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As it happened, both of the schools visited had mainly Alur pupils and some teachers from elsewhere 

who had difficulty in speaking Alur: a factor that may have affected children's motivation. 

Even more serious was the general shortage of teachers and of substantive heads, deputy heads and 

inspectors in the district. The schools visited had pupil-teacher ratios of 100.8 and 57.3 - and the first 

of these depended partly on supplementary staff employed by the PTA. The District Education Officer 

mentioned that only 13 out of 31 head teachers were on substantive appointments and that his own 

department only had four of the necessary seven inspectors. In these circumstances monitoring was 

weak at every level. As in Kole District, education officials wanted the local administrators to restrict 

the presence of children in markets and nightclubs, and they called for byelaws to be enacted. They 

expressed concern that girls of school age were involved in commercial sex in the urban area. 

Here as in Kole District, educational officials were critical of local politicians, but for different reasons. 

In Kole, the issue was that some politicians were thought to discourage parents from paying any fees 

or levies. In Buliisa, however, they were thought to be protecting some teachers from disciplinary 

action for misconduct. 

In relation to complete non-enrolment, Buliisa educators at the district and school levels tended to 

see dropping out of school as more common than late starting. But late starting was said to affect 

some girls who, even at the age of six, were retained in the home to look after younger siblings. From 

our selected cases, however, we cannot verify this. In the two schools visited girls' enrolment was 

lower than that of boys, at 47% in School A and 40% in School B. 

The general impression is that, at the household level, Buliisa District faces both traditional obstacles 

to attendance and enrolment, similar to those in Kole, and some more modern ones related to oil 

extraction. 

5.2.3 Bududa District 

On the other side of the country, Bududa District is in a mountainous area on the border with Kenya. 

The physical challenges of the area include floods and landslides, which can impede access to schools 

in the rainy season. The district officials mentioned a pattern of small land-holdings that were hardly 

adequate for subsistence: a context for poverty as a constraint on school attendance. 

Cultural barriers of two kinds were mentioned by the officials. One was the presence of small 

religious sects that had adopted negative views about modern education - although these were 

more active in the neighbouring Sironko District. Another was the popularity of bush schools for 

circumcision. However, local officials had made an effort to restrict bush school activities to times 

outside school hours. 

The Bududa school visited was in a rural area and showed an extreme contrast between the official 

enrolment and the recorded attendance, throughout the grades, suggesting an average attendance 

rate of 31%. But the figures may have been unreliable: it was alleged that some schools inflated their 

enrolment statistics. For an official total enrolment of 567, there were only six teachers, giving a 

pupil-teacher ratio of 94.5, and only seven classrooms (two being temporary structures). 

The school had sufficient land, with a play area and a sports field. But it offered neither a feeding 

programme nor drinking water, depending on a river for its water supply. 
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Adjacent to the Kampala metropolis, Mukono is one of Uganda's more privileged districts, with most 

of its primary education in private schools and above-average participation in secondary and tertiary 

education. But there are pockets of poverty at a distance from Mukono Town, the district 

headquarters. 

The school selected to illustrate absenteeism is located in a small town which we shall call Old Port 

(not its real name), traditionally a fishing community and market centre. Old Port is on the shore of 

Lake Victoria, accessible by a road journey of about 25 kilometres south from Mukono Town. Since 

2017 the community has suffered economic decline because of the stricter enforcement of fishing 

regulations, including patrolling of the Lake by the Uganda People's Defence Force. As the equipment 

and licensing of a 'legal' fishing vessel now requires an outlay of about UGX 12 million, the number of 

independent operators has been drastically reduced. 

The other types of employment most readily available in this part of the district are, for men, 

sand-mining, quarrying and timber production and, for women, food-selling and petty trade. As the 

district education officials mentioned, such work is low-skilled and does not motivate young people 

to complete their primary education. Rather, as in Buliisa District, some reduce their school 

attendance to engage in casual work and others drop out. At the school visited, the enrolments by 

grade suggested a survival rate, from Pl to P7, of about 50%. But the head teacher estimated that, of 

those who completed P7, about 70% were admitted to secondary schools - an encouraging level of 

transition in the circumstances. 

For a total enrolment of 437, this government-aided school had eight teachers: but the PTA 

employed five additional teachers on a part-time basis. The Old Port community is Luganda-speaking 

and female pupils were in a slight majority, at 54%. 

5.3. Combined Home and School Factors 

Households and schools share responsibility in three areas that are important both for absenteeism 

and for non-enrolment. Firstly, there are the fees and levies that are paid to support the school, 

supplementing government funding, but the size of these and the degree of compulsion is variable. 

Secondly, households are expected to provide 'scholastic materials', including uniforms and shoes, 

but the level of expectations varies. Thirdly, meals are sometimes provided, either through a school 

feeding programme to which parents contribute in cash or kind, or as packed food that parents 

provide daily: but in many cases children are going hungry. 

With the current low level of public recurrent funding for non-salary items, public primary schools 

cannot easily operate without obtaining additional funding from parents. Head teachers therefore 

have to attempt a difficult balance in their relationship with parents: the 2008 Education Act 

encourages voluntary fund-raising by schools but expressly forbids the exclusion of any child from a 

government-funded school because of parents' failure to pay fees or levies (Government of Uganda 

2008, 14-15). Excluding a child because of lack of uniform would also be a violation of the child's 

right to primary education. In practice, the protective legislation is frequently ignored and schools 

vary considerably in their handling of the issues. There is also an element of stigma that can frustrate 

the best efforts of teachers: even where the school is tolerant towards children who lack uniforms or 

writing materials, some children absent themselves through embarrassment. 

From the various evidence, difficulty in paying school fees and levies was a highly important factor in 

absenteeism at the Old Port school in Mukono, applying to four out of six children interviewed there, 

and moderately important in the other schools visited. As a factor in non-enrolment, it was of high 

importance in the two schools that illustrated non-enrolment, applying to all but one of the 

out-of-school children interviewed (in Kole and Buliisa Districts). The size of the fee-and-contribution 
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5.7.5 Implications of the survey evidence 

The findings in Table 5 (based on the larger sample) show that the poverty level of the sub-region 

and the official pupil-teacher ratio of the school jointly explain about one-quarter of the variance in 

the attendance rate. A more localised measurement of the poverty rate could well increase the 

variance explained by poverty, but the general implication is that school quality - and especially the 

allocation of teachers by districts and by the central government - has an effect on attendance 

comparable to that of socio-economic factors. 

Causal inferences require some confidence that there is no reverse causation, but the latter does 

not seem likely with reference to the school factors measured. Allocations of teachers are 

supposed to be based on official enrolments rather than attendance levels. Provision of treated 

drinking water depends on thorough school management. Teacher absence from the classroom 

is conspicuous whether or not a few pupils are absent and reflects on school management as 

well as teacher attitudes. The interviews with educational officials have shown that there is 

insufficient monitoring of teacher attendance in some districts and that some teachers live at a 

distance from their schools. 

TABLE 6: ADDITIONAL REGRESSION FINDINGS WITH TEACHER ABSENCE 

Coefficients 

Variables B St. error Beta t Adjusted t Sig. 

Constant 97.268 

Sub-regional poverty -0.352 0.058 -0.240 -6.118 -2.507 <0.01 

rate 

Agric. male -0.687 2.416 -0.010 -0.284 -0.116 Ns 

occupations 

Official pupil-teacher -0.349 0.037 -0.362 -9.470 -3.881 <0.001 

ratio 

Drinking water not -2.718 1.668 -0.063 -1.629 -0.668 Ns 

treated 

Teacher absence 40% -4.072 1.976 -0.074 -2.061 -0.845 Ns 

or more 

6. Conclusions and Recommendations

6.1. Responses to the Research Questions 

The research had goals of identifying all the main factors that account for pupil absenteeism at the 

primary level and of assessing the relative importance of different sets of factors relating to 

communities, homes, schools and individual children (Research Questions A and B). It has illustrated 

a wide range of factors, which tend to act in combination. For most of the children who were 
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The conclusions about absenteeism will be based on the combination of the survey and case-study 

evidence. For evidence about non-enrolment, however, we depend on the case studies of local 

communities and schools, as it was beyond the scope of the school survey. 


















































