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Experts say the UPE ‘ ‘ ak
programme is a good HOW Or S Or geS’ e
nitiative. However, it ® [ |
was implemented on a
structure crippie
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der the weight of multiple inter- j .

cu‘:nnected challenges. Schools across
n“ee' country face collapsing infrastruc-
overcrowded classrooms, and inad-
€quate funding,
_ Teacher shortages remain chron-
I, worsened by low pay and recurTing
strikes that disrupt learning. In many
parishes, the limited number of govern-
ment schools forces children to walk
long distances, further straining attend-
ance and performance.

Together, these issues have created an
environment where learning outcomes
are severely compromised. Pupils often
leave primary school without master-
ing basic literacy and numeracy,under-
mining the very goal of UPE—to provide
a@l_]gandzn child with a meaningful
eac ation.

Sunday Monitor learnt that in many

districts, classrooms are in a sorTy

state—cracked walls, leaking roofs, bro-
ken desks, and unsafe learning environ-
ments. Some pupils study under trees or
In makeshift structures that barely offer
protection from harsh weather

The poor infrastructure has made it

Dr Juma Kakuba Sultan, a political sci-
entist at Kyambogo Universitynoted that
the UPE programme is a good initiative,
However,it was implemented on aweak
foundation.

“The government failed to establish
proper checks and balances to ensure
that the products of UPE would be comr
petitive both locally and international-
Iy As a senior lecturer, ] observe that the
q1@;f students entering university

is *=STying. Many struggle to write co-
herently and others find it difficult to ex-
press themselves effectively. This com-
munication gap highlights the urgent
need to address quality within UPE,"ob-
served Dr Kakuba

He said in the long term, the country
will have many students accessing edu-
cation, but that education willnot have a
meaningful impact on their lives.

“It iss critical that the government intro-

duces policy strategies to Improve qual- -

ity Despite being in power for over 40
years,many schools still lack basic infra-
structure—pupils sit on the floor with-
out desks,which is quite challenging Yet,
day after day, the government contin-
ues to establish new schools. Why should
new schools be built without ensuring
that what is being added truly adds val-
ue? We have not yet improved the qual-
ity of existing schools, but we keep ex-
ing,"said Dr Kakuba.
According to the political scientist,

this challenge is not limited to primary -
schools; it extends to secondary schools

and evenuniversities, many of whichare

established. H
pgzugemhiﬂmedumﬁmlwelwm :
receiving the products of UPE, and the |
task before us is enormous. The founda-
tion determines the outcome at thetop. .
Leaders must prioritise quality. A child
whositsonthe floor and studiesundera
mﬁmbeexpmedmpaﬁmwﬂl. |
e

Mr Ismail Monday, an edugationist. .
schools

said teachers in these areequak |

Pupils attend a lesson at Muhorro Muslim Primary School in Kagadi District recently. Schools across the country face
collapsing infrastructure, overcrowded classrooms, and inadequate funding, PHOTO/FILE

ly strained. *Most UPE institutions are
severely understaffed, leaving the few
available teachers overwhelmed by large
numbers of pupils.It is not unusual to
find one teacher handling more than
one class at a time, or managing a class-
reorn of over 100 pupils. This has com-
promised lesson delivery, reduced indi-
vidual attention, and created imimense
pressure on teachers™

The educationist also noted that the
teaching worldorce is also discouraged
by persistent issues of low pay Teachers
frequently resort to strikes to push for
better salaries and improved working
conditions, disrupting the learning cal-
endar and affecting pupils'performance.

Despite their efforts, many teach-
ers continue to earn wages that do not
match the rising cost of living, leaving
them demoralised.

“In many parishes across the country, -

government schools are still too few to
meet the educational needs of the grow-
ing population. This forces thousands of
children to trek long distances—some-
times several kilometres—just to reach
the nearest school Some arrive late tired,
oreven drop out altogether due to the ex-
hausting journey and safety risks along
the way"he said.

Mr Steven Masiga, the coordinator of
the Makerere University Mbale Centre,
said hunger further complicates the sit-
uation.“Many children study on emp-
ty stomachs because their families can-

. not afford meals, and most schools do

not provide lunch. The lack of food leaves
learners weak, unfocused, and unable to
fully participate in lessons. Teachers face
the same challenge; they also teach on

Mr Masiga said in most rural schools,
teachershouses are eitherunavailableor |
in poor condition. “This forces educators |
to walklong distances to their workplac- -
es every day,often arriving late tired,and

less productive. The absence of proper

- housing also discourages teachers from
staying in remote areas, contributing o,

high

ABOUT UPE

Universal Primary Education
(UPE) is a national programme
implemented by various
ministries, departments and
agencies. Itis offered to eligible
and willing parents who would
want their children to attend
free public primary education.
The government guarantees
access, equity, quality and
relevance of basic education
whichis affordable to the
majority of the people.

The policyimplementation
is done through: Establishing,
providing and maintaining quality
education standards; Providing
the minimum necessary facilities
and resources; Making basic
education equitable in order
to eliminate disparities and
inequalities; and Equipping every
individual child with the basic
skills and knowledge with which
toexploit the environment for
selfand national development.

Source: Office of the Prime
Minlster

ral education systerns”

Reforms needed
Despite the government's efforts toim-

. prove primaryeducation, these challeng-
s continue to undermine the quality of
learning in UPE schools. Communities, :

education . UPE and ensure its long-term success in :
¢ Uganda. - tionalskills even after beingin school for

. years.The result is alarge proportion of

. learners who are likely to leave primary

Mr David Wakabi, an education expert,
da face deep-rooted and interconnect-
gramme’s

¢ achieve in many communities. As a re-

“The shortage of teachers—current-
ly estimated at 26,028—has created
an overwhelming teacher-to-pupil ra-
tio of 1:75, far above the recommended
1:53,compounded by severe infrastruc-
ture deficiencies. Many schools operate
with dilapidated classrooms, overcrowd-
ed learning spaces averaging 101 pupils
per room, and inadequate sanitation fa-
cilities, with pitlatrine-to-pupil ratios as
high as 1:80,"said Mr Wakabi.

He said these conditions directly com-
promise the quality of education.

“Overcrowded classrooms, insufficient
learning materials,and poorty resourced
environments hinder both teaching and
learning. The situation is worsened by
limited parental involvement, whichis
essential for supporting children’s aca-
demic progress but remains difficult to

sult, the quality of teaching suffers, with
educators struggling to adapt to large -
class sizes and inadequate resources,”he
said.

While UPE has succeeded in expand-
ing access to primary education, the per- |

- sistent challenges of poor infrastructure,
. teachershortages,
! ment, and compromised teaching qual- -
* ity continue to affect academic perfor- |

,weak parental engage-

mance “These issues also spill over into

. secondary schools, where resource con-

straints and adaptation difficulties re-

- mainevident’he said :

Mr Wakabi stressed that these inter- -
twined challenges highlight the urgent
need for reforms and sustained invest-
ment to strengthen the foundation of :

Steadyprogress? :
In his 2025 State of the Nation Ad- |
dress (Sona), President Museveni dis-

. closed that as a result of the government
. continuing to implement the UPE pro-
| gramme, a$ many as 8,824,923 leamners
explained that UPE schools in Ugan-

acToss 12,433 government-aided prima- |

: w&;hoolshavebemmdmed.'mishas' ;
ed challenges that undermine the pro, -
: S

" cured and distributed 334 sets of mini

laboratory equipment to 334 primary
government schools to enhance practl-
cal science learning and foster early sa-
entific curiosity among young learn-
ers"Mr Museveni said inthe Sona.

He also said atotal of 593 teachers wrre
recruited to facilitate operationaliza-
tion of the newly grant-aided secondary
schools in sub-counties.

“The has successfulty com-
pleted the construction of an addition-
al 50 Seed Secondary Schools under
the Uganda Inter-Governmental Fiscal
Transfers (UgIFT) bringing
the cumulative total to 161 Seed Schools,
out of the 259 planned. The majority of
the remaining schools are progressing

_ well and are on schedule for completion
: by June,2025. The total number of Gov-

ernment aided Primary Schools in the
country is now 12,550,"he said.

The President said the total mumber of
government-aided Secondary Schools
is 1,416. The technical and vocational
schools are 189 and governmen#&egree

*The government has introduced re-
forms, in the Education sector, which are
aimed at re-orienting the curricalum to-
wards a competency-based approach.
This involves equipping learners with
practical skills and competences that are
required in the private sector. This will
help to reduce unemployment among
school graduates"he said.

However, some education experts
say most children arein school but not

* learning. This is deronstrated annually

through assessments conducted by Uwe-
0

According to Uwezo Uganda findings
from a learning assessment carried out
in 2021, the overall proportion of chil-
dren in primary grades three to seven
who could not read or sound out letters
of the alphabet almost doubled from 6.2

- percent in 2018 to 11.6 percent in 2021.

Put another way: one in every 10 chil-
dren inUganda are non-readers,

While the assessment findings show
some improvement in 2018 where full
literacy and numeracy competence for
the whole set of students in grades P3 to
P7 rose, the proportion of children in P3
who are still at the‘non-reader’ letter/syl-
lable'and non-numerate’ stages remain

As indicated in the previous assess-
ments, it is evident that most children
are learning the basics of reading in the
upper primary grades, whereas they
should have mastered them in the low-
er primary grades so as to benefit fully
from other elements in the curriculum.

Previous Uwezo assessments have re-
vealed that asignificant proportion of
children delay acquiring the founda-

petencies or being able toread or count.
In some cases,some of them may never
learn these basic skills at all—a phenom-
enon we refer to as “learning poverty”
This exacerbates school dropout rates as
overage children lose the motivation to

ccomeat asum of Shs184.49hillion, - . - continue with schooling situations that
“The government, through the School | denythem achance to value education.

CamScanner



