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illegal costs, teenage marriages and 
pregnancies and lack of parents’ 
interest in education. 

“We must study the inter-
connectedness and deeper realities 
of these issues, before we come to 
conclusions,” Muyingo argues.

Dr Joseph Muvawala, the executive 
director of the National Planning 
Authority, says: “While abolishing 
PLE is feasible, implementation, just 
like it has been with continuous 
assessment, will be a challenge.”

Fagil Mandy, an education 
consultant, says Uganda can expand 
access to lower secondary school, 
without scrapping PLE.

“The suggestion that the 
assessment should be done away 
with is untenable. If the exams are 
not bringing out the quality we 
want in our learners, we need to 
look at alternatives, 
which will equip our 
learners with skills, 
he says.

“If that calls for 
the combining 
of continuous 
assessment and the 
summative exam 
system, then I am in 
for it,” Mandy adds.

Edward Lule, the 
proprietor of Busega 
Preparatory School, 
says PLE should not be scrapped.

“There is no way you can 
determine if someone has succeeded 
academically, if you do not test 
them,” he says.

 “There are underlying issues, 
signifi cantly affecting the quality of 
our education sector, such as the low 
teacher-to-pupil ratios, absenteeism 
and the lack of inspection and 
supervision. These need to be 
addressed,” he adds.

Jacob Richards Opolot, the 
chairperson of Parliament’s 
education committee, says: 

“Scrapping PLE is not the antidote 
to improving transition rates from 
primary to lower secondary, nor is it 
automatic promotion. Our education 
system will need to address issues, 
such as high fees, low teacher 
salaries and lack of learning 
materials.”

It is not the fi rst time calls have 
been made for Uganda to adopt a 
formative assessment system for 
learning.

Grace Baguma, the director of the 
National Curriculum Development 
Centre (NCDC), told Mwalimu 
that earlier this year, NCDC 
conceptualised a new curriculum, 
which would lay focus on formative 
assessments for learners.

“One of the reasons, continuous 
assessment has faced odds, is the 
apathy and the lack of knowledge 

on how it works in 
primary and national 
teachers colleges,” Reuben 
Wanasolo, an education 
consultant and researcher, 
says.

The World Bank says 
Uganda will need to 
enforce regular school 
inspections to guide the 
new changes in teaching 
and learning practices, if 
continuous assessment is 
implemented.

Education consultant Shmuelo 
Ssebwana of Sias Book Trust 
Holdings concurs,  saying: 
“Supervision and monitoring are 
some of the reasons why the rollout 
of continuous assessment failed. 
Many teachers, who objected to 
it, in the past, said it was time-
consuming. How can one say it is 
time-consuming yet they have time 
to rush through the syllabus? The 
Ugandan society demands and puts 
focus on results, rather than proper 
learning outcomes for its young 
people. This has to change.” 

Christopher Muganga, the assistant 
commissioner in charge of reforms 
at the NCDC, says continuous 
assessment would by now, be part 
and parcel of the curriculum, if 
schools had not misconstrued it.

“Instead of using it to check 
learners’ progress over a period 
of time, schools used it to check 
learners’ class attendance, to 
entice parents to pay money early 
enough and to gauge whether their 
learners would get good or bad 
grades in the national exams. The 
lack of a detailed implementation 
plan exacerbated the problem. 
Fortunately the new lower secondary 
curriculum provides a new lease of 
life – with continuous assessment 

embedded in it,” Muganga says.

Can automatic promotion help? 
While the World Bank acknowledges 
that doing away with the national 
examinations will not be suffi cient to 
end the low transition to secondary 
schools, Mwesigye says automatic 
promotion, just like scrapping PLE, 
does not make sense. 

“I do not subscribe to the notion 
that Uganda should adopt an 
automatic promotion policy. How is 
it a quality enhancement measure 
when learners are promoted to 
the next class without mastering 
or understanding what they are 
taught?” he asks.

However, the Government already 

took this path and ordered automatic 
promotion. 

Patrick Kaboyo, the national 
secretary for the Federation of 
Non-State Education Institutions, 
also says implementing automatic 
promotion, was wrong. If it is about 
saving money, Kaboyo proposes 
the introduction of supplementary 
examinations, just as it is done in 
universities.

Suggested solutions
Opolot says the education ministry 
should put more focus on making 
study environments enjoyable 
for learners, improving learner 
assessments and setting aside more 
money to re-tool and hire more 
qualifi ed teachers.

“Not everyone who completes 
primary school should transit to 
secondary. At secondary level, more 
classrooms and student capitation 
grants will be needed, yet the 
resource envelope is limited. More 
learners should be encouraged to 
join vocational schools,” Mandy says.

Ssebwana says the Government 
owes it to every learner and parent, 
to get tough on the issue of teacher 
absenteeism. 

“Absenteeism is a big issue in 
government-aided schools. This is 
one of the reasons for the dismal 
performance of learners,” he says.

“The education ministry should 
look into radical measures, like 
requiring local council offi cials 
to visit, inspect, supervise and 
monitor all schools in their areas of 
jurisdiction. With this approach, the 
Government will not be spending 
any more money on inspection of 
schools,” he adds. 

During the launch of the report last 
month, the First Lady and education 
minister, Janet Museveni, called for 
a re-think of how the country can 
have quality education amidst the 
fi nancial constraints. 

The World Bank, in its latest report, 
argues that doing away with PLE will 
greatly improve the transition rates 
to lower secondary, which, according 
to them, is currently very low. This 
implies that there is massive wastage 
of resources by training pupils who 
never make it to secondary school.

The bank’s 13th edition report 
titled: Economic Update on Human 
capital in Uganda, points out that of 
the over 1.7 million pupils who join 
Primary One, only about 30% make 
it to Primary Seven. Even after sitting 
the national examinations, almost 
half of them fail to join secondary 
school.  

The World Bank says Uganda needs 
to improve the transition rate from 
primary to lower secondary education 
from 32% to 47% by 2025.

The Bank’s main argument is that 
PLE is a great limiting factor in the 
transition of pupils. It questions the 
validity and quality of the exams 
done in a few hours in determining 
the pupils’ fate.

Scrapping of repeating classes and 
PLE, according to the World Bank 
will save Uganda $183m (about 
sh700b), annually.

Some headteachers, like that of 
Mugwanya Preparatory School, Bro. 
Godfrey Lutaaya, have argued that 
PLE needs to be scrapped; like it was 
done in developed countries, such as 
Ireland. 

Lutaaya, who is one of last year’s 
Teachers Making a Difference 
winners, re-confi rmed his argument 
to scrap PLE, when he went to 
Ireland on a study tour. 

“We are messing up the career 
paths of our children by subjecting 
them to PLE. Developed countries 
already know the truth and countries  
like Ireland do not have national 
examinations at the end of the 

primary schooling cycle,” he says.
However, this has remained a 

contentious debate, much as the 
education ministry is aware and 
appreciates the benefi ts of continuous 
assessment. It has in the past been 
piloted in primary schools, revamped 
under early grade reading and 
assessment which, was piloted in 
2014 and now intergrated in the new 
lower secondary curriculum. 
Reality 
Fred Mwesigye, the executive director 

of the Forum for Education NGOs 
(non-governmental organisations) 
in Uganda, says the proposal to 
scrap PLE will plague the already 
checkered education sector.”

“The linkages between exams 
and learner transition rates are 
very minimal. We examine pupils 
to determine whether they have 
understood what they were taught. 
In Uganda, there are far more 
compelling reasons, responsible 
for the low transition rates, such as 

poverty, rather than examinations,” 
Mwesigye says.

He says paying attention to 
drop-outs, teachers’ quality and 
remuneration, infrastructure and 
capitation grants, might greatly 
improve transition to secondary 
school without dwelling on the 
examinations  system. 

Though the Government has this 
fi nancial year raised the Universal 
Primary Education capitation grant 
from sh10,000 to sh14,000 per child 
annually, economists say this is still 
low to transform the sub-sector’s 

quality of education. 
State minister for higher education 

Dr John Muyingo says scrapping PLE 
should be a well-thought out process. 

“I have always argued that the 
best way is for the country is to have 
continuous assessment. However, 
this has a cost implication, to fully 
have uniform continuous assessment 
examinations for the entire country,” 
he says.

Muyingo, however, argues that 
apart from the cost, there are many 
other reasons that lead to pupils 
dropping out of school, such as 

Is PLE TO BLAME for low SECONDARY school enrolment?
The issue of how 
Uganda can sustainably 
increase enrolment in 
secondary education 
has once again come to 
the fore; this time, with 
a proposal by the World 
Bank to scrap Primary 
Leaving Examinations 
(PLE). Richard Wetaya 
explores the viability of 
the proposal

“The linkages between exams and 
learner transition rates are very 
minimal. We examine pupils to determine 
whether learners have understood what 
they were taught. In Uganda, there are 
far more compelling reasons, behind 
the low transition rates, such as poverty, 
rather than examinations,” Fred Mwesigye, 
the executive director of the Forum for 
Education non-governmental organisations 
in Uganda, says.

PLE not to blame

11,243 
While there are 
12,437 government-
aided primary 
schools, the 
country has only 
1,194 government-
aided secondary 
schools.

WHY WORLD 
BANK WANTS 
PLE SCRAPPED 
 To improve transition 
rate to lower secondary, but 
removing the hindrance of 
the national examinations 
at the fi nal grade of primary 
schooling 
 Need to promote 
continuous assessment, as 
a replacement for one-
off two days’ promotional 
examinations 
 Most countries now 
consider primary and 
secondary education as part 
of the same foundational 
education. 

Massive transition: Crisis in waiting
State minister for higher education Dr John Muyingo says as 
Uganda works towards increased transition, there is also the need 
for heavy investment in physical infrastructure, as well as human 
resources, to handle the expected bulge. 

Muyingo says, while there are 12,437 government-aided primary 
schools, the country has only 1,194 government-aided secondary 
schools. 

“This means that there is need for more than 11,243 secondary 
schools, to match the number of primary schools; which are 
accommodating 7.1 million pupils. There are more 1.7 million pupils 
in private primary schools in the country, who will also require 
more classrooms and teachers,” Muyingo says.

Of the secondary school enrolment, 679,215 are in government-
aided secondary schools and 778,062 in the 8,269 private 
institutions. 

“Assuming all these pupils transit to secondary schools, we will 
have a bigger number to take care of. This is a good problem. We 
would want to see all of them join secondary and, later, higher 
education. However, it also means we must plan ahead of time,” 
Muyingo says.

1.7 million pupils 
join Primary One, only about 

Only 32% (163,000) make it to Senior I

Uganda needs to improve lower 
secondary education enrolment 
from 32% as of this year, 
to 47% by 2025 - The World Bank

Scrapping of the class repetition 
and PLE will save the country 
from wasting $183m 
(about sh700bn), 
annually

Government and all planners should 
focus on increasing infrastructure 
and human resource of secondary 
schools

There are 12,437  primary compared 
to 1,194 secondary Government 
schools

Assuming transition from primary 
to secondary is 100%, 
more 11,243 secondary schools, 
to match the number of primary 
schools will be needed

679,215 students are in public 
secondary schoolscompared to 
778,062 students in private schools

The Transition Rate 
from Primary to 
Secondary has 
declined

UGANDA:

about 510,000 of them make 
it to Primary seven
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TO INCREASE IN TRANSITION

Primary to secondary transition rate
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Pupils of Rev. Nayenga Pimary School in Kamuli district outside one of the classroom blocks whose roof was 
blown off by a storm. A good learning environment is key, if lower secondary school numbers are to improve

Pupils praying during an assembly. Experts argue that the World Bank 
recommendation of scrapping PLE will create more problems for the sector

Not everyone who completes primary 
school should transit to secondary.  At 
secondary level, more classrooms and 
student capitation grants will be needed, 
yet the resource envelope is limited.

WHAT 
THEY SAY

Peter Olibi, parent and 
teacher at St Francis 
Primary school, Ntinda in 
Kampala
The country needs a new 
assessment system. The 
Primary Leaving Exams 
just promotes competition, 
at the cost of quality 
teaching/education.

Rose Nalule, parent
The system should 
gradually change to 
teacher-moderated 
assessments. This will 
improve our country’s 
quality of education.

Moses Kunikina, parent
How do PLE exams prepare 
our learners for life? There 
is an unemployment crisis 
in the country and what 
we need now are schools 
or a school system that 
pragmatically prepares 
learners.
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