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‘Education at our school is not free’: the hidden costs of fee-free
schooling in Rwanda

Timothy P. Williamsa,b*, Pamela Abbottc and Alfred Mupenzib,d

aDepartment of Social and Policy Sciences, University of Bath, Bath, UK; bPlan
Rwanda/Plan Canada, Kigali, Rwanda; cDepartment of Sociology, University of
Aberdeen, Aberdeen, UK; dDepartment of Education, University of Western Sydney,
Penrith, NSW, Australia

As primary school enrolment rates in Rwanda near ubiquity, completion
rates remain low and repetition rates remain high. This study investi-
gates the impact of the ‘hidden costs’ of schooling in the context of
Rwanda’s fee-free education policy. Using a social-science case study,
focus groups and interviews were undertaken with 200 participants,
including local leaders, school administrators, children and caregivers.
Findings suggest children continue to contend with a range of school-
related costs that impact attendance, performance and completion.
Examination fees, after-school coaching and ‘voluntary’ parent-teacher
association dues were found to have serious consequences for children’s
educational experience. Findings illustrate how these ‘hidden costs’ may
be a key factor explaining why children do not complete their schooling
once enrolled. A series of policy recommendations are offered and
broader implications for children’s rights and Education For All are dis-
cussed. Further in-depth and comparative study is required.

Keywords: Africa; education for all; school fees; policy analysis;
international development; global childhood studies

1. Introduction

Children’s basic education through formal schooling has been enshrined as
a social good, a basic right and a pathway for the development of individu-
als, societies and nation-states. Many children and families have come to
view the opportunity to attend school as a ticket to a better life. However,
this ticket often remains far from free. Universal enrolment and completion
continue to remain elusive even in settings where concerted efforts have
been made to remove material and structural barriers – namely fees and
other school-related costs.
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In Rwanda, through its Twelve Years Basic Education (12YBE) policy,
access to schooling has never been at higher levels. However, whilst net
enrolment at the primary level is nearly universal (87.2%) (NISR 2012),
most children repeat at least one year of primary school and in 2011 only
half of all 19-year-olds in the country had completed primary school (NISR
2011). There is a growing recognition that many school-age children con-
tinue to contend with a range of costs that impact upon their educational
experience – an observation that problematises the conventional understand-
ing of the country’s fee-free education policy. While recent studies have
strengthened an understanding of how school costs in Rwanda may vary
between regions (Paxton and Mutesi 2012), what remains less clear is,
firstly, a complete understanding of the full range of education-related
expenditures incurred by schoolchildren and their families in a fee-free pol-
icy context and, secondly, how these costs shape children’s engagement
with schooling. This study sought to address this knowledge gap. It investi-
gates and evaluates Rwanda’s policy-based approach to expanding access to
education through the experiences of children, families and other key stake-
holders in the education sector.

1.1. The global endeavour to promote universal access to basic education

Through the UN Millennium Development Goals and Education for All
(EFA) initiatives, the global target for all children to have completed a full
cycle of primary education by the year 2015 has been firmly established in
Rwanda and in many other countries that depend on development assis-
tance. Primary education has been considered important for many reasons.
Primary education has long been associated with high economic returns,
health outcomes and opportunity (Colclough 1982). It is seen as a right pro-
moting other rights and a key for unlocking ‘freedoms’ for social and eco-
nomic development of individuals and nation states (Drèze and Sen 1995).

The idea of universal and free access to basic education for children is
not new. It was first formally recognised as a basic right in 1948 through
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Article 26 states: ‘Everyone
has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the elementary
and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory.’ This
declaration has been reaffirmed through subsequent global human rights
treaties, including UNESCO’s (1960) International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination (United Nations 1976) and the United Nations (1989)
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Collectively, these treaties oblige
ratifying members to: (1) make primary education compulsory for all chil-
dren, (2) develop measures to make secondary education accessible to all
children, (3) ensure equitable access to higher education and (4) provide

2 T.P. Williams et al.
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remedial education for those individuals who have not yet completed pri-
mary education (UNICEF 2007).

While there has been little opposition to the principle of basic education
as a right, economic and political conditions have often failed to ensure
access, particularly for the poorest children in a society. In the 1960s, many
newly independent states, including Rwanda, enacted policies promoting
free basic education. Such policies were considered essential in order to
develop the capacity to foster sustainable economic growth (Fredriksen
2009). During this time, gross enrolment rates reached as high as 80% in
sub-Saharan Africa. In the 1980s, states had to contend with expanding edu-
cation systems alongside faltering economies. Structural adjustment pro-
grammes ushered in measures of austerity that disproportionately impacted
the poor (Fredriksen 2009). States were encouraged to introduce user costs
for basic services such as children’s education. Demand for schooling subse-
quently decreased and enrolment rates stagnated or declined (Cornea, Jolly,
and Stewart 1987). By 1992, gross school enrolment within sub-Saharan
Africa had dropped to 72% and it was not until the year 2000 that atten-
dance reached the rate it had been 20 years earlier (Fredriksen 2009).

The 1990 World Conference on EFA, held in Jomtien, Thailand, wit-
nessed a renewed commitment toward universalising EFA, including the
elimination of user costs. However, non-governmental agencies and local
communities were seen as central to the provision of educational services
and financing (Bray 2001). Ten years later, the World Education Forum in
Senegal produced the Dakar Framework for Action. Goal 2 of the frame-
work is intended to provide free and compulsory primary education for all
children by the year 2015. This goal corresponds directly with Goal 2 of
the UN Millennium Development Goals, which also states that, by the year
2015, ‘Children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a
full course of primary schooling.’ Though the pattern was far from uniform,
the turn of the century coincided with a renewed emphasis on strengthening
the capacity of central governments to provide education (Urwick 2011).

To be sure, the abolishment of school fees presents one of the clearest
efforts on the part of states at expanding access. But, as Kattan and Burnett
(2004) contend, the removal of school fees is an important but insufficient
step toward the elimination of material and structural barriers to educational
enrolment and completion. Even in settings where school fees have offi-
cially been eliminated, children and families may be asked or required to
finance their education directly in different ways. School supplies, uniforms,
parent-teacher association contributions, examination fees, school mainte-
nance or repairs and/or after-school coaching continue to make fee-free edu-
cation far from free (Akaguri 2014; Bray 2007; Kattan and Burnett 2004;
Pells, Pontalti, and Williams 2014; Sobhy 2011; Tomasevski 2003; Vavrus
and Moshi 2009). Such expenditures have been shown to function as a bar-
rier to primary school completion rates (Lewin and Sabates 2012).
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1.2. Children’s education in the context of Rwanda

Rwanda is a small, landlocked East African country. It is predominately
rural, densely populated and in possession of few natural resources. A 2012
census reported Rwanda had a population of 10.5 million people (NISR
2012), the vast majority of whom rely on agricultural production for their
livelihoods (NISR 2011). Of those aged 16 or over, 36% have completed
primary education and less than 6% of those aged 21 or older have com-
pleted secondary school (NISR 2012 – author’s calcuation).1 The country’s
annual economic growth, as measured by Gross Domestic Product, has
averaged about 7% annually for the past decade; however, 61% of Rwan-
dans continue to live on less than 1.25 US$ per day, 45% live below the
country’s national poverty line and 24% live below the extreme poverty
line. Administratively, Rwanda consists of 30 districts. As part of its
national decentralisation strategy, districts work with smaller administrative
sectors to coordinate the delivery of national services such as education to
communities. In the case of education, the Ministry of Education (MIN-
EDUC) establishes education policy but oversight of implementation occurs
through a separate entity called the Rwanda Education Board. Districts are
responsible for education delivery but there is local management of schools.

1.3. Legal framework and policy context for children’s education

Rwanda’s approach to children’s basic education must be understood in
relation to its broad social and economic development project. The strategic
policy and planning document called Vision 2020 (MINECOFIN 2000)
describes the process through which Rwanda aims to become a middle-
income country by the year 2020. It places strong emphasis on macroeco-
nomic stability, wealth creation and transformation from an agrarian to a
knowledge-based economy. Explicit reference is made to the importance of
basic education for all as part of its broader aim of the development of a
skilled labour force, including the development of human resources through
improving literacy, promoting gender equality, providing training in science
and technology and strengthening social cohesion. This emphasis is closely
mirrored within the mission of MINEDUC (2010) to, ‘transform the
Rwandan citizen into skilled human capital for socioeconomic development
… by ensuring equitable access to quality education focusing on combating
illiteracy, promotion of science and technology, critical thinking and positive
values’ (1).

Rwanda’s legal framework characterises children’s schooling as a funda-
mental right, one in which financial constraints should not be a basis for
exclusion. Rwanda’s 2003 Constitution describes primary education as
‘compulsory and free’ (Law N° 29/2003 of 30/08/2003, Article 2), an asser-
tion reflected in the 2003 Education Policy (MINEDUC 2003). Subsequent
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policies have been introduced that have articulated more specific approaches
to address the situation of particular groups – for example, the Strategic
Plan for Street Children (MINALOC 2005), the Special Needs Education
Policy (MINEDUC 2007), the Girls Education Policy (MINEDUC 2008),
and the Early Childhood Development Policy (MINEDUC 2011a).

MINEDUC’s approach to children’s basic education is detailed in the
Education Sector Strategic Plan 2010–2015 (MINEDUC 2010). The ESSP
is Rwanda’s strategy for implementing the 2003 Education Policy and, in
turn, is designed to ensure the realisation of Vision 2020. The ESSP
describes the structure of the schooling system for children, including its
focus on expanding access for all children through its Nine Years Basic
Education (9YBE) programme. The 9YBE includes six years of primary
schooling and three years of junior secondary schooling. In 2012, 9YBE
began to be expanded to 12 years of basic education (i.e., 12YBE).

The conventional understanding of Rwanda’s education policy is that it
has eliminated structural or materials barriers to schooling. For instance, a
prominent local newspaper recently stated: ‘[Rwanda] has been able to put
all children of school-going age in school and they are guaranteed to stay in
class until they finish the nine years of basic education’ (Rwamucyo 2012).
A 2007 Instruction from the State Minister published in the Official Gazette
(001/2007) offered clarification. The Instruction indicated that the provision
of the fee-free education does not remove the expectation that parents
should contribute to the costs of schooling by providing their children with
educational materials, supporting the development of teachers and contribut-
ing to the construction of schools – but that these costs must not be a basis
of exclusion.

1.4. Paying for school

Since fees were abolished in the public sector in 2003, schools are now
funded through a capitation grant, which is received directly from the
government. In 2012, funding support for schooling was structured in the
following way. First, the Rwanda Ministry of Finance (MINECOFIN)
administers funds directly to head teachers. This includes 3500 Rwandan
Francs (rwf) per annum per pupil, funded through the capitation grant
(Transparency International 2012). Each school reports its number of
pupils to the district-level officers. The district then informs MINEDUC,
who, in turn, request this amount of money (i.e., number of students x
3500 rwf) from MINECOFIN (MINEDUC 2011b). This amount is trans-
ferred directly to the account of each school. Schools have some flexibil-
ity in how the capitation grant is used, but in general, 50% of this
amount is intended to provide school materials such as books, 35% is
for school repairs or construction and 15% goes toward strengthening the
capacity of teachers (Transparency International 2012). Teachers are paid
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through a parallel process based on district-level monitoring. Primary
school salaries total about 42,000 rwf per month2 for a qualified teacher
(MIFOTRA 2012).

Parents and caregivers are expected to provide important contributions to
their child’s education. First, they provide labour for managing the school
and building classrooms. All parents are de facto members of the Parent
Teacher Association (PTA) at their child’s school. A subset of these parents
are elected to the Parent Teacher Committee (PTC) that provides direct
oversight of school operations. In addition, the government provides build-
ing materials, but parents and community members provide the manual
labour to construct classrooms.

Second, parents make direct financial contributions through a PTA
contribution – a sum determined by each PTA, which all parents are
required to pay. The PTA contributions3 are used to supplement teacher
salaries (MINEDUC and Concern Worldwide 2009). The PTA contribu-
tions hold the seemingly competing characteristics of being both agreed
upon by parents at each school, while also technically remaining a vol-
untary contribution given Rwanda’s legal- and policy-based commitments
to providing a fee-free basic education system. Because PTA amounts
are determined at the school level, amounts can differ substantially by
geographic location: thus schools in poorer areas may have a lower PTA
contribution than schools in wealthier regions. There is some evidence to
suggest that teachers tend to gravitate toward those schools, principally
in urban areas, that are able to provide higher PTA contributions (Paxton
and Mutesi 2012).

To date, the introduction of fee-free primary education has resulted in
nearly universal primary school enrolment, and Rwanda is well-positioned
to meet its education-related commitments of the UN Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (Goals 2 and 3). The government has received recognition for
its successful strategy toward expansion and access, including the 2012
Commonwealth Education Good Practice Award. However, there remains a
gap between enrolment figures and what it means for children to receive an
education, as the figures suggest completion (Abbott 2014): in 2011, only
half of all 19-year-olds had actually completed primary school, as evidenced
by having taken the Primary 6 national exam. Additionally, three in four
had repeated at least one year of primary school. There is some evidence to
suggest that costs associated with schooling continue to remain a major
obstacle for children, particularly those from low-income households (World
Bank 2011). Low completion rates were of core concern for this study, as
they signify that children are not benefitting from the education system as it
was intended they should. This study was designed in order to investigate
this gap.

6 T.P. Williams et al.
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2. Methodology

2.1. Research questions

This study was guided by the following question: ‘In light of Rwanda’s cur-
rent education policy, what costs do young people and their families con-
tinue to incur, and how do these costs impact upon children’s educational
experience?’ The reference to children’s ‘educational experience’ is a proxy
for our intent to explore the impact of costs and school-related expenditures
in a holistic sense.

2.2. Study design

A social science case study design was adopted to examine the research
questions in a rural sector in Rwanda’s Eastern Province. The sector was
‘typical’ in the sense that three-quarters of children in Rwanda live in rural
areas; thus, it can be seen as casting light on the type of experiences that
children across much of the country living in similar conditions might
encounter. The strength of such a design is not necessarily its ability to gen-
eralise percentages from specific findings to a broader population (Yin
2002). It would be inappropriate to suggest that the situation facing young
people in the rural setting we studied would be the same as for young peo-
ple in schools in an urban setting, such as the capital city of Kigali, where
costs, contributions and livelihoods differ considerably (see Paxton and
Mutesi 2012). To be sure, we have no intention of judging a whole from a
mere sliver, but the strength of the case study design is in the details: it is
particularly well suited for exploring the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of a contempo-
rary phenomenon in context (Yin 2002). By seeking out perspectives from
numerous stakeholders, we sought to uncover how these different perspec-
tives converge (or diverge) in a way that other approaches may not permit.
Such an in-depth perspective is intended to yield a level of depth about
‘what is really going on’, albeit in a limited geographic location. The les-
sons learned from this case study are intended to generate hypotheses, raise
new questions and inform discussions on how education policy shapes local
experience.

The study design benefited considerably from the fact that the first
author had been living in the area for seven months prior to the commence-
ment of this study. This helped to contextualise our approach, in terms of
both methods and logistics. Different questions, concepts and approaches
were developed and piloted before the study began. During this preparatory
phase, we found young people willing to speak at length about their knowl-
edge and experience of school-related costs; thus the study design reflected
children’s knowledge and willingness to engage.

Fieldwork occurred during a six-week period in September/October
2012. Prior to the commencement of the study, ethical approval was
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obtained from the first author’s home institution, the Department of Social
and Policy Sciences at the University of Bath. Six experienced Rwandan
researchers and one expatriate coordinator carried out all aspects of the
fieldwork. Each had previous experience conducting qualitative research.
All study team members underwent an intensive two-day training in
research ethics, working with children and the principles and methods of
qualitative field research. Because of the low literacy of many participants,
informed consent forms were read aloud and all questions answered before
participants indicated their verbal consent. Children’s assent was given sepa-
rately to avoid the possibility of coerced participation. Our local collaborat-
ing partner, Plan Rwanda, acted as a child protection referral entity.

2.3. Data collection and analysis

We worked with Plan Rwanda, as well as local leaders, sector education
officers and school administrators, to plan and carry out the research. The
study team liaised with local school administrators and local leaders to iden-
tify potential study participants. Before the commencement of an interview
or focus-group discussion (FGD), the facilitator detailed the purpose of the
study and reviewed issues of privacy and confidentiality and the right of
participants to fully withdraw from the study at any time. The facilitator
explained that the purpose of the research was to help local organisations
get a better understanding of ongoing challenges around education, particu-
larly those related to school costs, and that the research sought to ensure
that local perspectives could be reflected in advocacy for policies and pro-
grammes concerning children and education.

Interviews and FGDs were held in Kinyarwanda and carried out by
researchers of the same gender as study participants. Focus groups with
children were carried out on school premises, while those with adults were
held in local government offices. For group discussions, study team mem-
bers worked in pairs to facilitate focus groups, with one facilitator leading
the discussion and the other assistant making sure the interview remained
out of earshot of others, while taking notes as appropriate.

The fieldwork yielded focus groups and interviews with approximately
200 participants, including: 15 key informant interviews with local leaders
and members of civil society; 8 key informant interviews with school
administrators and local education officers; 16 focus groups with 112
schoolchildren; 6 focus groups with 42 parents; and 16 interviews with
school-age children not regularly attending school, along with their primary
caregivers. Focus groups with students mostly comprised children at the
upper end of the education cycle (e.g. Primary 6 students for primary school
and Senior 3 students for Junior Secondary). This was for two reasons.
First, we thought that students nearing completion of their studies may be
able to offer a more complete reflection of the costs incurred over the

8 T.P. Williams et al.
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duration of their school experience. Second, preliminary work during the
piloting phases suggested that there were additional costs affecting children
entering their final year of a particular schooling cycle, and it was important
that these charges were reflected in our findings. We recognise that children
from the poorest families are less likely to reach the final year of primary or
junior secondary school.4 However, the benefit of FGDs is less to interro-
gate the situation of any individual participant and more to enable partici-
pants to draw on their experiences and observations to bring insights to the
group discussion. As can be seen in some of the quotations presented in the
findings section below, sometimes children opted to draw from their own
experiences, while at other times, they discussed the impact of school costs
in a broader, collective sense.

All interview and focus group transcripts were analysed thematically
with respect to our research question. Members of the research team worked
in pairs to transcribe, review and code transcripts. Working in pairs enabled
the study team to cross-check one another and resolve differences in inter-
pretation of data.

3. Findings: the impact of school costs

3.1. Introduction

Our research question focused on identifying school-related costs and under-
standing their impact on children’s engagement with schooling. To be sure,
how costs affected enrolment was of high importance, but we were also
open to learning how costs may affect children in other ways such as per-
formance, completion and how young people thought about their futures.
For example, we examined how children who fail to pay the required costs
might be treated differently at school compared with their peers who had
paid, whether and how costs differ by gender, and how the situation facing
school-age children compared with that of those who are not currently
attending school. The findings reported in this section paint a complex pic-
ture of children’s experiences of school costs in terms of the number of
‘hidden’ costs incurred as well as how they came to affect children’s educa-
tional experiences.

3.2. School-related costs incurred by families

In order to explore what costs parents and children incur, we used an inter-
active costing activity with schoolchildren and adults who participated in
the focus groups. The facilitator used an oversized piece of drawing paper
to explore with participants an exhaustive list of the different costs that they
associated with going to school. Participants were specifically asked to iden-
tify: (1) the name of the cost and its amount, (2) how often this cost is
asked of them and (3) what happens if the cost is not met. It was left up to
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participants themselves to determine what, in their view, constituted a
school-related cost. Focus group facilitators used non-directive probing tech-
niques (e.g. ‘Please tell us more about this issue’) to learn additional details
about issues raised in group discussions. This activity produced two striking
findings: the first is the sheer number of different charges associated with
attending school. The second is the number of different items that children
reported could lead to them being sent home if unpaid. The following sec-
tion describes several categories of costs that were most pronounced in the
data across all groups.

3.2.1. PTA contributions

Parent-teacher association contributions featured centrally in all FGDs with
parents and children. For the study overall, there was a high level of aware-
ness from nearly all participants about PTA contributions. Amounts varied
depending mostly on school level. Primary schools requested between 200
and 300 rwf per term, while for junior secondary school, the amount was
2000 rwf per term. The PTA was characterised as a teacher’s bonus. Head
teachers and parents in particular emphasised the importance of this amount
to help supplement teacher salaries.

Interviews with head teachers stressed how the PTA amount is deter-
mined through a local and organic process. As a head teacher put it: ‘This
is decided in the PTA meeting. We call all parents to attend and it is upon
them to decide on the cost.’ Most interviews with head teachers stressed the
importance of PTA for their schools. PTA was characterised as an important
source of resources that benefit the teachers. Equally, they stressed the vol-
untary nature of the contribution: ‘Non-payment of this money does not
exclude a child from attending school,’ noted a head teacher at a primary
school. While the head teachers stressed the collective way in which the
PTA was decided upon, they gave several examples that seemed to imply
that the system was not working at their school as intended. One primary
school head teacher estimated that only one-third of parents or students at
their school had made the contributions expected of them. Earlier this year,
one of our study team members attended a PTA meeting of a school where
the research reported in this paper was undertaken. During this meeting, the
head teacher implored the parents to make their PTA contributions. Asked
about this PTA meeting during the formal interview, the head teacher
responded that the parents ‘were not adhering to the payments as agreed’.

Interviews with head teachers suggested a degree of frustration concern-
ing PTA contributions: payments are agreed upon through the PTC but are
also technically voluntary. On the one hand, head teachers stressed the
importance of the contribution to supplement teacher salaries. On the other
hand, getting children or their families to pay the agreed contribution was

10 T.P. Williams et al.
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difficult and they often failed to do so. This seems to put head teachers in
the awkward and contradictory position of theoretically running a fee-free
school, while also continually chasing children and parents to, as the head
master above put it, ‘adhere to the payments as agreed’. A member of a
community-based NGO (and recent secondary school graduate in Rwanda)
put it this way:

It is so confusing. People are like ‘You have to take your kids to school.’ At
school, though, you have to pay a school contribution. But on the other hand
the government says education is free. They do not know what is happening
in the field.

Indeed, interviews and FGDs with children and other adults in the area pro-
vided a very different characterisation of the nature of PTA contributions.
This is well illustrated in an exchange that occurred within one of the FGDs
with women. Commenting on PTA contributions, a 38-year-old community
leader started off the conversation by saying, ‘There is no child that is sent
away because they have not paid PTA’ – at which point she was immedi-
ately interrupted and chastised by other parents in the group: ‘Ah! They
send them away! They send them away!’ ‘Okay,’ the woman replied,
‘maybe I can say that they don’t send them away but they do not let them
attend lessons.’

It was in FGDs with children that particularly vivid illustrations were
provided of how PTA is understood in their schools and communities. By
law, children cannot be excluded from the school due to non-payment of
school contributions. However, children and families talked about PTA in
much the same way one might talk about a school fee. Schools did not
seem to have a formal, written procedure for those failing to pay PTA costs.
However, failure to pay often had the same end result – exclusion.

In all the focus groups with children in primary and junior secondary
schools, the issue of the involuntary nature of PTA in their schools was
raised. A boy in Senior 3 explained that students are sometimes sent home
and often not permitted to take examinations until PTA is paid:

There are many students who repeat a year just because of PTA. For example
they attend school. Then when you start doing your exam, they send you out
[because you haven’t paid PTA]. You come back the next day and they send
you out again. The next day they do the same. Then at the end, after making
a total marks on your academic report, you find that you have failed just
because you missed some exams. Then, they make you repeat year saying
that you don’t have enough marks, and you cannot complain. (Boy, 19,
Senior 3)

Children not currently in school, along with their caregivers, drew from
their own experience5 and observations to offer insight into the issue of
PTA. One mother, for example, told us:
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When a child doesn’t pay that [PTA] money, he or she gets expelled from
school. The school can be patient for one month but when it goes beyond that
they send the child home. They tell the child ‘go home and come back with
the money’. (Mother whose child had dropped out of school)

3.2.2. Examination-related costs

The section above illustrates the connection between payment of PTA and
children’s ability to attend and remain in school. However, many children
also spoke of costs directly associated with taking examinations6 (see
Table 1).7

In the focus groups and interviews, the children told us about the conse-
quences of failing to pay examination-related costs. The ways in which chil-
dren talk about the financial challenges related to examination costs suggest
a real possibility that they may explain, at least in part, problems of reten-
tion in school. A boy in Senior 3 explained:

In the first term, we pay 2000 rwf for PTA. Then the second term we are
asked to pay 3000 rwf for registration for the national examination, then we
have to pay another 2000 rwf for PTA [in the second term]. Then we pay
500 rwf for photos. Then we pay 1000 rwf for the senior-3 mock examina-
tion. Then we have to pay 5000 rwf for the food and accommodation during
the national examination. … For a child from the poor family that is a very
big amount to pay. There was a child that used to be in our class but he left
school to work for the money to pay for the exams but he only paid 3000
rwf for registration for national examination and wasn’t able to pay the other
money. So he just stayed home. (Boy, 17, Senior 3)

A boy in Primary 6 pointed out:

When you didn’t pay [the examination fee] they don’t allow you to sit for the
exam. So you miss the exam. (Boy, 16, Primary 6)

Table 1. Examination-related costs.

Type of cost Amount

Accommodation and food during national
examinations

5000 rwf (Junior secondary)

District examination 1000 rwf (Junior secondary)
Examination book 300 rwf (Junior secondary)
Passport photos for national examination
entry card

500 rwf (Primary 6; Junior
secondary)

School report 100–300 rwf (Primary 6; Junior
secondary)

Mock examinations 500–2000 rwf (Primary 6; Junior
secondary)

National examination registration fee 3000 rwf (Primary 6; Junior
secondary)

12 T.P. Williams et al.
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3.2.3. School materials

Most informants in focus groups and in interviews described the struggles
some children have in paying for basic school materials, most notably
school uniforms, notebooks and pens. Other expenditures related to going
to school include paying for haircuts, shoes and, for girls, sanitary pads.
These were considered essential if a child were to attend primary or second-
ary school (Table 2).

In the group discussions and individual interviews, children told us that
if children go to school not wearing uniform or without notebooks it can
result in exclusion:

There are [children] who do not have notebooks to write in and when this
happens the [school administrators] send them home. Or they do not have a
pen and they send them home. They do not have school uniform – they send
them home. They tell them to come back to school once they have these
materials. (Boy, 16, Primary 6)

You may not have [sanitary pads] and when you are in your period it leaves
a mark behind on your clothes and when other children notice it you get
embarrassed! (Girl, 16, Primary 6)

3.2.4. Coaching

While not a formally recognised part of education policy, after-school
coaching is included as a school cost in this analysis because it was per-
ceived by many children to be an essential for educational success. As one
boy, aged 14, put it, ‘Coaching is for the serious student.’ Coaching can
occur before or after school, at the weekends, between terms or during the
holidays. Teachers may coach their own students or travel to nearby schools
to teach students from other schools during the holidays. Per-month figures

Table 2. List and approximate cost of school materials and attire seen as essential
for children attending primary and junior secondary schools.

Type of cost Amount (frequency)

Haircut 100–300 rwf (once a month)
Mathematical set 400–500 rwf (one-off payment)
Pens 50–100 rwf (red and blue – replaced every two

weeks)
Sanitary pads (girl) 600–1200 rwf (once a month)
School uniform (Primary) 2600–4000 rwf (one outfit)
School uniform (Junior
Secondary)

6000–9000 rwf (one outfit)

Shoes 600–3000 rwf (one pair)
Notebooks (Primary) 100–200 rwf (20–30 books a year)
Notebooks (Junior Secondary) 1500 rwf per book (need 6 per year)
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for coaching tended to be around 500 to 1000 rwf. Below are two examples
that reflect how coaching was discussed in focus groups:

You see, the teachers teach [during out-of-school coaching] and after a month
you have to pay 1000 rwf. Yet sometimes you don’t have it because you are
poor or because your father does not like the idea of a child going to after-
school classes. When you ask him for the money, he will tell you that when
he was studying he did not have the additional coaching. So you find that
you miss it while other students continue to have it. (Girl, 15, Primary 6)

It was clear that children placed high importance on coaching – particularly
given that many with whom we spoke were candidates preparing for their
national examinations. There was some concern expressed in focus groups
and interviews that aspects of the teaching curriculum might be covered
only during these coaching sessions. In other words, failing to attend coach-
ing may leave one unprepared for the examination:

Coaching is only attended by students from rich families, and those students
are the ones that then succeed [in the national exam]. Those who do not
attend coaching are not of the same quality [compared with those who do
attend coaching]. We don’t attend the same courses. For those who attend
after-school coaching, teachers give them additional homework and the stu-
dents spend the night answering it. But for us [who do not attend], they don’t
give us those questions, because they say we didn’t pay the coaching money.
So you can understand that if we are not given homework to do at night we
will not know anything. So this coaching is a problem for us. We want it for
all of us. (Boy, 14, Primary 6)

3.3. How do school costs affect children’s aspirations and perceptions of
possibility?

The evidence presented in the sections above makes the connection between
school costs and issues of attendance and retention within a fee-free educa-
tion policy context. We now turn to look at other ways in which school
costs may impact on children’s experience and engagement with school.

3.3.1. School costs and discouragement

Focus groups with children and adults pointed to students being sent home
for failing to have the required materials (uniforms, notebooks and pens) or
for not paying school-related costs such as PTA. However, some children
who had been sent home numerous times reported how they began to ques-
tion the merits of continuing the struggle to remain in school. Some chil-
dren found themselves in a seemingly never-ending cycle of going to
school only to be sent home unable to pay PTA and/or afford to buy essen-
tial materials and school uniform. Some spoke of the humiliation and
embarrassment they felt for failing to have the proper materials or PTA

14 T.P. Williams et al.
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contributions demanded of them by the school. Punishments such as sweep-
ing school grounds or digging or cleaning toilets were not uncommon for
those who failed to bring the materials or money requested of them. Some
suggested a deeper, underlying psychosocial impact of the inability to pay
costs. Poor students who miss classes because they are unable to meet costs
such as PTA are stigmatised and discriminated against and this has a nega-
tive impact on their performance and serves as a regular reminder of their
poverty. For example, one girl aged 18, who was not currently enrolled in
school, recounted the humiliation she felt for not having a uniform when
she was a student:

I was sad when I saw the other children looking smart in their uniforms. I
was ashamed [that I didn’t have a uniform]. The teacher used to tell the stu-
dent who didn’t have a uniform to stand up [in class]. I was shamed in front
of the other students. I told my mother, but she said ‘We are poor, I cannot
do anything, let us wait, maybe we will get the money.’

School costs and contributions not only impact on how children come to
understand their lives in the present (i.e., their ability to enrol and remain in
school) but may also affect how children and families come to think about
their educational futures. A child in Primary 6, for example, must contend
with a range of costs that have been outlined above; however, if they are
struggling at this stage in their schooling to pay their 200 rwf PTA contribu-
tion, the prospect of paying 2000 rwf PTA in secondary school is daunting
and perhaps unrealistic. In such a situation, expectations of future educa-
tional attainment may shift downwards.

A student in Senior 4 drew from his own experience as an orphan to
explain how PTA has affected how he is thinking about his future:

Last term I didn’t have the amount needed for PTA because I don’t have my
parents. So when it was time to pay PTA I was sent home. I spent almost
two weeks working for the money. Then after getting the 2000 rwf I came
back to school. At that time I found out I needed to pay another 200 rwf for
my sister who is in Primary 6 in my school. If you don’t manage to pay this
money the school obliges you to go home. For children who leave school
early, it is often the case that PTA is one of the main reasons. When the
school sends you home like three times per week you give up. You say to
yourself, ‘Maybe we were not all created to go to school. Let me stop and
maybe God has another plan for me.’ (Boy, 18, Senior 4)

3.3.2. Unpredictable costs

The school costs reported above may be knowable but children and families
found them difficult to anticipate. Parents were not always informed about the
costs expected of them. For example, the costs related to examinations in Pri-
mary 6 and Senior 3 are not expected at other school grades, so parents may
not be aware they are going to be asked to pay these fees. Across focus groups
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and interviews there was a general consensus that school costs are not usually
a fixed or predictable amount. Far from an aberration, this is part of the built-
in flexibility of the educational system that enables schools, through the PTC,
to decide upon an appropriate PTA contribution from each student (Paxton
and Mutesi 2012). While some expenditures, such as a school uniform or
pens, may be fairly straightforward to anticipate, this was not the case for
other costs. Parents may be suspicious when their children continue to ask for
money for school-related charges. One boy explained this dynamic:

Even when we have parents who agree to give us money for PTA, if you ask
them about other money, they aren’t aware of it. So parents will be discour-
aged, thinking that you are asking them for money for unnecessary things.
There is no specified money to pay every term or every year so that you can
plan and say, ‘I will pay this amount of money for this term and I will pay
that amount of money for another term.’ If you know the amounts, you could
even work for the amount in the holidays and save some of the money that
you will be needing to pay during the school period. (Boy, 19, Senior 3)

The quote speaks to the challenge of finding money for PTA along with
other demands. Most rural households have very seasonal incomes and often
little cash income. Education is one of the things for which households tend
to save. Even if a poor household does save they may not be able to save
sufficiently due to other emergencies such as healthcare or food.

While the variability of PTA contributions is intended to enable families
in poorer regions of the country to pay less, members of NGOs also found
it to present challenges for their work. The PTA may vary from one year to
the next and from one school to another. In addition to PTA, NGOs and
other key education stakeholders often found examination-related expenses
and other ‘hidden’ costs difficult to anticipate. Interviews with members of
local and international NGOs produced evidence that some organisations
turned a blind eye to the existence and severity of costs in a fee-free sys-
tem: ‘We don’t pay for these students [in 12YBE] because their schooling
is free!’ insisted a regional director of a large NGO working in the area.
Other organisations, however, seemed more aware of the existence of school
costs, but opted to concentrate their funds elsewhere – in part because of
the difficulty of preparing programme budgets when school costs are in per-
petual flux. As one boy, aged 13 in Primary 6, succinctly explained: ‘All
the supporters left us because of this nine years basic education. They have
heard that it is free and decided to stop supporting.’

4. Discussion and conclusion

This study illustrates how residual costs can be a financial barrier to school
attendance and completion in a fee-free education system and can have seri-
ous implications for the life chances and educational trajectories of children.

16 T.P. Williams et al.
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The rural Rwandan context studied here offers a compelling case-study of
how a wide range of school-related costs operate, often overtly, but some-
times covertly, to shape children’s engagement with schooling. Financial
and material inputs such as uniforms, examination fees and PTA contribu-
tions function as key and mediating determinants in the educational lives,
experiences and trajectories of young people. Aspirations and perceptions of
possibility are adjusted accordingly.

Fee-free education policy must not imply that children’s education is
free. To be clear, schooling in Rwanda never has been free – the govern-
ment has made clear that meeting the costs of education is a partnership
between schools and parents. Sometimes this message has not always been
understood well and it is often mischaracterised in the local and interna-
tional media. More importantly, findings suggest a lack of harmonisation
between what the government says in Kigali and what occurs on the
ground. This can occur for a number of reasons. As the study findings sug-
gest, schools are dependent on PTA to cover costs and especially to moti-
vate teachers and, therefore, head teachers feel pressure to collect these
contributions. Another key explanatory factor is that although the govern-
ment has said that no child should be excluded because of the inability of
parents to pay PTA or have a uniform, there is no official way to determine
which children should be exempt from these expectations or requirements.

While the study’s findings had a limited geographical scope, they offer
some insight into what is happening across the country. The impact of these
types of costs in different communities will depend on poverty levels but
they are likely to have a similar impact on children from poor households
wherever they live. Other research has found, for example, that children
from poor homes in Kigali have been sent home from school because their
parents had not paid the PTA contributions (Paxton and Mutesi 2012). What
the present study specifically uncovers is the impact of costs such as exami-
nation costs and after-school coaching; in doing so, it contributes to the
body of literature that has examined these types of ‘hidden costs’ in other
contexts (see Bray 2007; Sobhy 2011). Such expenditures may be one of
the key factors explaining why children do not complete their schooling
once enrolled.

Rwanda’s fee-free education system has meant that most of the poorest
households are now sending their children to school. However, as these
children reach the end of their primary or junior secondary studies, the find-
ings suggest families will likely encounter costs that are difficult to antici-
pate. Children coming from families that are poorer will likely struggle to
find money to meet these school costs. It is worth noting, too, that many
parents do save for education but that households are subject to many
demands on their incomes. Unexpected emergencies, such as health-related
problems, can quickly deplete one’s savings, and households living in
poverty are most vulnerable to these economic shocks. Rwanda’s education
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policy aims to address some of the structural and materials barriers that
would otherwise impede children’s enrolment and completion; however, this
case study found that it was precisely these types of factors that seemed to
continue to define educational experience and engagement for children. In
terms of a child’s right to education, and in light of the current study find-
ings, it is children from better-off homes that continue to benefit dispropor-
tionately from the introduction of fee-free education. It raises the issue of
the government’s duty to ensure all children are able to exercise their right
to an education and, in the context of EFA, to complete primary education.
The current system must seek ways for ensuring that children from poor
homes have the same right as children from better-off homes.

To be sure, schooling in any context is never free – it must be paid for
by someone. In the UK, for example, most school costs are met from taxa-
tion and most parents pay taxes. In Rwanda, school is paid for from govern-
ment revenue, development assistance and some other charitable donations.
Most parents in Rwanda do not pay taxes, because the government’s taxa-
tion policy is pro-poor and most do not earn enough to qualify. In both
countries there are costs that parents have to meet directly but the range of
these seems to be greater in Rwanda than in the UK. Some are perverse,
like the after-school tuition, which is presumably one way in which teachers
can improve their income. However, one difference between the UK and
Rwanda is that in the UK parents are generally paying according to means.
In Rwanda, payment for community health insurance has been graduated so
that the poorest households get their premiums paid free while the less poor
pay higher premiums (Kalk et al. 2010). Perhaps PTA contributions could
operate in the same way. Such an approach might relieve some of the ten-
sion faced in school. At present, PTA contributions tend to operate more or
less like a fee. Head teachers seemed compelled to enforce PTA contribu-
tions on behalf of their teachers, but enforcement is often translated into
forms of exclusion.

The findings also raise issues about how the agency of children and fam-
ilies might be understood in relation to an Education For All policy that
exists alongside under-recognised school-related costs. Might EFA policies
ascribe more agency to children and families and their decisions around
schooling? Education For All policies seem to imply that structural barriers
have been removed, thus the onus of responsibility is shifted to children
and families to ensure their children attend school. The failure to attend
school shifts to becoming less a problem of structure (i.e., material factors
such as fees) and more a problem of culture (i.e., values and ‘mindset’)
(Boyden 1997). Indeed, some study participants explained that children and
families in Rwanda simply ‘do not understand the value of education’ as
the key barrier to universal enrolment, retention and completion. While
attention must be paid to appropriately sensitising communities, we also
wonder to what extent an emphasis on cultural explanations might actually
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constitute misrecognition of what is an ongoing structural reason why chil-
dren are unable to remain in school.

In some ways, the impetus for this study must be explained as a product
of Rwanda’s own relative stability and success to date: 20 years ago, a
study such as this, and the specificity of its focus on identifying financial
barriers within a fee-free system, would have been difficult to imagine. The
pervasiveness of school costs amidst ‘free’ education is certainly not unique
to the Rwandan context. Recent studies exploring similar education policies
in neighbouring Burundi (Sommers 2013), Tanzania (Vavrus and Moshi
2009) and Uganda (Deininger 2003; Grogan 2009) are testament to this
challenge. This issue could benefit from further in-depth and comparative
study.

Finally, attention must be drawn to the inclusion of children’s experi-
ences in this study. Failure to explore the issue of school costs with children
would have likely yielded a very different picture of how they operate in
schools and communities. Children, too, expressed their wish to be heard.
As one boy, aged 17, stated: ‘The leaders from the Ministry of Education
should come here in the countryside to talk to students and teachers, listen
to their problems and find solutions.’
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Notes
1. EICV and a number of other Rwandan databases can be accessed via the NISR

website at http://statistics.gov.rw/surveys.
2. In 2014, 42,000 Rwanda francs was equivalent to 62 USD.
3. Throughout the text, we use ‘PTA’ as shorthand to refer to PTA contributions.

This reflects the language used by most of our study participants. In other
regions of Rwanda, PTA may be more commonly known as a ‘teacher’s bonus’
or by its French equivalent ‘Prime Des Enseignants’.

4. Using EICV3 data, our calculations suggest that the proportion of children of
final year of primary school and secondary school age that are considered to be
either poor or extremely poor is 50%.
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5. For the 17 young people we interviewed, the median response to ‘highest year
of school completed’ was Primary 5.

6. This strong emphasis on examination fees was likely to be due to our study’s
emphasis on speaking with ‘candidates’ at the end of their schooling cycle (i.e.,
Primary 6 and Senior 3).

7. Children in junior secondary school go to a centre or neighbouring boarding
school to take their Senior 3 national examinations.
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