
Abstract
Many sub-Saharan African countries have instituted Free Primary Education 
(FPE) policies, which significantly increase primary school enrolment rates in 
developing countries. However, school attendance is different from learning. 
The main questions that still beg for answers are whether the many children 
in school are learning and whether the FPE learning effects are long-lasting. 
This paper attempts to estimate the long-term effects of the FPE programme 
on educational achievement in Lesotho. The programme was implemented 
grade by grade, beginning with grade one school fees abolition in 2000. The 
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timing of the implementation created changes in programme coverage across age 
(and grade) groups over time. We employ a semi-parametric difference-in-differences 
strategy that exploits these variations to identify the long-term effects of the FPE 
policy on educational achievement, using university examinations record data for 
student cohorts that are FPE-treated and those that are FPE-untreated. The results 
indicate that the FPE effect on academic performance is between 2 percentage points 
(statistically insignificant) and 20 percentage points (statistically significant at a 1 
percent level).

Introduction
The Dakar Framework for Action (DFA), adopted by World Education Forum in 2000, 
called for complete, free, and compulsory quality education, to redress global 
educational inequalities (UNESCO, 2000). Since then, several sub-Saharan African 
countries have instituted free primary education (FPE) pro- grammes by abolishing all 
primary school user fees. Several studies have attempted to quantify the short-term 
effects of the FPE programmes in sub-Saharan Africa on school enrolment, dropout, 
and grade progression (see Deininger 2003; Al-Samarrai and Zaman 2007; Nishimura et 
al. 2008; Grogan 2009; Lucas and Mbiti 2012; Hoogeveen and Rossi 2013; Moshoeshoe 
et al. 2019). These studies find that FPE increased enrolment, reduced school dropout, 
and reduced grade-progression. Therefore, largely owing to FPE programmes, the 
primary school enrolment rate in the developing world has reached 91 percent (UNDP, 
2016), with 94 percent and 74 percent of children worldwide completing primary and 
lower secondary education, respectively (World Bank, 2016, 2018).

However, school attendance is different from learning. The main problem is that 
millions of children finish primary school without acquiring functional literacy and 
numeracy skills, which is more pronounced in sub-Saharan Africa (World Bank, 
2018). Given the enormous progress in school access and the ensuing learning 
crisis, achieving inclusive and equitable education quality by 2030 is the fourth most 
important Sustainable Development Goal under the 2030 Agenda.

The main questions that still bug researchers and policymakers alike are whether the 
current learning crisis is due to school fees’ elimination programmes and whether 
these effects are long-lasting. A few studies attempt to estimate the short-term effects 
of these FPE programmes and similar fee elimination policies in Africa on education 
quality (i.e., test scores), and they find mixed evidence. Lucas and Mbiti (2012), for 
example, apply a difference-in-differences strategy, exploiting the variation in pre-
programme primary school dropout rates across districts in Kenya to estimate the 
effect of FPE on primary school completion rate and test scores. They find marginal 
negative effects of FPE on test scores but large and positive effects on primary 
school completion rate. Blimpo et al. (2016), on the other hand, find positive effects 
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of the Gambian Girls’ Scholarship programme (a secondary school fee elimination 
programme for girls) on student access and learning, using a difference-in-differences 
strategy. Unfortunately, as much as this question remains open, data availability 
remains a hindrance in answering it, and this paper does not attempt to address it 
for the same reasons.

All else held constant, the negative (or positive) effects of FPE on learning may still 
show up later in a child’s academic life. According to Cunha et al. (2006), achievement 
test scores are determined by skills or abilities (both cognitive and noncognitive)  that 
are malleable to environmental (family and school) influences. Moreover, these skills 
are self-productive and complementary. That is, skills acquired at primary school 
may augment skills attained at the secondary and university levels, and that skills 
acquired at primary school may raise the productivity of education investments at 
the secondary and university levels. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that FPE, 
through its influence on school inputs and environments, will have lasting effects on 
education quality. This paper attempts to test this hypothesis.

Apart from the fact that this paper is among the first studies that attempts to estimate 
the long-term effects of FPE policies in sub-Saharan Africa, it contributes to several 
strands of literature. First, it contributes to the literature that looks at the long-term 
impacts of schooling inputs on educational outcomes. For example, Fredriksson et al. 
(2013) look at the long-term effects of class size on human capital development. They 
find that smaller class sizes improve cognitive and noncognitive abilities at age 13 and 
improve achievement test scores at age 16. Second, it adds to the literature that looks 
at the short-term impacts of fee eliminations on educational outcomes in developing 
countries (Grogan, 2009; Lucas and Mbiti, 2012; Hoogeveen and Rossi, 2013; Chyi and 
Zhou, 2014; Moshoeshoe et al., 2019). Lastly, it also adds to the small, but growing, 
literature that studies the long-term effects of schooling subsidy pro- grammes 
(including tuition fee eliminations) on human capital development. For example, 
Xiao et al. (2017) estimate the long-term effects of a free compulsory education 
reform in rural China on educational attainment, cognitive skills, and health. They 
find that the reform had long-lasting positive effects on educational attainment and 
cognitive achievement. See also Baez and Camacho (2011) and Behrman et al. (2011) 
for evidence on the long-term effects of conditional cash transfers on human capital.

This paper attempts to answer the following questions: 1) Does FPE have lasting 
effects on children’s academic performance? Furthermore, 2) Do these effects (if 
any) differ by student’s gender? To my knowledge, no studies attempt to quantify the 
long-term education quality effects of FPE programmes in sub-Saharan Africa. This 
paper, therefore, aims to bridge this knowledge gap. Specifically, the paper estimates 
the long-term causal effect of FPE on education performance using the first cohort 
of FPE- treated students observed later at the university level.
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Answering these questions is not a matter of academic curiosity but great policy 
relevance. In order to build a productive, talented, and diverse labour force, it is 
essential to know well in time the effects of the implemented policies so that they 
can either be scaled up (if the effects are positive) and/or changed (if the effects are 
negative). Because of gender stereotypes in many cultures, girls’ education is mostly 
considered of lesser value. Therefore, girls get less education, at least in terms of 
enrolment rates. However, whether, conditional on attendance, boys and girls receive 
the same quality education remains unanswered.

To answer these research questions, we use Lesotho as our case study mainly for 
the following two reasons. First, unlike many sub-Saharan African countries, the FPE 
programme in Lesotho was phased- in grade by grade, starting with grade one in 2000, 
until it covered the entire primary schooling system in 2006. This implementation 
strategy makes it possible to follow two cohorts of children (the FPE-treated and the 
FPE-untreated cohorts) from primary school through the university level and hence 
account for the underlying trends in achievement test scores of the cohorts through 
a difference-in-differences estimation strategy. Second, Lesotho has only one big 
(and premier) university, the National University (NUL), and two smaller universities, 
which only opened in 2007 and 2016, respectively. Therefore, it is possible to get data 
for a sizeable proportion of the FPE treated and untreated cohorts that have written 
similar standardised achievement tests.

The results indicate that the FPE programme has lasting positive effects on 
educational quality: it increased university student’s academic performance by 
about 20 percentage points. While these effects vary by student’s program of study 
(or faculty), there is no discernible FPE effect heterogeneity by student gender. This 
implies that conditional on university attendance, boys and girls receive the same 
quality education. The robustness checks analysis indicates that this increase in 
educational quality cannot be attributed to some positive time trend. These effects are 
stronger when the sample is narrowed to 18-22 years old, the age range appropriate 
for the undergraduate level.

The institutional context and policy 
background
Lesotho education follows a 7-3-2-4 system, with seven years of primary education, 
three years of junior secondary education, two years of senior secondary education, 
and four years of university education (see Figure 1). The official age of entry into 
primary schooling is six years, such that by age twelve, children should be in grade 
seven. This implies that the official primary school age is 6 to 12 years old and for 
secondary education is 13 to 17 years old.
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Figure 1: Education System in Lesotho

Source: (Liang et al., 2005, p.25). Notes: ECCD refers to Early Childhood Care and Development; LCE refers to Lesotho 
College of Education, and TVET refers to Technical and Vocational Education and Training.
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At the end of primary school, students take the national exit exam, the Primary 
School Leaving Exam (PSLE), to enter the lower (junior) secondary school. After three 
years of junior secondary education, students take the Junior Certificate (JC) exam 
to progress to senior secondary. Finally, at the end of senior secondary school, they 
take the Cambridge Overseas School Certificate Exam (COSC). Students can also enrol 
in different Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) after taking the 
PSLE, JC, and/or COSC exams. However, given that secondary education is not free in 
Lesotho, enrolment into TVET is primarily dictated by a child’s academic performance 
(low performance) and/or household wealth.

Unlike many other countries, most primary schools in Lesotho (about 85 percent) 
are owned and controlled by different churches (see Moshoeshoe et al., 2019), and 
these churches are represented in the national education advisory board by their 
appointed education secretaries (Ambrose, 2007). Non- religious private schools 
constitute about one percent of schools and are not covered by the FPE policy. The 
picture is very similar even at the secondary or high school level because most church-
owned primary schools have their secondary schools nearby. However, the share of 
non-religious private secondary schools is slightly higher than at the primary level. 
As of 2014, about 1.4 percent of non-church private high schools (Bureau of Statistics, 
2015) are concentrated in four country districts, namely, Berea, Botha- Bothe, Leribe 
and Maseru.

Notwithstanding this co-ownership structure, except for non-church private schools, 
all schools follow the same national curriculum provided by the Ministry of Education 
and Training (MOET). Further, the government has overall authority in pronouncing 
education policies, management and regulation of education, training of teachers, 
teachers’ placements, and deployments within government and church- owned 
schools. Nevertheless, some church-owned schools do, at times, privately hire 
contract teachers at their costs. Nonetheless, church and government owned schools 
are public schools since they have no material differences.

Concerning students’ progression within the system, the de jure government policy 
since 1967 is that of automatic grade promotion at the primary school level. However, 
the de facto policy is that schools still practice grade retention (Ambrose, 2007), and 
there has been an increased push for automatic grade promotion at the primary 
school level since 2010. But this latest policy call does not affect the cohorts this 
paper studies (i.e., those in primary school from 2000 to 2006). Therefore, coupled 
with delayed school enrolment, grade retention implies that in any given year (or 
grade), one finds students of different cohorts Moshoeshoe et al. (2019). In addition, 
there is a grade retention policy at the secondary school level. Therefore, those who 
ultimately get into university are a select group of motivated, high-ability children 
coming from high-income households, as they were able to pass both the JC and 
COSC exams and pay school fees for at least five years. Between 2005 and 2014, the 
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PSLE exam failure rate ranged from 12 percent in 2013 to 17 percent in 2007. The JC 
exam failure rate increased from 24 percent in 2004 to 32 percent in 2009, when the 
FPE student wrote JC exams (Bureau of Statistics, 2015).

Beyond physical and monetary costs, there are no regulatory restrictions concerning 
school choice in Lesotho, so parents freely choose schools to which they prefer to take 
their children, conditional on their ability to meet costs. School choice is determined 
mainly by school availability, school’s past pass rates, parental wealth, and parental 
tastes for education. High-performing high schools generally attract students from across 
the country and have stricter entry requirements. To cope with the high demand, high-
performing high schools typically administer entry exams and do not admit their students 
whose JC exams are considered poor (usually second-class pass and below). Therefore, 
different schools largely cater to different types of students regarding performance.

As of 2013, there were about 13 higher education institutions, 8 (i.e., 62 percent) of 
which are public institutions. The National University of Lesotho (NUL) is the leading 
tertiary institution in Lesotho and remained the only local bachelor’s and master’s 
degree-awarding institution until 2007. The university admits about 44 percent and 89 
percent of Lesotho’s undergraduate and postgraduate students, respectively (Council 
on Higher Education, 2013).

Policy background
Lesotho instituted the FPE programme in 2000 to meet the Millennium Development 
Goal (MDG) of ensuring that primary education is free and available to all (UNESCO, 
2000). As mentioned earlier, Lesotho’s implementation strategy differed from that of 
other African countries. First, school fees were eliminated sequentially on a grade-by-
grade basis, starting with grade one in 2000 such that by 2003, the first four grades 
were covered, and all seven primary school grades were under FPE by 2006. The main 
reason for this implementation strategy was to cushion FPE’s financial impact on the 
public budget (Urwick, 2011).

The FPE policy is an amalgamation of several programme components that address 
the demand- and supply-side constraints to schooling. On the demand side, the policy 
eliminates private schooling costs such as school fees, stationery, and textbooks. 
On the supply side, the government recruited more teachers and built additional 
classrooms in existing and new government schools where none existed. For example, 
between 2002 and 2011, the number of primary schools in Lesotho increased by about 
10 percent, and the primary school pupil-teacher ratio dropped from 48 to 34 pupils 
per teacher (MOET, 2011). This infrastructure increase also helped reduce the average 
distance to schools and transportation costs. In addition to school infrastructure, 
the government provides annual capitation grants, furniture and teaching materials 
to all schools, including church/private schools (Jopo et al., 2011; Lekhetho, 2013).
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Figure 2: Changes in Pupil-Teacher Ratio and Enrolment

Source: Own representation using data from various Education Statistics Reports (MOET, 2010, 2011,   2016).

Figure 2 shows changes in secondary school enrolment (demand for education), the 
left panel, and pupil-teacher ratio (supply of education), the right panel, since the 
FPE programme. We can see that while the secondary school gross enrolment rate 
was on the increase between 2001 and 2011, the increase was much faster between 
2006 and 2010. The figure further shows that while the net enrolment rate increased 
throughout the period, the gross enrolment rate plateaued between 2011 and 2015 
and then began an upward trend. 2007 is the year the first cohort of FPE children 
entered secondary school. Moshoeshoe et al. (2019) find that, within the first three 
years of the FPE policy implementation, enrolment of primary school-aged children 
increased by about 29 percent. Therefore, the increase in enrolment between 2007 
and 2011 is partly due to the increased demand for education from the first three 
FPE cohorts. This first FPE cohort, which potentially had many overaged children, 
completed secondary education in 2011. This partly explains the plateauing of the 
gross enrolment rate and the continued increase in net enrolment between 2011 
and 2015.

According to MOET (2011), the government increased the number of secondary 
schools and recruited more teachers in anticipation of the increased demand. This 
is evident in the right panel of Figure 2. We can see here that secondary schools’ 
student-teacher ratio was on the increase until 2005, after which it began to decline to 
about one teacher per 24 students in 2009. It is clear from this analysis that Lesotho’s 
FPE programme had multiple components targeted at primary schools, which also 
had a knock-on effect on school resources at the secondary school level. This paper 
examines the long-term effects of this policy package, not its elements.
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Data source 
This paper uses the National University of Lesotho’s students’ administrative records 
data for the years 2010 up to 2014. It makes use of first year and second-year students’ 
data. As the largest and oldest undergraduate degree-awarding university in Lesotho, 
the NUL admits the largest share of all students who achieve the minimum score for 
university entry in the senior high school exit examinations. It, therefore, admits the 
largest proportion of students who have gone through the FPE system. Given that 
the first cohort that has gone through the FPE programme first entered the university 
level in 2012, the second-year students are a control group, while the first years are 
a treatment group. 

The data contains information on each student’s gender, date of birth, academic year, 
senior high school exit (or Cambridge Overseas School Certificate [COSC]) examination 
pass grade, the NUL Admission Point System (APS) score for each student, the high 
school attended, faculty, department or program of study, the overall weighted mean 
or year mean performance, and whether a student is local or international. The overall 
weighted mean (OWM) is the main outcome variable. It is calculated as the weighted 
sum of the final scores of core, pre-requisite, and/or elective subject courses that 
make a maximum of 36 credit hours, where the weights are each course’s credit hours 
divided by 36. In addition, we construct the student’s district information based on 
the location of the high school attended.

Conclusion
This paper examines the long-term effect of the Free Primary Education policy on 
educational achievement and how this varies by gender. The results indicate that the 
effect of FPE on educational achievement at the university level is bounded between 
2 percentage (which is statistically insignificant) and 20 per centage points (which 
is statistically significant at 1 percent). Furthermore, we do not find any FPE effect 
heterogeneities by student gender, but the effect varies by faculty or programme of 
study.

In countries where the FPE policy was introduced simultaneously for all grades, it was 
found that education quality declined, at least in the short run (see Lucas and Mbiti, 
2012). However, in countries where no user-fee programmes have been implemented 
progressively, like rural China’s free and compulsory education reform programme, 
there are positive long-run effects on education quality (Xiao et al., 2017). The results 
of this paper are consistent with the latter evidence from China. They suggest that, 
if implemented gradually or on a grade-by-grade fashion as in Lesotho, educational 
outcomes can be increased. They further suggest that other sub-Saharan African 
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countries yet to implement free education programmes can increase their chances 
of meeting the SDG goal of inclusive and equitable education quality for all if they 
replicate Lesotho’s FPE implementation approach.

This paper is not without limitations. As highlighted earlier, the FPE programme in 
Lesotho is a true package of supply and demand side programmes all geared towards 
achieving quality education for all. Therefore, while these results are interesting, they 
must be interpreted with caution: they do not show the effects of just fee eliminations. 
As we have seen in figure 2, maybe in anticipation of the influx into the secondary 
schooling system, secondary school resources increased from 2005. Thus, these results 
are partly attributable to resource increase at the secondary school level.

Furthermore, I cannot completely rule out the possibility that the FPE-treated group 
worked harder than they would compensate for the perceived lower education 
quality they received under FPE. That is, there could have been a Hawthorne effect. In 
addition to this, it is also possible that secondary school teachers may have doubled 
their effort when teaching the FPE cohort for the same reasons as perceived primary 
school education. While these are real threats to the validity of the results, nothing 
indicates that there has been any of these coordinated responses by students and/or 
teachers that could have biased the results this way. Further research is still needed to 
tease out the pathways through which the FPE policy increased students’ academic 
performance.
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