Emerging middle class – per capita daily income around 

$4.00.

The ‘poverty line’ is often determined as families living at or 
below the $1.25 per capita income (at PPP). Table 13 shows these 
figures for Liberia, in US$ and Liberian Dollars (L$), extrapolated 
to the per capita income per year.

Table 13 Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) calculations

PPP per day PPP per year

US$ $1.25 $2.00 $4.00 $456.25 $730.00 $1,460.00

L$ 58.40 93.50 187.00 21,316 34,128 68,255

one question is what percentage of family income could be 
affordable to poor families to pay for their children’s education? 
Using 10 per cent of family income (implied by one of our critics 
as being the maximum that such families would currently be 
spending in sub-Saharan African countries (Lewin 2007: 10)), we 
define four fee categories of private schools, relating to the four 
categories of family income given above:

• Lowest cost: those allowing families on $1.25 per capita per 
day (PPP) (the ultra poor) to use private schools for all family 
children (i.e. where school fees take up 10 per cent of total 
family income).

• Low cost: those allowing families with incomes between $1.25 
and $2 per capita per day (PPP) (the moderately poor) to use 
private schools for all family children.

• Medium cost: those allowing families with incomes between 
$2 and $4 per capita per day (PPP) (the near poor) to use 
private schools for all family children.
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• Higher cost: those allowing families with incomes above $4 
per capita per day (PPP) to use private schools for all family 
children.
Using an average household size of five and two school-aged 

children,1 we then do the calculations as shown in Table 14. A 
school charging up to L$5,330 will be affordable to families on or 
below the poverty line. That is, such a family can afford to send 
all of its children to a school costing up to L$5,330 per annum, for 
all fees (tuition, PTA, exam fees, registration fees, etc.). A moder-
ately poor family can afford up to L$8,530 per annum per child, 
while the near poor can afford up to L$17,060. Above L$17,060 is 
affordable by the emerging middle class and higher.

Table 14 Affordability calculations

Total 
fees per 
annum 
(L$) per 

child

Total 
family 

income 
($1.25 
PPP)

% family 
income 
($1.25) 

for 
children 
in school

Total 
family 

income 
($2)

% family 
income 
($2) for 

children 
in 

school

Total 
family 

income 
($4)

% family 
income 
($4) for 

children 
in school

Lowest cost 5,330 106,580 10.00

Low cost 8,530 170,638 10.00

Medium cost 17,060 341,275 10.00

Family with 5 members, 2 in school.

Table 15 Fee categories, all schools

Number of schools % of schools

Lowest cost 294 73.7

Low cost 85 21.3

Medium cost 18 4.5

High cost 2 0.5

Total 399 100

Note: data missing from 33 schools.

1 See http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/liberia_statistics.html#91
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Table 16 Fee categories, all schools, by management type

Lowest 
cost

Low 
cost

Medium 
cost

High 
cost Total

Private 
proprietor

Number of schools 173 36 13 1 223

% School management 77.6 16.1 5.8 0.4 100.0

% Fee categories 58.8 42.4 72.2 50.0 55.9

Private NGO

Number of schools 2 0 0 0 2

% School management 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0

% Fee categories 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5

Private in-
dependent 
church

Number of schools 84 24 1 1 110

% School management 76.4 21.8 0.9 0.9 100.0

% Fee categories 28.6 28.2 5.6 50.0 27.6

Private 
established 
church

Number of schools 29 23 4 0 56

% School management 51.8 41.1 7.1 0.0 100.0

% Fee categories 9.9 27.1 22.2 0.0 14.0

Private 
mosque

Number of schools 4 2 0 0 6

% School management 66.7 33.3 0.0 0.0 100.0

% Fee categories 1.4 2.4 0.0 0.0 1.5

Government

Number of schools 2 0 0 0 2

% School management 100.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0

% Fee categories 0.7 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.5

Total

Number of schools 294 85 18 2 399

% School management 73.7 21.3 4.5 0.5 100.0

% Fee categories 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: data missing from 33 schools.

Perhaps not surprisingly, given that all of the schools were in 
designated slum areas, 95 per cent of the schools found are either 
lowest- (73.7 per cent) or low-cost (21.3 per cent) schools. only 4.5 
per cent are medium cost, and 0.5 per cent are high cost (Table 15). 
Disaggregating by management type (Table 16), we see that 77.6 
per cent of for-profit proprietor schools are lowest cost, and a fur-
ther 16.1 per cent are low cost. Indeed, for-profit proprietor schools 
make up 58.8 per cent of all the lowest-cost schools. For-profit 
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proprietor schools and those run by independent churches are very 
similar, with roughly the same percentage (76.4 per cent) found in 
the lowest-cost category. In contrast, there are many fewer schools 
run by established churches in the lowest-cost category, only 51.8 
per cent. over 40 per cent of schools run by established churches 
are in the medium-cost category.

Figure 12 Average cost to parents of government and private 
schools, Doe Community, Monrovia (L$)
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It may also be worth mentioning that our findings from the 
household survey in Doe Community, one of the largest slums in 
Monrovia, point to the relative affordability to parents of send-
ing a child to a private school as compared with a government 
school. (In this household survey, we were not able to distinguish 
between for-profit and non-profit. Nevertheless, given the discus-
sion above, these figures are likely to apply to both management 
categories.) Data from households showed that not surprisingly 
total fees and levies per annum were three times higher in pri-
vate than government schools. However, it is also important to 
include the additional costs of schooling borne by parents, such 
as uniforms, books and transport. It turns out that these are 
roughly the same in both private and government schools. This 
means that, overall, the average cost for a parent of sending a 
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child to government school is fully 75 per cent of the cost of send-
ing a child to private school (Figure 12).

That is, while mean fees/levies at government schools come 
to $29.98 per annum, only a third of the $90.51 at private schools, 
the other costs total $126.46 for government schools, compared 
with $124.27 for private ones. overall, the cost of sending a child 
to a government school comes to $159.07 per annum, not far short 
of the $214.25 for a private school. Moreover, private schools are 
typically open for longer hours than government schools. If we 
were to compute the hourly cost of sending a child to private or 
government school, the two school types are likely to emerge as 
of similar cost to parents.

For-profit private schools appear to be fair to girls
There is much discussion in the development literature about 
whether or not private schools discriminate against girls, or 
whether parents when choosing private schools discriminate 
against girls.2 We were able to obtain considerable data in this 
regard, which supported the notion that private schools (and/or 
their parents) were fair to girls. For the school surveys in each 
country, our researchers physically counted all children in the 
classrooms, and compared this number to those on the register.

South Sudan

The data showed that there are roughly equal numbers of boys 
and girls in nursery and primary school (Table 17). In for-profit 
private primary schools, 50 per cent of pupils are girls, compared 
with 48 per cent girls in government schools. At primary level 
both the private proprietor and NGo schools had equal numbers 

2 See Day Ashley et al. (2014) and Tooley and Longfield (2015) for a full discussion of 
this debate.
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of boys and girls, while the church, government and particularly 
TTU schools had fewer girls than boys.

Table 17 Gender, percentage and numbers in 
nursery and primary school, Juba

Nursery Primary

Pupils Schools % Girls Pupils Schools % Girls

Private proprietor 2,318 37 51 5,968 43 50

NGO 293 6 47 2,039 9 50

Community 753 12 53 2,384 15 50

Church 2,366 33 50 8,199 42 48

Mosque 575 1 100

Government 1,101 17 48 12,630 36 48

TTU 637 6 43

Total 6,826 105 50 32,432 152 49

Source: authors’ own data.

Figure 13 Reading scores predicted by interaction model 
for low, very low and ultra-low cost schools
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Regarding predicted achievement, obtained from our multi-
level modelling of test scores in mathematics and English (for 
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full details of the model, see Longfield and Tooley (2013)), some 
interesting, statistically significant results occur concerning 
girls and for-profit schools. For-profit schools make a significant 
difference in girls’ reading scores (and also to higher-IQ pupils’ 
reading scores). Girls in for-profit schools on average do signifi-
cantly better than equivalent girls in government schools. More-
over, for-profit schools enable those pupils with higher IQ scores 
to read better than the equivalent higher IQ pupils in government 
schools (Figure 13).

The different ‘slopes’ of the lines in Figure 13 are important: in 
general, for both boys and girls, in government schools the slope 
is lower than in for-profit schools. This suggests that more-able 
children in government schools are not extended academically as 
much as the more able in for-profit private schools. For girls, the 
impact is even greater: while girls are behind boys in reading in all 
school types, the model predicts that more-able girls in for-profit 
schools will actually outperform more-able boys in government 
schools. The same data are shown in Table 18 with the addition 
of (tentatively) predicted raw scores for non-profit schools added.

Table 18 Predicted raw reading scores 
(low, very low and ultra-low cost schools only)

IQ score: (non-verbal 
reasoning test)

85 (Below 
average)

100 
(Average)

115 (Above 
average)

Boy in government school 12.9 14.3 15.6

Girl in government school 8.4 9.7 11.1

Boy in for-profit school 12.9 15.4 17.8

Girl in for-profit school 10.7 13.2 15.7

Boy in non-profit school 13.7 15.0 16.4

Girl in non-profit school 9.2 10.5 11.9

Sierra Leone

In Western Area, overall, 51.9 percent of children in schools are 
girls. Girls make up the majority of pupils in all three categories 
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of schools – government, non-profit and for-profit private – and 
at each level of primary school (Table 19).

Table 19 Gender parity in private schools, Western Area

Private for-
profit % girls

Private non-
profit % girls

Government 
% girls Total % girls

Primary 1 50.4 51.8 51.5 51.5

Primary 2 51.4 52.3 50.8 51.9

Primary 3 51.3 52.4 51.9 52.1

Primary 4 52.4 52.3 52.3 52.3

Primary 5 50.0 52.1 50.7 51.5

Primary 6 50.6 52.3 51.4 51.9

Total 51.0 52.2 51.4 51.9

Table 20 Gender, by management type (school survey), Monrovia

Percentage of girls

Nursery Elementary Junior High

Private proprietor 52 51 50

Independent church 52 52 51

Established church 53 53 52

Government (2 schools only) 47 51 n/a

Mosque (7 schools only) 49 44 37

Liberia

The School Survey showed that there are more girls than boys in 
school overall in the seven slums investigated, with 51.6 per cent 
girls and 48.4 per cent boys. This is true at each level of school-
ing. Private proprietor (for-profit) schools have either more girls 
or equal numbers of girls and boys, at nursery, elementary and 
junior high school (Table 20). In the Household Survey, in each 
of the three categories (private, government and out of school), 
there are more girls than boys, but no significant differences be-
tween the sexes: 6.8 per cent of boys and 7.0 per cent of girls are in 
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government school, while 66.2 per cent of boys and 64.8 per cent 
of girls are in private school (Figure 14).

Figure 14 Gender, by destination (household survey)
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For-profit private schools are better value for money
Sierra Leone

In the previous chapter, we noted (in the context of exploring the 
impact of government assistance to private schools – which low-
ered achievement) how our testing of 3,000 children across the 
different management types in Western Area gave varying pre-
dicted scores in English and mathematics according to manage-
ment type. Table 21 gives the predicted reading scores using our 
multilevel modelling analysis, which were the basis for Figure 6 
in Chapter 3.

Indeed, low- and lowest-cost private schools in Western Area 
turn out to be more academically effective than the government 
schools serving similar populations in mathematics too. A typ-
ical challenge at this point may be to say that these schools are 
able to achieve better results because they are better resourced. 
We obtained data from teachers themselves (in our teacher 
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questionnaire) on the most significant element of school resourc-
ing – teacher salaries (Table 22 and Figure 15).

Table 21 Predicted reading scores (%), by management 
category, gender and school fees

Boys Girls

% advantage 
over 

government 
school (boys)

% advantage 
over 

government 
school (girls)

Government 15.5 10.8 0 0

Lowest cost Not assisted For-profit 24.3 21.8 57 102

Non-profit 25.5 20.8 65 92

Assisted For-profit 21 17.3 35 60

Non-profit 20.5 14.8 32 37

Low cost For-profit 29.8 30.2 92 178

Non-profit 30.8 29.0 99 168

Table 22 Teacher salaries by management type, 
Western Area, Sierra Leone

Number of 
teachers 
reporting

Mean 
monthly 

salary 
(SLL)

Standard 
deviation

Mean 
monthly 

salary 
(USD)

Ratio of 
salary (gov. 

salary base)

Government 34 443110 162982 $103.05 1.00

Lowest cost 
assisted

For-profit 6 326117 190162 $75.84 0.74

Non-profit 34 371203 199454 $86.33 0.84

Lowest cost 
not assisted

For-profit 34 217163 136556 $50.50 0.49

Non-profit 14 187907 139917 $43.70 0.42

Low cost
For-profit 7 253979 137213 $59.06 0.57

Non-profit 3 193333 40415 $44.96 0.44

Medium cost For-profit 5 366430 141937 $85.22 0.83

High cost
For-profit 1 500000 NA $116.28 1.13

Non-profit 1 347852 NA $80.90 0.79

one result may be worth highlighting at the outset. Taking 
government school teacher salaries as the baseline, we see that 



SE V E N F E AT U R E S oF FoR-PRoF I T PR I VAT E SC HooL S    

63

only teachers in for-profit, high-cost, private schools are paid as 
much! Teachers in every other school type are paid only a frac-
tion of government salaries.

Figure 15 Mean primary 4 teacher salaries by 
management type, Western Area
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Notice too that in general, at each level, teachers in for-profit 
schools are paid more than those in non-profit – the opposite 
may have been expected given criticisms about for-profit edu-
cation in the literature, where it is sometimes argued that such 
schools will always be acting to maximise their profits, so bear 
down on their teachers’ salaries.3

In general, government assistance makes a huge impact on 
salaries. on average in government-assisted schools teachers 
are paid much more than in non-assisted schools. In the assisted 
lowest-cost for-profit schools, on average teachers are paid 74 per 

3 The only exception here is when the schools are government assisted, when, on 
average, non-profits have higher teacher pay than for-profits. However, this may 
be a function of the way the data were collected – not all teachers in government- 
assisted schools are paid by government, some are ‘private’ teachers. This figure 
then probably reflects that in non-profit schools, more teachers are paid by govern-
ment than in for-profit schools.
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cent of government teacher salaries, but in the same type of 
non-assisted school, on average they are paid 49 per cent. Sim-
ilarly, in the non-profit lowest-cost private schools, government 
assistance means average teacher salary exactly doubles.

Finally, in low-cost private schools, teachers are paid only 
around half of what teachers are paid on average in the govern-
ment schools, while even in medium – and high-cost (non-profit) 
private schools, teacher salaries are only four-fifths of those in 
government schools.

Hence we can conclude that not only do low- and lowest-cost 
private schools appear to be more effective than government 
schools, they appear to be doing it for a fraction of the teacher 
salary costs. Moreover, for-profit private schools have no addi-
tional resources available to the school. For government schools 
and some of the non-profit schools, there are also additional 
resources available, such as those devoted to the government 
departments concerned with education. If these were added 
in, the achievement of private schools would seem even more 
pronounced.

Is it possible to quantify this cost-effectiveness advantage? 
one simple approach, following a method used in Pakistan 
( Andrabi et al. 2007: para. 5.17), is as follows. We will look at value 
for money with regard to reading achievement (Table 23), and 
also take into account differences in class size between differ-
ent school management types, to work out the per-pupil cost of 
salary. Notice that in the sample schools, mean class size in the 
government schools was considerably higher than in the private 
schools (for example, 47.4 in government, compared with 23.7 in 
the lowest-cost for-profit non-assisted schools). Notice also that 
mean class size in the assisted private schools is nearly as high as 
in the government schools.

Using these figures, we can divide the mean monthly salary 
by the mean class size, to get ‘salary per pupil’. Notice that be-
cause private schools have considerably smaller class sizes, their 
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salary per pupil costs are higher than government for some types 
of private school (for example, low-cost for-profit and non-profit). 
Given this advantage to the government schools, the findings 
below are even more remarkable.

Table 23 Value for money

Percentage 
score

Cost per 
reading 
per cent

Value for 
money

Mean 
monthly 

salary 
(USD)

Mean 
class 
size

Salary 
per 

pupil 
USD Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls

Government 103.05 47.4 2.2 16 11 0.14 0.20 1.0 1.0

Lowest cost 
assisted For-profit 75.84 42.8 1.8 21 17 0.09 0.10 1.7 2.0

Non-profit 86.33 41.3 2.1 21 15 0.10 0.14 1.4 1.4

Lowest cost 
not assisted For-profit 50.50 23.7 2.1 24 22 0.09 0.10 1.6 2.1

Non-profit 43.70 25.2 1.7 26 21 0.07 0.08 2.1 2.5

Low cost For-profit 59.06 19.8 3.0 30 30 0.10 0.10 1.4 2.0

Non-profit 44.96 16.0 2.8 31 29 0.09 0.10 1.6 2.1

We take the percentage scores for reading (as in Table 21) and 
calculate the ‘cost per reading percent’. Finally, we can work out 
the ‘value for money’, by comparing the costs at each manage-
ment type with those of government.

From these calculations, government schools have value for 
money set at 1.00. Lowest-cost, non-assisted, for-profit private 
schools are 2.1 times more cost-effective for girls and 1.6 times 
more cost-effective for boys. Non-profit schools are 2.5 times 
more cost-effective for girls and 2.1 times for boys. Typically, 
non-assisted private schools are around twice as cost-effective 
as government schools.

Two important points must be noted here: firstly, we are using 
the ‘predicted’ rather than ‘raw’ scores here. These control for the 
background variables, and take away any advantage that private 
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schools might have through family socioeconomic background. 
Secondly, the private school cost-effectiveness advantage is se-
verely curtailed because they also have much smaller class sizes. 
Even though salaries are typically half those in the government 
schools, this means salary per pupil is often higher in the private 
schools.

Conclusion
This and the previous chapter have highlighted some of the 
findings concerning the private education sector in three con-
flict-affected countries in sub-Saharan Africa. In particular, in 
this chapter we have focused on a little-researched type of school, 
the proprietor-managed or for-profit private school. We were 
able to show how such schools have significant virtues, includ-
ing serving significant proportions of poor communities, being 
affordable to the poor and gender fair, and being better value for 
money than government schools.

overall, taking into account the important contributions 
made by both for-profit and non-profit private schools, the pri-
vate contribution to education suggests a fusion of civil society 
and market working together for the public good. In Fixing Failed 
States, authors Ashraf Ghani – who played a central role in the 
post-Taliban settlement in Afghanistan – and Clare Lockhart 
point to the crucial role of ‘investment in human capital’ in the 
‘formation of a middle class in the developed world’ (Ghani and 
Lockhart 2008: 139). They argue that a ‘large middle class of pro-
fessionals has been pivotal’ in creating a space in which people 
can articulate and ‘peacefully resolve social issues’ (p. 142). Con-
versely, the consequences of ‘failing to invest in human capital’ 
lead to ‘an excessive degree of inequality, social mobility, and 
thus persistent poverty’ (ibid.). The research outlined in this book 
highlights the degree to which ordinary people in conflict and 
post-conflict countries are able and willing to invest in their 
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children’s human capital development, without any or much help 
from government or international agencies. An understanding of 
the contribution made by private education brings an apprecia-
tion of its power to contribute to enhanced educational access 
for the poor.

Now we return to the central argument of this book. In Chap-
ter 2 we outlined the standard approach to the role of government 
and the private sector in conflict-affected states. This acknow-
ledged that some kinds of private schools would arise, but saw 
them only as a temporary expedient. But given their superiority 
in many respects to government schools, why would they be 
seen in this way? In the next chapter, we outline an alternative 
approach of seeing these private schools as a permanent part of 
the educational landscape, and outline some advantages of this 
approach.
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5 A NEW APPROACH

The standard approach to education in conflict-affected states 
understands that (at least some kinds of) low-cost private schools 
are acceptable as a short-term expedient, until government and 
international donors get their acts together to provide universal 
government schooling. Thereafter they become obsolete. However, 
in the last two chapters we saw how low-cost private schools, both 
for-profit and non-profit, provide schooling which is of a higher 
quality than that provided by government. Private schools are bet-
ter value for money. They are affordable to poor parents. Indeed, the 
cost to parents of sending a child to a low-cost private school is not 
much more than the cost of sending a child to a government school. 
Private schools also appear to be fair to girls, and serve communi-
ties not reached by government. What is there not to like?

Moreover, we can bring in the evidence from elsewhere in the 
developing world of the ubiquity of low-cost private schools (see 
Tooley 2009; Tooley and Longfield 2015) and remind ourselves that 
this is not a temporary phenomenon that only occurs when na-
tions are going through or recovering from conflict. Focusing only 
on countries of priority interest to DFID, for instance, a recent ‘rig-
orous literature review’ showed low-cost private schools in India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, 
South Africa, Malawi and Jamaica. Low-cost private schools are 
a standard feature of education throughout the developing world.

With this reminder, we can construct an alternative argu-
ment outlining a new approach to the role of private schooling in 

A NEW 
APPROACH
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‘fragile’, conflict-affected states. (Some might wonder if it perhaps 
has wider application to other countries too. The argument here 
focuses only on the case of fragile countries, with this question 
left open.) The ‘new approach’ has five premises:
• There are roles that governments in fragile, conflict-affected 

states need to provide urgently. These include internal and 
external security, establishing the rule of law, tackling 
corruption, and establishing democratic institutions.

• Educational entrepreneurs, in both for-profit and non-profit 
sectors, have shown that they are able and willing to provide 
educational opportunities – including for the poor – that are 
superior to government provision in terms of achievement 
and value for money, and have many other beneficial 
characteristics, such as affordability and gender fairness. 
Government assistance to private schools seems to have a 
negative impact.

• These educational entrepreneurs have particularly stepped 
in after conflict has ended, so provide an educational peace 
dividend.

• In other non-fragile developing countries we also see that 
low-cost private school provision exists in large numbers, 
showing that it has stability and demonstrating enduring 
capability.

• Therefore, the standard approach to low-cost private schools 
in conflict-affected states is not sensible. Private schools 
should be embraced as an important – and not temporary – 
part of any solution to educational problems in such states. 
The role of government in education does not have to be 
extended, as in the standard approach, but instead can be 
systematically reduced.
In other words, there is no need to overburden a fragile gov-

ernment with the extra challenges of providing schooling for 
all when there are others who are already actively educating 
children. There are plenty of entrepreneurs who are willing to 
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provide educational opportunities. There are also far more press-
ing tasks for governments to be engaged in. The new approach 
says: let education in conflict-affected countries be left to the 
private sector as much as is possible.

The italicised phrase will be discussed in Chapter 6, where 
outline policy proposals are indicated. Clearly, one of the areas of 
concern will be rural areas. our primary research only covered 
rural areas near to capital cities, which may not be representative 
of other rural areas. The findings from urban areas parallel find-
ings for urban areas in countries such as Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya 
and India. of these, only India has good data on rural private 
school enrolment, where the figure is now around 30 per cent, in-
creasing annually. Given the similarities with the urban data, it 
may be that a similar proportion of children in rural areas would 
also be found in private schools in the three countries surveyed. 
If so, we will need to consider how to assist the 70 per cent of 
rural children who are not in private schools.

It is clear that this new approach could bring several clear ben-
efits. By reducing the involvement of government in education 
in conflict-affected states, we suggest that the following three 
advantages could emerge (these are in the form of propositions 
requiring further evidence, although some indicative evidence is 
given later; perhaps the third proposition is the most important):

Proposition 1: By reducing the involvement of government in edu-
cation, we reduce the size of government overall and hence the 
potential for corruption.
Proposition 2: A better educated populace is one bulwark against 
failed states oppressing their people. Evidence shows that the 
private sector is better able than governments to deliver superior 
educational standards.
Proposition 3: If the power of the state in education can be reduced, 
then it will decrease the potential for patronage with groups using 
(or withholding) government education for oppressive means.
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The reasoning behind the first and second propositions can be 
fairly easily outlined.

Reducing the involvement of the state 
in education can reduce corruption
Regarding Proposition 1, corruption is a hugely significant prob-
lem in fragile and post-conflict states. In the corruption percep-
tions index, where the country judged least corrupt is ranked 1st, 
South Sudan is ranked 163rd out of 167 countries, only ahead 
of Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya and Somalia. Sierra Leone is 119th, 
while Liberia is 83rd (Transparency International 2015). Educa-
tion is also a significant part of the budgets in these countries. 
For instance, expenditure on education as a percentage of total 
government expenditure, including transfers from international 
agencies, was estimated at 29.1 per cent for Sierra Leone in 2011 
(MoFED 2012).

Putting these two facts together, it could be argued that re-
moving education from government budgets, as far as possible, 
would reduce the potential for corruption at a multitude of levels. 
For instance, the teachers who feel obliged to use ‘influence’ to 
short-circuit the system (in order to get their names on the gov-
ernment books), the ghost teachers on the government payroll, 
and the head teachers who inflate the number on the roll to in-
crease the government subsidies paid to their schools, could all 
be reduced (Leh Di Pipul Tok 2006).

Education is not immune from corrupt practices related to 
rent seeking, with education officials, for example, selling gov-
ernment teaching posts for bribes (Express Tribune 2012; Khatete 
and Asiago 2013; Swazi Observer 2015). Removing a considerable 
proportion of the total government expenditure that goes on 
education will reduce the opportunity for corruption and at the 
same time free up resources for other essential services of gov-
ernment, including promoting the rule of law.



E DUCAT IoN, WA R A N D PE AC E

72

Better education delivered by the private sector 
can be one bulwark against oppression

We need good quality education in conflict-affected countries to 
avoid a return to conflict. The World Bank notes that ‘Education 
that helps to build stronger resilience to conflict is therefore a crit-
ical strategy for postconflict reconstruction’ (World Bank 2005: xv). 
The EFA Global Monitoring Report (UNESCo 2011: 3) notes that:

‘The combination of a “youth bulge” and failures in education 
represent a risk of conflict. Education systems in many conflict- 
affected countries are not providing youth with the skills they 
need to escape poverty and unemployment. With over 60 per 
cent of the population in many conflict-affected countries aged 
under 25, education of good quality is critical to overcoming the 
economic despair that often contributes to violent conflict [em-
phasis in the original].’

But across the developing world private education has been 
shown to be better able to deliver ‘education of good quality’ than 
government provision (Bold et al. 2013; Day Ashley et al. 2014; 
Tooley and Longfield 2015; Tooley 2016). Hence, allowing a much 
greater role for the private sector in education may be the easiest 
and quickest way for a government in a post-conflict situation to 
improve educational quality for its population.

Reducing the power of the state in education 
reduces opportunities for oppression
The third proposition is perhaps the most interesting and chal-
lenging. We already noted the acceptance under the standard 
approach that government education itself may have been re-
sponsible for some conflicts, either through providing the ‘wrong 
type’ of education, which oppresses groups, or by not providing 
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enough education. There is always a danger, particularly in failed 
states, that those in power may resort to patronage or oppres-
sion. Indeed, the oECD reports that education appears to be one 
of the services most prone to ‘polarisation and manipulation’ 
(oECD 2008: 9). If the government’s power over education can be 
reduced, then the potential to use it for harm can be minimised. 
In this section we want to test this hypothesis against historical 
research. ‘The iron law of oligarchy’ might be a useful concept 
with which to explore this phenomenon.

The iron law of oligarchy
In Why Nations Fail, Acemoglu and Robinson (2013) point to the 
concept of the ‘iron law of oligarchy’. ‘History’, they note, ‘is full 
of examples of revolutions and radical movements replacing one 
tyranny with another’. In many cases in sub-Saharan Africa and 
Asia, post-independence governments simply (ibid.: 111–13)

repeated and intensified the abuses of their predecessors, often 
severely narrowing the distribution of political power, disman-
tling constraints, and undermining the already meagre incen-
tives that economic institutions provided for investment and 
economic progress.

one of the examples given is of railways in Sierra Leone. In 1898, 
there was a rebellion against the British levying of a hut tax. 
This was strongest in the south, in Mendeland. The hut tax re-
bellion was put down, but this led to the need to control the 
newly opening up hinterland. The British had started a railway 
from Freetown in March 1896, but now they went for a different 
route, not going northeast as planned but going south into Men-
deland, which had been ‘the heart of the rebellion’ (ibid.: 336). In 
other words, the British developed the railway in Sierra Leone 
to assert political and military power, not in order to develop 
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the protectorate economically, as intended with the original 
route.

But the railway was also a source of contention after Sierra 
Leone achieved ‘independence’ in 1961. The problems started 
with the government of the All People’s Congress Party (APC) led 
by Siaka Stevens in 1967. Stevens was from the north, from where 
his party also received most support. The railway, recall, went 
south – and by this time it was fulfilling an economic role, trans-
porting coffee and cocoa, even diamonds. The people in the south, 
especially those in Mendeland, had supported the opposition, 
not Siaka Stevens. Acemoglu and Robinson (ibid.: 337) summar-
ise what Stevens did next:

so he pulled up the railway line to Mendeland. He then went 
ahead and sold off the track and rolling stock to make the change 
as irreversible as possible. … There are no more trains to Bo.

This inflicted fatal damage on Sierra Leone’s economy:

But like many of Africa’s postindependence leaders, when the 
choice was between consolidating power and encouraging eco-
nomic growth, Stevens chose consolidating his power, and he 
never looked back. Today you can’t take the train to Bo anymore, 
because like Tsar Nicholas I, who feared that the railways would 
bring revolution to Russia, Stevens believed the railways would 
strengthen his opponents.

Acemoglu and Robinson (2013: 343) give other examples, from 
marketing boards and diamond mining, to illustrate the same 
point – how structures created by the British were then repli-
cated and extended under the new post-colonial governments:

Sierra Leone’s development, or lack thereof, could be best 
understood as the outcome of the vicious circle. British colonial 
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authorities built extractive institutions in the first place, and 
the postindependence African politicians were only too happy 
to take up the baton for themselves.

The authors believe that the vicious circle ‘is so extreme and at 
some level so strange that it deserves a special name’ (p. 360), 
hence the (borrowed) term ‘iron law of oligarchy’. The question 
we pose here is whether education could also be viewed in a par-
allel way, and be subject to this iron law too.

The iron law of oligarchy applied to education
Changing the routes of railways, or abandoning them altogether, 
is one instrument that the state can use to oppress its people 

– whether through a colonial government or its post-colonial 
successor. But another way, prima facie, of controlling people 
for oppressive purposes is through education. If so, then one can 
see considerable advantages in keeping education – a potentially 
very repressive tool – out of the reach of governments.

It turns out that the conflicts in Sierra Leone, South Sudan 
and Liberia were all fuelled by the government’s use of education 
to oppress or control the population or to exclude sections of so-
ciety. This process originated with the colonising powers, then, 
following the iron law, continued under the newly independent 
governments.

The iron law in South Sudan
In this section we examine the interplay of politics, education 
and conflict in what is now South Sudan. We review the situ-
ation from before the Anglo-Egyptian Condominium that ruled 
the whole country from 1899 to 1956, through the period when 
southern Sudan was part of an independent Sudan, to the Com-
prehensive Peace Agreement (CPA) between the Sudan People’s 
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Liberation Movement (SPLM) and the Government of Sudan that 
came into effect in January 2005. This peace agreement led to the 
creation of an independent South Sudan in 2011. Exploring these 
policies we see that the conflict in southern Sudan was inextric-
ably linked to government education policies.

The Turco-Egyptian era to 1898 was marked by ‘Egyptian 
overlords bent on expanding their empire southwards and ex-
tracting resources and soldiers in the process’ (Sommers 2005: 
48). There was an accompanying increase in slave raiding and 
slave ownership, with the south (of Sudan) becoming ‘the state’s 
exploitable hinterland’ and its inhabitants viewed as a distinctly 
inferior race of people (Sommers 2005: 50). From the outset of 
British rule in 1899, the colonialists entering southern Sudan saw 
themselves as fundamentally different from their Arab predeces-
sors. They arrived aiming to eradicate slavery and bring ‘civilisa-
tion’ to southerners.

Some writers suggest that they achieved these goals and that 
‘the British were associated with the redemption of the South from 
the Arab slave raids’ with this (together with peaceful preaching, 
medical and education services) influencing the people towards 
Christianity (Deng 2001). However, Johnson (2003) points out the 
British also burnt villages (in response to local defiance), seized 
cattle (as fines) and carried off captives (this time to prison ra-
ther than slavery), all in the name of establishing government 
authority. From the perspective of southerners, their behaviour 
may have seemed strikingly similar to the slavers they sought to 
replace (Sommers 2005: 50).

From 1899 to 1955, Britain and Egypt ruled all of present day 
Sudan as an Anglo-Egyptian Condominium, but the northern 
and southern areas were administered as separate provinces 
with the British having greater control than Egypt over southern 
Sudan. British policies were aimed at preventing the economic 
integration of the two regions to curtail the north’s Arabic and 
Islamic influence, the south being a buffer that could preserve 
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Christian values and possibly be developed into a separate polit-
ical entity or integrated into British East Africa (Prendergast et 
al. 2002).

one of their key methods of maintaining power was through 
control over education. Not only did the British not provide or 
promote schooling, they also controlled and limited the edu-
cation that the missionary societies sought to bring (Sommers 
2005: 51):

Education was thought unnecessary, with minimal exceptions, 
for most of southern Sudan. Limiting the spread of education 
would limit threats to local customs and so, in the view of Brit-
ish colonial administrators, make governance easier.

While some have commented that ‘the educational policy of the 
Sudan government in the south was naively simple: Leave it to 
the missionaries’ (Collins 1983: 198, quoted in Sommers 2005), 
others note that the British administration did not ‘leave it’ but 
rather interfered to limit the quantity and control the content of 
the education that the missionaries did provide.

The major form of schooling in southern Sudan for the first 
two decades of the twentieth century was provided by three 
missionary societies, the Church Missionary Society (CMS), the 
American Presbyterian Mission, and the Roman Catholic Verona 
Fathers’ Mission. The missions were severely limited in the num-
ber of children they could educate as the government feared that 
as a result of their work the southern Sudanese might become 
too influential and cause problems of basic political control.

As a result of these restrictions, by 1920 there were only about 
a dozen schools in southern Sudan, educating around 400 pupils 
(Sanderson 1980: 163). There are tantalising mentions of ‘bush 
schools’ in some of the literature (for example, ibid.: 163), but not 
much information given. However, it seems that these schools, 
dismissed pejoratively by governments and commentators, may 
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have been akin to the low-cost private schools that one sees today 
– set up by the indigenous population in order to provide some 
education opportunities. Little is known about their nature and 
extent, but as in Kenya, where we know more (see Tooley 2009), 
they are likely to have been seen negatively by the authorities, 
who would have sought to eliminate them.

In the 1920s there was a slight change in policy as a result of 
the government’s dissatisfaction with its own administration and 
inability to subdue the Nuer people. It began to give the missions 
some financial aid for their education programmes. In doing so 
government claimed the right to further direct and control the 
education that the missions were providing. They denied them 
any real power in educational policy-making, while still holding 
to the principle that the provision of education was not the role 
of the government (Sanderson 1980).

During the 1930s the government professed a desire to educate 
southern Sudanese boys at a post-primary level for minor govern-
ment posts. Such a small number were allowed to participate that 
relationships between government and missions were severely 
strained. The government even counted up the number of low-rank-
ing posts that they expected to be available in the administration 
and restricted intermediate education to only that number (ibid.: 
1980). In this way the government kept a particularly tight control 
on the provision of education beyond the primary level.

The government also operated the ‘Southern Policy’, a pol-
icy of encouraging ‘African’ and of opposing Islamic culture. It 
remained wary of education, however, concerned that it would 
‘divorce students from the customs of their own tribe, thus re-
ducing their effectiveness as tribal leaders’ (Johnson 2003: 15). Its 
policies also ‘tended to discourage, rather than encourage, edu-
cation in some areas of the southern Sudan, especially among 
pastoralist people’ (ibid.: 15).

Despite these challenges, the quality and quantity of pri-
mary education did improve slowly during the 1940s, but the 
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intermediate and secondary levels did not expand in line with 
the needs of the society at the time (Sanderson 1980). These 
events and attitudes led Deng (2006: 17) to comment:

There is a consistent pattern in developing countries of the ‘rul-
ing elite’ adopting a paternalistic approach in setting priorities 
for the communities. Southern Sudan is not an exception.

In 1945, as pressure came for independence and the British saw 
that Sudan would form a single independent country, the official 
attitude to education changed again. At this point the northern 
Sudanese were taking greater control over developments, with a 
process of ‘Sudanisation’ replacing British officials with Sudanese 
nationals. Almost all colonial administrators were removed be-
tween June and November 1954 (Prendergast et al. 2002), and the 
Khartoum government saw Arabic and the Islamisation of the south 
as a natural corollary of Sudan’s political independence (Sanderson 
1980). The British also recognised the need for the south to catch up 
educationally and economically with the north. However, it was too 
late to effect any significant educational change or major socioeco-
nomic development before the country was granted independence 
in January 1956 (Deng 2006). At that point power was handed from 
Britain to the northern Arab elites, with the southerners resenting 
the policies that had relegated them to an inferior position (Deng 
1995), feeling betrayed as they were handed over to what they felt 
was a new northern colonial power (Deng 2006).

The huge difference between northern and southern Sudan in 
terms of their educational development can be seen in Table 24, 
which shows that the south, with 28 per cent of the population, 
had less than 10 per cent of the educational provision in all levels 
apart from Commercial Secondary Schools (where there were 
only three in the whole of Sudan, one in the south). The south 
had under 9 secondary schools per million population, while the 
north had 42 per million (almost five times as many).
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Table 24 Educational provision and access in 
North and South Sudan in 1960

Number of education facilities (streams, schools and universities)

Level of education North South Total

Intermediate streams (Boys) 194 91% 20 9% 214

Intermediate streams (Girls) 55 98% 1 2% 56

Secondary streams (Boys) 49 96% 2 4% 51

Secondary streams (Girls) 14 100% 0 0% 14

Commercial secondary schools 2 67% 1 33% 3

Technical secondary schools 3 100% 0 0% 3

Universities 4 100% 0 0% 4

Khartoum University students 1,156 95% 60 5% 1,216

Population Census in 1956 (000) 7,480 72% 2,783 28% 10,263

Source: Deng (2006: 5, Table 2.1), using data from Oduho and Deng (1963).

While post-colonial reflections are generally positive about 
the British accomplishments in Sudan, they are critical of the 
lack of development under the Southern Policy. Paul Howell, who 
had served in southern Sudan, observed that ‘one of the biggest 
[British] errors was … the scandalous lack of investment in de-
velopment and education in the south’ (quoted in Deng 1995: 96). 
Southern Sudan entered the period of Sudanese independence 
with a weak education system, an uneducated population and 
few sufficiently qualified for high office (Sanderson 1980).

But now we see something along the lines of the ‘iron law of oli-
garchy’ emerging. If the British approach to education in Sudan 
was flawed and likely to be counterproductive, this did not mean 
that the post-independence governments would behave any dif-
ferently. Indeed, the new governments succeeded in taking over 
the various power structures over education imposed by the Brit-
ish, and in this lay the fruits of the civil war.

The Islamisation of the south that had begun before independ-
ence gained pace in 1956 as Britain handed over control to Khar-
toum. This movement to bring an Arabic and Islamic culture to 
the south has been seen positively and negatively: positively as a 
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desire for a united Sudan and a way of trying to establish a na-
tional cultural identity, and negatively as a way of eliminating 
religious and cultural diversity (Deng 2006) and for the northern 
Sudanese to ‘mould’ the ‘weak and underdeveloped’ south along 
the Arab–Islamic lines of the north (Deng 2001). Bona Malwal 
(1981: 17) expresses the view that

Many northern Sudanese had the notion that there were but a 
bunch of uncivilized tribes in the South, and very condescend-
ingly, Northerners regarded themselves as guardians of these, 
their backward brethren.

Even if the goal had been to unite there is almost unanimous 
agreement that the result highlighted the differences and cre-
ated division (Deng 2001):

The North promoted Arabization and Islamization to establish 
national cultural unity, but their effect was in fact to widen the 
differences between the two parts of the country, escalating 
the conflict between them and giving it a racial and religious 
dimension that eventually reached genocidal proportions.

Much of the pressure towards Islam and an Arab identity came 
through the education system when, in 1957, the government na-
tionalised all schools (ibid.), introduced Arabic as the language of 
instruction and infused the syllabus with Islamic concepts and 
Muslim teaching. The curriculum gave an Islamic point of view 
even in mathematics, physics and geography (Sommers 2005). 
Education was in decline and the ‘Southerners had no say in 
curricular changes, which they viewed as imposed on them by a 
central system hostile to their culture and traditions’ (Sommers 
2005: 61, quoting UNICEF 2001).

An education system that had the potential to mitigate 
against division and to create a sense of shared identity was used 
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to the opposite effect and became a means of increasing division 
(Breidlid 2010: 571):

It was the Khartoum-based government’s insistence on an ex-
clusive narrative in the schools based on Arabic Islamism that 
necessitated, according to the southerners, an alternative nar-
rative based on southern history and culture.

It is also recognised as a significant cause of the civil conflict, as 
education was either destroyed or ‘bent to the [government’s] 
needs’ (Prendergast et al. 2002: 34). Deng (2006: 19):

the education system during pre-war periods [between 1972 
and 1982 in Sudan] contributed to the marginalization and ex-
clusion of southern Sudanese and that largely contributed to the 
causation of the current civil war.

Sommers (2005: 19):

Education for Southern Sudanese, where it has existed, has also 
been an enduring conflict issue: War has been fought, in part, 
over which curriculum and language of instruction should be 
used for educating Southern Sudanese.

Sommers (2005: 61):

Narrowly available, mostly poor quality education and an im-
posed language of instruction and curriculum have fuelled a 
succession of major conflicts in southern Sudan.

Although the mission schools were nationalised or closed and 
all missionaries forced to leave southern Sudan, alternative re-
sources needed to improve and develop education in the south 
were not forthcoming from the government. At the same time 
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the country plunged into violent conflict (beginning even before 
independence and developing into a full civil war by 1963), with 
the inevitable negative impact on education. Even during the 
inter-war period between 1972 and 1982 education resources 
were inadequate and well below the budget figures, leaving the 
system in a worse state relative to the north compared with the 
situation at independence (Table 25). For example, the primary 
school enrolment rate was about 40 per cent in the north but less 
than 12 per cent in the south (Deng 2006).

Table 25 Level of access to education in North and South 
Sudan during the inter-war period, 1972–83

Number of education facilities and population of students

North South Total

Primary pupils 1,349,000 90% 143,000 10% 1,492,000

Primary schools 5,343 87% 809 13% 6,152

Primary teachers 39,188 92% 3,432 8% 42,620

Gross enrolment ratio 40% 12%

Pupil–teacher ratio 34 42

Intermediate schools 1,378 93% 96 7% 1,474

Secondary schools 199 93% 15 7% 214

University admissions in 1983 3,499 99% 29 1% 3,528

Population percentage 72% 28% 100%

Sources: Deng (2006: 6, Table 2.2), using data from Yongo- Bure (1992).

Again it is clear that while the population proportion remains 
at 28 per cent, it is only the primary schools that reach above 
10 per cent for the south, with a steady decline up through the 
education levels and only 1 per cent of the university population 
coming from the south. In 1976 it was estimated that over 90 per 
cent of the population of southern Sudan had never attended 
school (Sommers 2005). However, during the period of relative 
calm the successive central governments sought again to forge 
the Sudanese identity around the Arab–Islamic paradigm, with 
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the education system becoming their means to implement this 
policy. These inequalities reignited the sense of injustice and ex-
clusion that eventually led people in the south to resort again to 
armed struggle in 1982.

During the second period of civil conflict between 1983 and 
2005 education again suffered, with the government unable 
to provide any education in rebel-held areas. In places where 
agencies were operating the emphasis was on humanitarian 
relief not education. At the time education was considered a 
part of ‘development’, which would only be expected to take 
hold after the end of the conflict. Peace must precede edu-
cation, so ‘the majority of international and bi-lateral donors 
were unwilling to support education in southern Sudan’ (Bro-
phy 2003: 9). Also, education was one of the underlying causes 
of the war and if an agency supported education in Arabic it 
could be perceived as supporting the government, while any 
that used another curriculum would be seen as opposing gov-
ernment policy (ibid.). Thus the way in which education had 
been so politicised meant that the educational efforts of the 
NGos and agencies were hindered even in areas where the gov-
ernment held little or no sway.

Here we see how education made southern Sudanese society 
more prone to conflict through inadequate and unequal provi-
sion and through the imposition of values that increased social 
division. Had the British colonial government allowed greater 
educational provision through the missions then this would 
have reduced the sense of marginalisation and possibly allowed 
more southern Sudanese to progress into positions of influence 
and power. Their influence in Khartoum may have affected the 
decision-making processes and prevented divisive education-
al policies from being implemented. Also, had Arabic and the 
strong Islamic curriculum not been imposed, but rather the lan-
guage and the manner of instruction been left to the people in 
the communities running the mission and other private schools, 
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then education would probably not have been the focus of such 
antagonism towards the government. overall it is clear that 
throughout the period under consideration, political decisions 
have been detrimental to the education and development of the 
people in South Sudan.

It seems that something like the ‘iron law of oligarchy’ was 
at play in Sudan. The colonial powers used education as a tool of 
oppression, and the post-colonial powers did more of the same. 
Therein lay the source of the conflict in South Sudan.

The iron law in Sierra Leone
In 1792, the British founded a colony on the Freetown peninsular 
for freed African-American slaves. The hinterland was included 
as a protectorate from 1896 and the two parts gained independ-
ence as a single country in 1961. The colony had a strong history 
of good Western education, boasting the first boy’s grammar 
school (Sierra Leone Grammar School, founded 1845), the first 
girl’s grammar school (Annie Walsh Memorial School, founded 
1849), as well as the first tertiary education institution in sub- 
Saharan Africa (Fourah Bay College, founded 1827). This was 
affiliated with Durham University (World Bank 2007) and for 40 
years provided training for Sierra Leoneans and other West Afri-
cans for the purpose of their employment in the colonial service 
( Banya 1993).

Education under the British began with the ex-slaves in the 
Freetown area (Banya 1993), but was later extended to the areas 
under indirect rule (the Protectorate), where it was limited to 
the ‘ruling class’ (Banya 1993). At independence, Sierra Leone 
inherited this British-type educational system that was largely 
academic, aimed at the urban middle class, and biased toward 
academically gifted students who entered tertiary education 
and found formal employment in government (World Bank 2007). 
Some argue it was perceived to be irrelevant to the needs of a 
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rural population and left a majority of the population illiterate, 
never having been able to access even primary education ( Novelli 
2011: 9):

British colonialism produced a highly elitist and geographical-
ly uneven education system, which was reproduced by post- 
colonial national elites after independence. Higher education 
and educational provision for elites was prioritized.

The very uneven geographic/social distribution of education 
in 1936 resulted in more than 50 per cent of the children in the 
colony of Freetown attending school compared with less than 
3 per cent of those in the protectorate. By 1954, the percentage 
of children in school in the protectorate increased only to 8 
per cent, while in Freetown approximately 85 per cent of chil-
dren attended school. This meant that it was the Krio-speaking 
descendants of the freed slaves who were benefiting from the 
educational opportunities and access to jobs from the colonial 
period onwards (Novelli 2011).

Despite the geographic and gender inequality and emphasis 
on tertiary vis-à-vis primary education, the decision was made 
at independence to extend this system to all parts of the coun-
try (Banya 1991). So an academic education of an elitist nature, 
serving a minority and with a continuing emphasis on tertiary 
education (Banya 1993) and an ongoing discrepancy between 
the different regions remained after independence. Indeed, it has 
been suggested that (Banya 1993: 166):

Independence further exacerbated the bias towards higher edu-
cation as the urban middle and upper classes who had benefit-
ted from the previous system became the political leaders. They 
and their cohorts benefitted heavily from the state-subsidised 
higher education. The education system thus continues to serve 
the poor badly and favour the urban over the rural areas.
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Higher education and educational provision for the elites con-
tinued to be prioritised, with a high proportion of educational 
spending on higher education. This is despite policy documents 
that profess to prioritise basic education (Novelli 2011). In 1989 
nearly 50 per cent of the education budget went on tertiary edu-
cation, with only just over a quarter spent on secondary and 
elementary (Banya 1993). Even in the new millennium primary 
education received 24 per cent of the budget in 2009 and 25 per 
cent in 2010, against a benchmark of 50 per cent (Education for 
Change 2010).

The education system which began in British colonial times 
was continued and used to serve and perpetuate an elite who are 
generally urban (from the Western Area), middle or upper class 
and predominantly Krio or from the families of the ruling chiefs. 
Post-colonial governments ‘tended to favour groups and regions 
which constitute their power base’ (Wright 1997: 20).

As is the case for many conflicts, the causes of the civil war 
in Sierra Leone are complex and contested. There are of course 
competing claims that the conflict was either rooted in the greed 
of the political leaders or the genuine historical, structural and 
geographic grievances in the rest of society (Novelli 2011). How-
ever, whether the cause is one or the other (or a mixture of both), 
the role of education as a driver of Sierra Leone’s conflict has 
been widely recognised (Fanthorpe 2003; Hanlon 2005; Boak 
and Dolan 2011; Ndaruhutse et al. 2011; Novelli 2011). This comes 
through in different ways.

Firstly, the youth combatants interviewed after the conflict 
are reported to have referred repeatedly to their lost educational 
opportunities and unmet aspirations before the conflict, citing 
them as a factor in their decision to fight (Peters and Richards 
1998). one insightful militia fighter blamed the Revolutionary 
United Front (RUF) for the loss of home and educational pros-
pects, but saw that their fighters were also frustrated students 
suffering because ‘patrimonial politics sent a few to study to 
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the highest level overseas and denied that opportunity to a 
majority, not on merit but on grounds of political favouritism’ 
(ibid.: 187).

Secondly, the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), the main 
protagonist in the conflict, expressed its grievances regarding 
education in its ‘Basic Document’, signalling that the education 
system was incompatible with the needs and aspirations of the 
people of Sierra Leone. Moreover, the document clearly outlines 
something like the iron law of oligarchy, pointing out that the 
post-colonial government simply took over the methods of the 
colonial (Revolutionary United Front of Sierra Leone 1989):

The educational system was initially a colonial imposition, 
which did not take into consideration the aspirations and needs 
of our people. The sole intention was to train passive and obe-
dient Africans to man the colonial state structure. What was 
expected of any serious minded African ruling class was to rad-
ically alter the inherited educational system immediately after 
the attainment of independence. In our country, the ruling class 
simply continued from where the British colonialist left. Now it 
has become a common dictum of the APC ruling class that edu-
cation is a privilege and not a right.

Education was already suffering not only through neglect but 
also through ‘the corruption of government officials [which] 
helped to ensure … a collapse in education’ (Keen 2002/3). Dur-
ing the 1980s there was an economic crisis brought on, at least in 
part, by corruption and mismanagement (Zack-Williams 1999). 
Massive budget cuts were implemented as a consequence of the 
structural adjustment policies that were a condition of Interna-
tional Monetary Fund support during that decade (Novelli 2011). 
Education suffered: ‘by 1986 education spending was one-sixth 
of what it had been five years before’ (Hanlon 2005: 459) and 
according to Conteh-Morgan (2006: 99) suffered a budget cut of 
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50 per cent in 1987. All of this resulted in in teachers being unpaid, 
subsidies being removed and an increase in out-of-school youth 
on the streets. Industries were also closing down and unemploy-
ment reached 70 per cent, leaving the youth with little hope for 
the future (ibid.) and little access to the privileges of land and 
jobs that went through the patrimonial system run by the chiefs 
(Hanlon 2005; Humphreys and Weinstein 2008). Joining the mil-
itia was seen as the best alternative (Peters and Richards 1998: 
183):

… many under-age combatants choose to fight with their eyes 
open, and defend their choice, sometimes proudly. Set against 
a background of destroyed families and failed educational sys-
tems, militia activity offers young people a chance to make their 
way in the world.

The RUF sought to capitalise on this ‘socially excluded youth 
underclass’ and recruited extensively from ‘the swollen ranks of 
educational drop-outs’ (Peters and Richards 1998: 184, 187). The 
situation where the elite were benefiting themselves and con-
trolling others through a corrupt educational system became 
worse as education, along with health, police and the military, 
further collapsed and the civil conflict started. As the war pro-
gressed the government’s capacity to provide education was 
eroded, particularly in the rural areas where it was almost en-
tirely halted (Novelli 2011). Around 70 per cent of the children in 
the country were left with no access to education towards the 
end of the conflict (Sharkey 2008).

Thirdly, not only did the lack of education fuel grievances and 
act as a push factor towards militancy and civil war, but also the 
rhetoric of the RUF, with its emphasis on education, inclusion 
and change, encouraged hopes of a better future when the cor-
rupt regime would be replaced (Humphreys and Weinstein 2008: 
441 (emphasis added)):
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Rebels and civilians alike saw the rebellion as a chance to resume 
their education and to express their discontent with the misuse 
of Sierra Leone’s diamond wealth for politicians’ personal gain.

The way in which the ‘iron law’ appeared to work in Sierra Leone 
can be summed up in the observations of the Truth and Reconcil-
iation Commission (2004):

Successive regimes became increasingly impervious to the 
wishes and needs of the majority. Instead of implementing pos-
itive and progressive policies, each regime perpetuated the ills 
and self-serving machinations left behind by its predecessor.

In these ways government education policy and action can be 
seen to have been major contributors to the civil confict in Sierra 
Leone between 1991 and 2002.

The iron law in Liberia
The iron law usefully characterises what happened in both South 
Sudan and Sierra Leone. Their histories illustrate how education 
and conflict are interwoven, under colonial rule and then after 
independence. The case of Liberia is similar – although perhaps 
even more remarkable. Liberia is often described as a country 
which was not colonised. This is not strictly true. Indeed, the 
history of Liberia is perhaps one of the most extraordinary on 
the continent. Freed slaves from America arrived and created in 
effect their own colony – complete with their own slaves – ruling 
over the indigenous Africans.

Liberia, literally ‘land of the free’, was founded in 1822 as a 
colony for former slaves. Thousands of freed slaves and free-born 
African-Americans soon settled in the country, despite the pres-
ence of indigenous communities, many of which were opposed to 
these new colonists. The settler minority then took the political 
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lead to establish the country as an independent nation in 1847. 
This early American-born leadership formed an elite group and 
perpetuated a double-tiered social structure in which local Af-
rican peoples could not achieve full participation in the nation’s 
social, civic and political life. The dualistic system functioned 
because the Americo-Liberians, as the settlers were called, es-
tablished exclusive political, economic and social institutions, 
and used these institutions to promote their own interests and 
maintain their dominance (Inter-Agency Network for Education 
in Emergencies 2011).

Shortly after the establishment of Liberia as an independent 
nation in 1847 the Americo-Liberians passed a law that prohibited 
the education of any indigenous people, apparently in an effort 
to control the 95 per cent of the population that formed the Afri-
can-Liberians, as the indigenous population was called. Through 
lack of education and disenfranchisement the Americo-Liberi-
ans operated a slave-master system in Liberia, perpetuating the 
same harsh and unjust treatment on the African-Liberians as they 
themselves had suffered as former slaves in the US (Dillon 2008).

Thus most of the infrastructure and basic services, including 
formal education, were concentrated in Monrovia and the few 
other cities where most of the Americo-Liberians lived. Govern-
ment-provided education failed to reach the indigenous rural 
population. Formal schooling was particularly geared to edu-
cating the Americo-Liberian society, with only ‘bush’ schools 
serving the indigenous population. These indigenous schools 
(‘Poro’ for boys and ‘Sande’ for girls) played an important role in 
providing basic education and training, including discipline and 
the communication of indigenous culture (Lanier 1961), but were 
not able to bridge the educational gap between the indigenous 
people and the urban settlers.

Despite the efforts and policies of ‘unification’, ‘open door’, 
and ‘integration’, particularly by President William Tubman after 
World War II, aiming for a more inclusive society, this divide has 
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remained. And political, economic and social marginalisation 
and exclusion were at the core of grievances that led to civil con-
flict (Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies 2011). 
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission (2009: 16) indicated 
that one of the key causes of the conflict was the

Entrenched political and social system founded on privilege, pa-
tronage, politicization of the military and endemic corruption 
which created limited access to education and justice, econom-
ic and social opportunities and amenities.

Not only is this the considered judgement of those entrusted 
with the task of explaining ‘how Liberia became what it is today’ 
(ibid.), but it is also the shared experience of ordinary Liberians, 
as reported by the INEE (2011: 32) in its research:

… several interviewees spoke of the connections they saw be-
tween education and conflict, as well as of the importance of 
education for their children, for the nation, and for the sake of 
peace.

Another interviewee commented on the divisions and patronage 
in education and society (ibid.: 33):

The indigenous people were deprived of high level positions. In 
the entire history of Liberia to 1980, only one indigenous per-
son was a minister of foreign affairs. None minister of internal 
affairs, none speaker of the house, and none head of the senate. 
So all these factors [contributed to the war]. Before the fighting, 
the education standard was very low. The University of Liberia 
never had graduate studies. Because the descendants of the elite 
went to America. They were only here for high school. They went 
abroad on government scholarships. So the system reproduced 
itself.
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Education was established in a double-tiered and elitist manner, 
supporting the extractive structures in society. It was this effort 
to maintain the privileges of the Americo-Liberians which, ac-
cording to Dillon’s analysis, led to their own downfall and the 
destruction of the country (2008).

If inequality and exclusion were drivers for conflict, it might 
be expected that the coup in 1980 by Samuel Kanyon Doe, which 
brought the first African-Liberian to power and was considered 
an act to reverse Americo-Liberian’s domination of political and 
economic power, would result in a change to the culture (and 
education) in the country. However, this was not to be: the coup 
just transferred power and privilege from one ethnic group to an-
other (Williams 2004) and thus perpetuated the social and eco-
nomic inequalities. This is a further example of the ‘iron law of 
oligarchy’, where a revolution replaces one tyranny with another, 
with ‘new leaders overthrowing old ones with promises of radical 
change’, but bringing ‘nothing but more of the same’ (Acemoglu 
and Robinson 2013: 361).

Conclusion
A new approach to the role of private schools in conflict-affected 
states puts them at the forefront of educational delivery. Evi-
dence shows there are educational entrepreneurs, working in 
both profit and non-profit sectors, who are able and willing to 
take on educational responsibilities – and they do it much better 
than government. Low-cost private schools should be seen as 
playing a fundamental role in development in these countries, 
not as a temporary expedient.

Such an approach could bring considerable advantages. The 
potential for corruption in the state could be reduced if its role 
in education were scaled back. And the private sector, with its 
higher academic standards, would be more effective at creating 
an educated populace, a bulwark against an oppressive state. 



E DUCAT IoN, WA R A N D PE AC E

94

Most significantly, in each of the states surveyed, government 
education policy has clearly been used as a tool of oppression of 
the people, initially by colonial governments, but then by post-
colonial governments too, following the ‘iron law of oligarchy’. 
The history of educational provision in South Sudan, Sierra Leone 
and Liberia in each case reveals to an extraordinary extent how 
governments have used education to repress and control the 
people, and how government education policies have been a root 
cause of conflict. Those in positions of power controlled and ma-
nipulated the education of generations of young people for their 
own ends and to achieve their political goals.

Unfortunately, there is always a danger, particularly in failed 
states, that those in power may again resort to patronage or op-
pression. Indeed the oECD reports that education appears to be 
one of the services most prone to ‘polarisation and manipulation’ 
(oECD 2008: 9). If the government’s power over education can be 
reduced, then the potential to use it for harm can also be signif-
icantly reduced.

The danger of allowing governments control over education 
in fragile states is clear, as education is a very ready tool for op-
pression. Removing education as far as possible from the power 
of states could therefore help fragile states avoid getting sucked 
back into a vicious cycle of oppression leading to violence.
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6 CONCLUSIONS: REDUCING THE POWER 
OF THE STATE IN EDUCATION

Low-cost private schools are ubiquitous across the developing 
world. In previous research we have catalogued their nature and 
extent in a range of countries including Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, 
India and China. For this book, we embarked on another journey 
to see if they were also present in conflict-affected states in sub-Sa-
haran Africa. Certainly, the accepted wisdom, which we dubbed 
the standard approach to education in conflict- affected states, 
seems to accept that at least some kind of fee-paying schools 
emerge during conflict. However, the same accepted wisdom says 
that these private schools should be tolerated only as a temporary 
expedient: what is required in fragile states is the same as in any 
other state, a strong Ministry of Education running schools for all.

Harnessing evidence from our recent research in South 
Sudan, Sierra Leone and Liberia, we both agreed with, and chal-
lenged, the standard approach. Certainly, parental demand led 
to fee-paying schools emerging, but these were of many types. 
They included proprietor or for-profit schools, not just ‘commu-
nity’ schools (which seemed to be an implication of the stand-
ard approach). Crucially, private schools, especially for-profit 
schools, tended to emerge in largest numbers after the conflict 
was over. Moreover, these private schools had many advantages 
over government schools – typically, they showed higher aca-
demic performance and were much better value for money. They 
were also affordable to the poor and were not biased against girls.

CONCLUSIONS: 
REDUCING THE 
POWER OF 
THE STATE IN 
EDUCATION
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Clearly, not every child is in private school – but certainly a 
majority are in the urban, peri-urban and rural areas surveyed, 
with a significant minority likely in other rural areas. Given that 
governments in fragile states already have a hard enough job in 
addressing urgent needs such as security, the rule of law and im-
plementing democracy, it seemed odd that international agencies 
were trying to get them to accomplish yet more – by taking over a 
functioning and still growing private sector. This could be charac-
terised as ‘pre-mature load bearing’ (see Pritchett et al. 2010).

Instead of the standard approach, we suggest an altogether 
different way of addressing education in conflict-affected states. 
our new approach is to embrace the private sector in education, 
recognising its ubiquity, its superiority over government schools, 
and its positive social impact. Rather than seeing the burgeoning 
fee-paying schools as a temporary expedient, our approach says 
we should embrace them as desirable providers of educational 
provision, including for the poor. This is the central argument of 
this book.

Reducing the role of government in education appeared to 
have many advantages too – and here again we agreed with the 
first proposition of the standard approach, which suggests that 
government education policy itself is often a significant contrib-
uting factor to conflict. Exploring the dramatic history of the 
three countries researched showed that government policies and 
actions in education were indeed major factors in the conflicts 
that emerged. Taking away as far as possible the temptation – 
and the possibility – for governments of fragile states to use edu-
cation for their own ends seemed a very positive outcome.

Moving education as far as possible outside of government 
control could also be a positive way of reducing corruption. And 
because private schooling delivers superior quality to government 
schooling, allowing education to be as much as possible outside of 
government could also deliver a better-educated populace, poten-
tially a bulwark against the risk of government oppression.
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Notice that the approach we are proposing may not be pri-
vatisation as normally understood. This is a process whereby 
government assigns businesses or services to private rather than 
state control or ownership. This generally features a top-down 
approach: for example, governments ‘denationalise’ particular 
industries. What we are describing here is something a bit dif-
ferent, for there is already a ‘bottom-up’ or ‘grassroots’ privatisa-
tion, where the people themselves, not the state, are engaged in 
re-assigning education to private rather than state control and 
ownership. Governments should go with the grain of that grass-
roots revolution.

What policy implications do these conclusions bring? Current-
ly, when working in fragile, conflict-affected states, international 
and donor agencies such as the UK’s Department for Internation-
al Development (DFID) are focused on creating, improving and 
expanding the remit of ministries of education (as well as other 
ministries) as their way of improving education. our alternative 
policy proposal suggests that this is neither sensible nor efficient 
if the goal is to improve educational outcomes and opportunity. 
Government ministries of education do of course have to look 
after existing government educational provision. But a major 
underlying aim of any international involvement should be to 
increasingly move educational provision away from government. 
Every effort should be taken to ensure that any initiative takes 
the potential for private delivery into account.

Governments are typically involved in education in three 
ways, through regulation, funding and provision. How could 
these three areas change under our proposed programme?

Regulation

Government regulation can be very harmful to low-cost private 
education, serving to damage educational opportunities for the 
poorest. This has become clear in India, for instance, where the 



E DUCAT IoN, WA R A N D PE AC E

98

Right to Education Act (RTE) has focused on inputs, insisting low-
cost private schools have the same level of inputs as higher-cost 
schools, thus undermining their financial viability. This has led 
to the closure of many thousands of low-cost private schools (see, 
for example, Francis 2014). Thus parents are being forced to send 
their children back to government schools which they rejected in 
favour of the private schools being forced to close, even though 
research supports parents’ preferences, showing that low-cost 
private schools have superior academic performance to govern-
ment schools (Tooley 2016).

There are better kinds of regulation which can serve to enable 
private education rather than stifle it. A first step for any donor 
agency involved in education in conflict-affected states must be 
to help governments create unobtrusive and enabling regula-
tions for the private education sector, allowing it to flourish and 
continue to serve poor communities.

The work of DFID, through its organisation DEEPEN, in the 
regulation of private education in Lagos State, Nigeria, may be a 
useful model in this regard. DEEPEN is working closely with the 
government and federations of private schools, especially AFED 

– the Association of Formidable Educational Development, an 
association with around 5,000 low-cost private schools as mem-
bers.1 one of its work-streams is the ‘Graded Assessment of Pri-
vate Schools’ (GAPS) programme, which aims to grade schools 
based on how they are working towards improving standards, 
judged against research-based criteria of how school improve-
ment works.

The key policy point is that regulatory environments for pri-
vate education should be explored and assessed in terms of how 
they allow the private sector to flourish and provide better qual-
ity educational provision. Any regulations that do not do this 
should be avoided.

1 Disclosure: Tooley is the international patron of AFED.
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A second step also suggests itself. The discussion in Chap-
ter 5 suggests that regulations concerning the curriculum can 
be the source of conflict. The policy suggestion is that they 
therefore should be avoided as far as possible. The problems of 
conflict-affected states have often been the explicit result of pre-
vious governments dictating the curriculum to the detriment of 
already disadvantaged or oppressed groups. Policy-makers and 
their international funders should try to avoid the temptation 
to get involved in this fraught area. Indeed, given the historical 
origins of some of the curricula imposed on rural communities, 
perhaps designed to oppress rather than to liberate, it may be 
that international partners can explore ways of making the 
curriculum more appropriate and less exploitative. However, 
the temptation should be avoided to make any curricula arising 
out of such initiatives compulsory. Instead, incentives could be 
offered to private sector providers to market-test new curricula 
and, if appropriate, roll them out as private sector initiatives, 
open to competition rather than set in stone as government 
monopoly regulation.

Funding

The examples of how low-cost private schools are serving poor 
communities suggest that education is something that parents 
are willing and, in many cases, able to pay for. So in many cases, 
funding of education may not be required.

What about those areas where there are lower levels of pri-
vate-sector provision, such as rural areas distant from capital 
cities? And, if the aim is to reduce the role of government in edu-
cation as much as possible, what about those children not in pri-
vate schools in areas where private provision is in the majority?

Here, there are many possibilities for targeted funding. one 
possibility is through targeted vouchers or scholarships, to be 
given to the most vulnerable groups or those not currently served 
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well by private education (for example, in remote rural areas). 
This not only allows them to access private education, but also 
lets educational entrepreneurs see market possibilities in areas 
which may otherwise be too poor to make entry feasible (see 
Tooley 2009; West 1994). Such funding could come through gov-
ernments or international agencies. There are examples of this 
happening with relative success in Pakistan (see Day Ashley et 
al. 2014), and such examples could be copied elsewhere. The key 
here is as far as possible not to supplant parental involvement in 
their children’s education and the accountability that emerges 
through parents paying fees, but to supplement it where, for ex-
ample, genuine hardship prevents access to private schools.

Importantly, funding should go only to the families, to help 
supplement their income, not to schools. It is not up to ministries 
or outsiders to decide which schools are deserving of funding, 
only to help parents make those decisions where they have dif-
ficulty paying fees. (The example of government assistance to 
private schools in Sierra Leone is informative in this regard, as 
discussed earlier).

Another possibility is emerging, at the time of writing, in Li-
beria. The government of Liberia has contracted out around 100 
of its schools to private sector companies, with support from 
international philanthropy organisations (see Mungai 2016). 
This includes chains of low-cost private schools such as Bridge 
International Academies, BRAC, Rising Academies and omega 
Schools Franchise Ltd.2 Importantly, this is seen as a pilot and 
eventually it may be that all of the government’s schools are con-
tracted out in this way.

This certainly seems like an effective way of quickly reaching 
remote rural populations (many of the schools to be contracted 
out are in such areas). If so, it could potentially very speedily bring 
in better quality providers with a track record of achievement. 

2 Disclosure: Tooley is chairman and co-founder of omega Schools.
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However, the approach may have some drawbacks, which in the 
medium and long term may make it less effective than targeted 
vouchers or scholarships, as outlined above.

Firstly, the teachers in the government schools will remain 
civil servants. This means that the size of the public sector will 
not diminish if this is the main approach to education reform, 
and the advantages of a reduced role for government in education 
may not emerge. Moreover, the teachers will not be accountable 
to the private companies involved, suggesting that there may be 
an uphill struggle to improve educational quality. Teacher ac-
countability has been identified as a possible major reason why 
private schools are successful (Tooley 2009).

Secondly, the approach may serve to harm some indigenous 
educational entrepreneurs who are already serving the poor. In-
stead of funding outside education companies to take over gov-
ernment schools, it may be preferable to find equivalent funding 
so that existing private school providers could flourish where 
they are already present, or could seek to expand into areas 
in which market penetration is low (for example, remote rural 
areas). Again, a good method could be to provide full or partial 
scholarships to those in hardship or in underserved areas, allow-
ing private schools to compete for this additional income stream 
through parental choice.

Provision

The methods suggested above are likely, in the medium and long 
term, to reduce the amount of required public provision of edu-
cation, i.e. government schools. The argument of this book is 
that there is little or no need for governments in fragile states 
to be concerned with providing education. Certainly, there is no 
need for such governments to increase their provision of schools. 
If there are areas of increasing demand for education, then it is 
likely that the private sector will step in to meet that demand, or 



E DUCAT IoN, WA R A N D PE AC E

102

will do so if provided with the kinds of targeted funding high-
lighted above.

outside these three areas, the key to ‘going with the grain’ of 
private sector involvement in education is knowledge and un-
derstanding of the nature and extent of that sector. An impor-
tant area in which international agencies can get involved is in 
research and dissemination: find out as much as possible about 
the current nature and extent of private education provision, 
especially for the poor, and especially in more remote rural and 
smaller urban areas. We have set out the research we conducted 
along these lines in three conflict-affected states, but we were 
only able to examine what was going on in the capital cities 
and their environs. More research is needed: not research for 
research’s sake, but research to inform the minimal policy that 
we have recommended. So, commission research and then dis-
seminate it widely, to explore the role that private education can 
play in development.

Situations of conflict and fragility bring out the worst and best 
in people. They challenge and destroy lives, infrastructure and 
livelihoods. They can be the culmination of years of low devel-
opment and exploitation or may signal the beginning of further 
human suffering. However, the end of conflict is an opportun-
ity for change, a critical juncture in the life of a community or a 
nation, the chance for a new direction as old power structures 
and hierarchies are weakened or dismantled and new structures 
emerge or are deliberately embraced.

Education is one area where freedom needs to be extended, 
and it is one where freedom is relatively easy to allow, because the 
conflict itself often opens the door for that freedom. We have seen 
that in conflict-affected states people have responded to the de-
struction of government schools by creating new, more extensive 
and inclusive educational opportunities. This open door must not 
be closed.
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The system of government-provided education that is being 
advocated by international agencies has been shown not to be 
particularly effective in more capable and less fragile countries 
such as Nigeria or India. There is even less capacity to achieve 
positive results in fragile, conflict-affected states. However, given 
that there is already a system emerging with dedicated practi-
tioners and an enthusiastic clientele, it would be foolish to limit, 
hinder or deny its growth or expansion. Such private endeavours 
must be nurtured, not stifled, so that these schools can grow 
into an effective, culturally appropriate and accountable system, 
serving their local communities and the nation.
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The authors of EDUCATION, WAR & PEACE travelled to Liberia, 
Sierra Leone and South Sudan to conduct research on 
education in these conflict-affected countries. They uncovered 
an inspiring story of entrepreneurs stepping into the breach 
and providing low-cost private schooling to large numbers of 
children in areas where government was not working well and 
basic infrastructure had been destroyed. 
 
For-profit schools also expanded quickly to soak up 
educational demand once the conflicts were over. The fees 
were affordable to families on the poverty line and the children 
did better academically than those in government schools.
 
Yet international agencies continue to promote government-
run schools, even though state education has been a major 
source of both conflict and corruption in these countries. 
 
This groundbreaking study advocates a different approach. 
Low-cost private schools should be welcomed by policymakers 
as a means of providing high quality educational opportunities 
for all.


	RANGE!C12
	_Ref364951322
	_ENREF_1
	_ENREF_4
	_ENREF_13
	_ENREF_14
	_ENREF_15
	_ENREF_25
	_ENREF_94
	_ENREF_110
	The authors
	Summary
	Tables and figures
	1	Introduction
	2	The standard approach
	Government education is a cause of conflict
	During conflict, private education emerges
	As peace is restored, governments must ‘normalise’ education
	The standard approach in South Sudan
	The standard approach in Sierra Leone
	The standard approach in Liberia
	Moving away from the standard approach
	3	The standard approach versus the evidence
	Challenges to the standard approach
	Different types of school management
	Research evidence: South Sudan
	Research evidence: Sierra Leone
	Research evidence: Liberia
	Research conclusions
	4	Seven features of for-profit private schools
	Private for-profit schools are significant providers in each country
	For-profit private schools are not a drain on the treasury, nor are they favoured by international donors
	For-profit private schools are helping countries meet their development goals, much faster than governments realise
	For-profit private schools reach the parts other school types do not reach
	For-profit schools are affordable to poor families
	For-profit private schools appear to be fair to girls
	For-profit private schools are better value for money
	Conclusion
	5	A new approach
	Reducing the involvement of the state in education can reduce corruption
	Better education delivered by the private sector can be one bulwark against oppression
	Reducing the power of the state in education reduces opportunities for oppression
	The iron law of oligarchy
	The iron law of oligarchy applied to education
	The iron law in South Sudan
	The iron law in Sierra Leone
	The iron law in Liberia
	Conclusion
	6	Conclusions: reducing the power of the state in education
	References
	About the IEA
	Table 1	Different types of private school found in our research
	Table 2	Schools and pupils in Juba, by management type
	Table 3	Schools and pupils in Western Area, by management type
	Table 4	Doe Community children (5–14 years old) by school type
	Table 5	Monrovia schools’ survey: schools and pupils by school level and management category
	Table 6	Nursery provision in Juba, by management type
	Table 7	Primary provision in Juba, by management type
	Table 8	Juba schools, external donor funding, by management type
	Table 9	Private management types and government assistance, Western Area, Sierra Leone
	Table 10	Invisible private primary schools (Juba)
	Table 11	Invisible private primary schools, by management type (Juba)
	Table 12	Percentage of pupils and schools by payam and management type, Juba
	Table 13	Purchasing Power Parity (PPP) calculations
	Table 14	Affordability calculations
	Table 15	Fee categories, all schools
	Table 16	Fee categories, all schools, by management type
	Table 17	Gender, percentage and numbers in nursery and primary school, Juba
	Table 18	Predicted raw reading scores (low, very low and ultra-low cost schools only)
	Table 19	Gender parity in private schools, Western Area
	Table 20	Gender, by management type (school survey), Monrovia
	Table 21	Predicted reading scores (%), by management category, gender and school fees
	Table 22	Teacher salaries by management type, Western Area, Sierra Leone
	Table 23	Value for money
	Table 24	Educational provision and access in North and South Sudan in 1960
	Table 25	Level of access to education in North and South Sudan during the inter-war period, 1972–83
	Figure 1	Schools in Juba by management type
	Figure 2	Pupils in Juba by management type
	Figure 3	Schools in Juba by management type over time
	Figure 4	Pupils in schools in Western Area by management type
	Figure 5	Schools in Western Area by management type over time
	Figure 6	Predicted reading scores, by management, school fees and gender
	Figure 7	Pupils in seven Monrovian slums, by school management type
	Figure 8	Doe Community, percentage of children in different school types
	Figure 9	Schools in seven slums of Monrovia by management type over time
	Figure 10	Private management types and government assistance (Sierra Leone)
	Figure 11	Map of Juba schools
	Figure 12	Average cost to parents of government and private schools, Doe Community, Monrovia (L$)
	Figure 13	Reading scores predicted by interaction model for low, very low and ultra-low cost schools
	Figure 14	Gender, by destination (household survey)
	Figure 15	Mean primary 4 teacher salaries by management type, Western Area



