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Education is the most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world. 
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Chapter 1 

 
General Introduction 

 
1.1 Introduction 
 

The school dropout crisis diminishes the life chances of highly vulnerable 

children, closing down a potential escape route from poverty and reducing 

education’s power to strengthen social mobility. Besides denying children their 

right to education, high levels of dropout are a source of economic waste and 

inefficiency.  A significant share of national investment on primary education in 

sub-Saharan Africa is spent each year on school places for children who leave 

primary school before acquiring the skills that help raise productivity, generate 

employment and accelerate economic growth (UNESCO, 2011, p. 47). 

 
The above quotation from the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation’s (UNESCO) Education for All (EFA) Global Monitoring Report (GMR) 

for the year 2011 highlights three issues that are fundamental to the present study. First, 

that education is not only a human right but also a major contributor to human 

development, poverty reduction and economic growth; second, that education should 

provide skills and competences (knowledge, attitudes, abilities and practical know-how) 

that enhance an individual’s potential for engaging in productive work and increasing 

his/her chances of employment; and third, that leaving school early can make an 

individual and/or a country miss out on the aforesaid benefits of education. The role of 

education in personal, community and national development has been widely discussed 

and debated over the years. Albeit some criticisms such as education being able to 

nurture inequality, endanger local values and culture, and to exert control and cruelty on 

its participants (see, e.g. Branson, Garlick, Lam & Leibbrandt, 2012; Broadway & 

Leafgren, 2012; Harber, 2004; Kanyandago, 2010; 2002; 1998; Nduhukhire-Owa-
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Mataze, 2003), there is a general agreement that education plays a crucial role in poverty 

reduction and development efforts (see, e.g. Allen, 2003; Becker, 1964; Coombs & 

Ahmed, 1974; Fukuda-Parr, 2003; EFA-GMR & UNESCO Institute of Statistics, 2012; 

Leoning, 2005; McGrath, 2010; Preece, 2009a; Sifuna, 2007; The World Bank, 2006; 

2011; 2012; UNESCO/FAO, 2003; Wedgwood, 2007). 

Whereas the opening quotation from UNESCO emphasises the economic 

outcomes of education, it is of utmost importance to mention that the role of education is 

much wider than that. Apart from raising an individual’s productivity and chances of 

employment, and accelerating economic growth, education also has social outcomes such 

as reducing anti-social and criminal behaviour, creating a sense of self-esteem, social 

cohesion and mobility, and promoting human rights, democracy and peace. These social 

outcomes of education are often neglected but they are of great value to individuals and 

society. That is why, to emphasise the broader role of education in development, the 

United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) declared: 

 
With the Convention on the Rights of the Child as a guiding framework, 

governments, policy makers, educators, community leaders, parents and children 

themselves are advancing an education revolution. Their goal - Education For All.  

 

Theirs is a broad vision of education: as a human right and a force for social 

change; as the single most vital element in combating poverty, empowering 

women, safe-guarding children from exploitative and hazardous labour and sexual 

exploitation, promoting human rights and democracy, protecting the environment 

and controlling population growth. And as a path towards international peace and 

security (UNICEF, 1999, foreword). 

 
It is because of this crucial role of education that international policies like 

Education for All (EFA) (UNESCO, 2000) and the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs) on education (United Nations, 2000) were formulated to promote education as a 
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fundamental human right and a prerequisite for development. Governments world over 

and development agencies have also been engaged in efforts aimed at providing access to 

education to young people because of the importance they attach to it. Whereas there 

have been great achievements in providing access to and enrolment into education in the 

last decade, there are concerns that in some regions, such as Sub Saharan Africa (SSA) 

and South and East Asia, such gains in education are being threatened by high rates of 

early school leaving (ESLg) (Majgaard & Mingat, 2012; UNESCO, 2012; 2013), 

especially because those who leave school early leave without acquiring the necessary 

skills that would enable them and their countries to tap into the benefits of education. 

Consequently, support interventions or second chance programmes are being encouraged 

to make up for the skills deficit among early school leavers (ESLs) so that they can still 

access the benefits of education (Africa Progress Report, 2012; The World Bank, 2012; 

UNESCO, 2011; 2012).  

This study seeks to gain deeper insight into the lived realities of ESLs and 

interventions that aim to help them to acquire the necessary skills and competences for 

their integration into the labour market and for taking advantage of other livelihood 

opportunities (such as self-employment, access to financial services, land, social 

networks etcetera). 

 
1.2 Background 
 

The region of SSA has seen notable improvements in access and enrolment in 

education at all levels in the last decade, more especially in primary and secondary 

schools (Majgaard & Mingat, 2012; UNESCO, 2010; 2011; 2012) mainly due to 

governments’ commitment to EFA and MDGs agenda. However, efforts in education 

have concentrated more on access and enrolment and little on retention of learners and 

the quality of education. Consequently, the rate of ESLg is very high (Zeelen, Van der 

Linden, Nampota & Ngabirano, 2010; Lewin, 2009; Lewin & Akyeampong, 2009), as it 

is generally in the developing world (Brown, 2010; Graeff-Martins et al., 2006; 

UNESCO, 2013). According to UNESCO (2013), there are 57 million children out of 
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school worldwide out of which 30 million are in SSA. SSA, South and West Asia have 

the highest rates of ESLg with one out of three children entering primary school not 

being able to complete the complete primary cycle. In SSA alone “10 million children 

drop out of primary school each year” (UNESCO, 2011, p. 47).  

The socio-economic factors associated with ESLg are to be found at the 

individual, household, school, and community levels and in SSA they are linked to 

matters such as household poverty, child labour, poor quality education, lack of interest 

in formal education, pregnancy, non-achievement in school, teacher attitudes, distance 

from school, use of corporal punishment, age of student, inequalities linked to language 

and ethnicity, and rural-urban differences (Ampiah & Adu-Yoboah, 2009; Ananga, 2011; 

Lewin, 2009; Hunt, 2008; Tukundane, Zeelen, Minnaert, & Kanyandago, 2013; Zeelen et 

al., 2010). Not only does SSA have high rates of ESLg but also low transition rates from 

primary to secondary schools (UNESCO, 2009). There is a growing awareness that 

young people need to learn and acquire skills for life and work, especially those that left 

mainstream education early because there is a danger of them being excluded from 

mainstream services in society and therefore at an increased risk of marginalisation. 

The Africa Progress Report (2012), The World Bank (2006; 2012), and UNESCO 

(2012) have all emphasised the importance of education and skills training for out-of-

school young people in order for them to gain access to the labour market and to improve 

their life choices by having a possibility of self-employment. Such an appeal cannot be 

overemphasised as ESLs in SSA often leave school before acquiring the necessary skills 

and competences for life and work. Allowing them to remain illiterate or semi-literate 

and unskilled throughout their lives is costly not only for them, but also for their families, 

communities, society and countries (Africa Progress Report, 2012; The World Bank, 

2006).  

1.2.1 The Early School Leaving in Africa (ESLA) project 

To investigate issues surrounding ESLg in Africa, a collaborative research project 

code-named Early School Leavers in Africa (ESLA) was initiated in 2007 by some 
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faculty and students from the Universities of Uganda Martyrs (Uganda), Mzumbe 

(Tanzania) and Groningen (The Netherlands) with the aim of combating social exclusion 

of ESLs in Africa by developing an active research network with the following 

objectives: to create a knowledge base about the issues of ESLg in Africa; to activate a 

regional network of researchers; and to disseminate information on best practices which 

contribute to solutions to the issue of ESLg. The project aims to contribute to the 

prevention and reduction of ESLg in primary and secondary schools, as well as to 

enhance strategies and programmes that support ESLs. Between 2007 and 2009 a number 

of research projects were executed by both students and faculty from the aforementioned 

Universities and also by researchers from other African countries (South Africa, Lesotho, 

Malawi, Kenya and South Sudan) who joined the network later on. The studies focused 

mainly on the causes and consequences of ESLg and a little bit on intervention 

programmes for ESLs (Zeelen et al., 2010). These studies found that ESLg marginalises 

young people both economically and socially. Their lack of adequate knowledge and 

skills makes them vulnerable to unemployment, crime, prostitution, drug abuse, 

HIV/AIDS, and political abuse. Many ESLs have a low self-esteem and fewer life 

chances and livelihood opportunities (Angucia & Amone-P’olak, 2010; Ngabirano, 2010; 

Peels & Zeelen, 2010; Zeelen et al., 2010). During the course of these studies, it became 

clear that many young people were leaving school and not returning, thus creating a need 

to extend the research more into the lives, experiences and interventions of and for youths 

who have already left mainstream education. Therefore the research and findings reported 

in this thesis concern the lived experiences of ESLs and practices in support interventions 

that try to combat social exclusion by improving labour market and livelihood 

opportunities for ESLs through skills training outside the mainstream education system. 

 

1.2.2 ‘Early school leaving’ or ‘school dropout’? 

Before proceeding into other contextual and conceptual issues related to the study 

it is indispensable to first explain the terminology used. The concept of “early school 

leaving” or “school dropout” is a complex one and has been explained and understood 
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variedly (Zeelen et al., 2010). Though the terms “early school leaver” and “school 

dropout” have often been used interchangeably, some scholars (see, e.g. Cassidy & Bates, 

2005; Conen & Rutten, 2003) have been critical of the use of the term “dropout” arguing 

that this definition tends to put blame and responsibility for leaving school on the youth 

who do not complete school when actually, for some, the decision to leave is not theirs or 

as Lally (2009) explains is not always for a bad reason.  

ESLg can be caused by factors within the school environment such as harassment, 

use of corporal punishment, teacher attitudes, and non-achievement (push factors) or 

factors outside the school environment such as getting a job, engaging in petty trade, 

becoming a parent, lack of school fees, and getting involved in household chores (pull 

factors).  Consequently, as there are likely to be both “pull” and “push” factors in the 

phenomenon of ESLg, it is necessary to use a more “neutral” (and less stigmatising) term, 

“early school leaving” or “early school leaver” (Zeelen et al., 2010) which, according to 

Cullen (2000) refers to “young people leaving school before the legal school leaving age 

and/or leaving school with limited or no formal qualifications” (p. 10) that would 

facilitate their social and labour market integration. Therefore in this study, the term 

“early school leavers” is used to refer to young people who have either left of school 

before completing the primary and secondary cycles of education or may have completed 

these levels, but never went ahead to acquire further training to acquire the necessary 

skills, competences (knowledge, attitudes and practical know-how) and qualifications for 

the labour market and for taking advantage of other livelihood opportunities including 

self-employment.  

This extended definition of ESLs is important in the context of SSA in general and 

Uganda in particular because the education system is largely theoretical, academic, 

examination-oriented, and elitist (Africa Progress Report, 2012; Jjuuko, 2012; 

Rwendeire, 2012), and this makes many young people, including those who complete 

primary or secondary school, to leave without sufficient skills for life and for the labour 

market. The preferred definition notwithstanding, in some cases the term ‘dropout’ is 
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maintained in the use of literature and where appropriate to maintain the original meaning 

of the authors and context. 

 
1.2.3 The Ugandan case and study context 
 

Uganda is a landlocked country located in East Africa and lies astride the equator. 

It borders Kenya to the east, Tanzania to the south, Rwanda to the southwest, the 

Democratic Republic of Congo to the west, and South Sudan to the north. The country 

has an area of 241,039 square kilometres and is administratively divided into 112 districts 

(Uganda Bureau of Statistics [UBOS], 2012b). Figures from UBOS (2012a) further show 

that the country has a population of approximately 34.1 million people and of these, 

56.1% are children and youth below the age of 18. Uganda’s economy is predominantly 

agricultural, with the majority of the population dependent on subsistence agriculture and 

light agro-based industries. A fairly good amount and well-distributed rainfall in most 

parts of the country and fertile soils make agriculture a relatively secure occupation for 

most people especially in the rural areas. The labour market in Uganda is largely informal 

as the formal labour sector is very small. According to UBOS (2012a) in 2009/10, 79% 

of the working population (aged between 14 and 64 years) in the country were self-

employed and 21% were paid employees. The agricultural sector engaged 66% of the 

working population in that period. “Nearly three quarters of the workforce had either 

primary level or no education and only 6.8% had specialised training, that is, post-

primary education” (UBOS, 2012a, p. 17). This is so ironical given the high 

unemployment rate among educated youth and an indicator that the labour market in 

Uganda requires skills that the current education system does not provide. Issues to do 

with youth education, training, employment and development are critical in Uganda as 

the country has a youthful population (65% aged 30 and below) and 83% of them have no 

formal employment (Population Secretariat, 2012; UBOS, 2012b). The country has also a 

very high population growth rate of 3.2% per annum implying that the country’s 

population is continually becoming younger. At this annual growth rate, over one million 

people are added to Uganda’s population every year. It is projected that with this trend, 
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Uganda’s population will be 54 million in 2025 and 130 million by 2050. Accordingly, 

the country needs to put policies and infrastructure in place to cater for the education, 

training, and employment of its youthful and ever-growing population.  

Uganda went through tough times of military and civil strife in the 1970s during 

the rule of President Idi Amin and in the early 1980s during the guerrilla warfare that 

brought the current President, Yoweri Museveni, to power in 1986. During this time, the 

economic and social infrastructure was severely damaged and key sectors of the economy 

and of social services such as education and health care were extremely affected. When 

the government of Museveni took over power, they introduced several recovery 

programmes that have resulted in the improvement of a number of sectors of the 

economy and led to a reasonable level of economic growth. However, some areas of the 

country, especially in northern Uganda where the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) of 

Joseph Kony fought the government of Museveni for over two decades, still suffer from 

poor economic and social infrastructure. The education sector is one of the sectors that 

have experienced great recovery in the last two decades, at least in terms of access and 

enrolment at different levels of the education system.  

Uganda regards education as one of its key strategies for national integration and 

development (The Republic of Uganda, 1992). This is evidenced by the prominent 

position accorded to education in its national development frameworks, policies and 

strategies such as the Poverty Eradication Action Plan (PEAP) (Ministry of Planning and 

Economic Development, 1997), the National Development Plan (NDP) (National 

Planning Authority, 2010) and the Uganda Vision 2040 (The Republic of Uganda, 2007). 

Because of the importance it attaches to education and its commitment to EFA and 

MDGs agenda, Uganda introduced Universal Primary Education (UPE) in 1997 and 

Universal Secondary Education (USE) in 2007, as well as implementing other reforms in 

the tertiary and Business, Technical, and Vocational Education and Training (BTVET) 

sectors in the last decade. As a result of UPE, USE and the liberalisation of the education 

sector that saw the emergence of a huge number of private education providers, the 

country has registered remarkable enrolment rates at all levels but more especially at 
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primary and secondary school levels. Total primary school enrolment rose from 2.7 

million in 1996 to 8.7 million in 2010 and secondary school enrolment from 0.5 million 

in 2000 to 1.5 million in 2010 (UBOS, 2010). However, in spite of these impressive 

figures, the rate of children and youth leaving school early is eroding the progress made 

in access and enrolment (Zeelen et al., 2010). Uganda is one of SSA countries with low 

primary school completion rates and the lowest in East Africa (see, Majgaard & Mingat, 

2012). Thus, the country’s primary and secondary education is characterised by a high 

intake but low survival rate. The reasons for this phenomenon are explored in the 

subsequent chapters of this thesis. 
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Figure 1: Primary School Entry and Retention Rates in Sub-Saharan African Countries, 2009  
 
Source: Majgaard and Mingat (2012, p. 25) 
 

Figure 1 shows that Uganda is among the countries in SSA that have a high intake 

rate but with low retention. Statistics from MoES (2012b) indicated a primary school 

completion rate of 64% (65% boys, 63% girls) in the financial year 2010/2011, a senior 

(secondary) four (S.4) completion rate of 41.1% (48.2% boys, 33% girls) and a senior six 
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In secondary schools, enrolment is more concentrated in lower classes. There is a 

sharp drop from senior four to senior five, which indicates that a considerable number of 

students are unable to pursue advanced secondary level education.  

 
Structure of the education system in Uganda 
 

In Uganda, education is provided in different modes including formal, no-formal 

and informal systems. The formal system follows a 7-4-2-(3-5) year structure from 

primary to tertiary education. Primary level takes 7 years, lower secondary 4 years, and 

upper secondary 2 years. Upon completion of primary school, one gets a primary leaving 

education certificate, after lower secondary, a Uganda Certificate of Education (UCE) is 

issued and for those who complete upper secondary, they get a Uganda Advanced 

Certificate of Education (UACE). Tertiary education consists of universities, colleges of 

commerce, technical and vocational colleges, teachers’ colleges, nursing and clinical 

officers’ schools etcetera and runs for 3-5 years depending on the profession or course of 

study. Besides this mainstream academic education are diverse levels of technical and 

vocational education serving some primary and secondary school leavers and non-

completers. The Uganda Junior Technical Certificate (UJTC) is given to graduates of a 

three-year post-primary technical and farm school course, and the Uganda Advanced 

Technical Certificate (UATC) to those who complete post-secondary technical courses. 

Figure 3 below illustrates this structure.  
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further subdivided into 14 sub counties and the Municipality into three divisions. 

Altogether, there are 83 parishes and 757 villages in the district with a total population of 

436,400 (214,400 males, 222,000 females) (Mbarara District Local Government, 2011). 

Apart from Mbarara Municipality which is home to Mbarara town, the main commercial 

centre in Uganda’s south western region, the district is largely rural with small trading 

centres scattered along the main roads within the district. The district has a mixture of 

fairly rolling and sharp hills, fairly deep and shallow valleys and flat land. The area has 

fertile loamy soils suitable for cultivation and animal rearing. Accordingly, majority of 

the people in the district are farmers. 

According to figures from MoES (2011) the district has 296 primary schools and 

43 secondary schools (both public and private) with a total enrolment of 97,596 and 23, 

142 respectively. The performance of students in the national examinations is relatively 

good compared to other parts of the country. A few primary and secondary schools in the 

district regularly appear in the top quarter of the best performing schools in the country 

but these are mostly schools in Mbarara Municipality which are better facilitated than the 

other typical UPE and USE schools. A report from the district local government 

education department (Mbabazi, 2012) indicated a ‘dropout’ rate of 26% in primary 

schools. However, it is difficult to ascertain the actual dropout rate because of lack of a 

proper pupil registration, follow-up and reporting system. The figure is only indicative 

and is derived from the education department schools inspection reports. The rate of 

ESLg is thought to be higher than that especially in the more rural schools. Usually, the 

official numbers are an underestimation of the real numbers of ESLs.  The same report 

(Mbabazi, 2012) highlighted the following challenges that impact on the quality of 

education in the district: high pupil teacher ratio especially in the Municipality, 

inadequate infrastructure, demotivated teachers, uncooperative parents, pupil and teacher 

absenteeism, lack of lunch and scholastic materials, lack of laboratories in secondary 

schools, late and inadequate funds releases for UPE and USE schools/students and a high 

‘dropout’ rate especially at primary 4. The challenges mentioned here are not different 

from those facing the entire education system in Uganda. The system has a number of 
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challenges regarding the relevance and quality of education, funding, infrastructure 

development, training and motivation of teachers, and high rates of ESLg. 

 
1.3 The research problem 
 

ESLg is a major concern in Uganda as demonstrated by a number of researches 

and media reports (see, e.g. Ahimbisibwe, 2012; Akecha, 2002; Businge, 2010; Businge 

& Kiwawulo, 2011; MoES, 2012a; Zeelen et al., 2010). Many young people leave school 

early and never return to mainstream education as mechanisms for re-entry are virtually 

non-existent (Lewin, 2009). The main concern with ESLg is that young people leave 

school without life and practical skills that would enable them to earn a living and/or find 

gainful employment. Whereas some ESLs can have positive experiences in their lives and 

become ‘successful’, evidence shows that many of them will suffer social exclusion and 

marginalisation (Adams, 2007; Tukundane et al., 2013). As Combat Poverty Agency 

(2001) conclusively put it, people leaving education without recognised qualifications 

and skills are at a disadvantage in the labour market, have their personal and social 

development curtailed, and are at increased risk of poverty and social exclusion. 

According to Tukundane and Blaak (2010), “the majority of them become passive 

citizens, unable to improve their own livelihoods and to make a positive contribution to 

the development of their communities” (p. 212).  

 

ESLs in Uganda often have limited options when it comes to education and 

training. After leaving school, many will go back to their families to work on their 

parents’ farms, or go to urban centres to engage in petty trade, manual jobs or to ride 

boda-boda (passenger motorbike). The few who get a chance to do further education and 

training, either go to vocational training schools/programmes, alternative basic education 

centres, adult learning programmes, or to workplace learning (mainly apprenticeship) 

(Tukundane & Blaak, 2010), some of which are not appreciated. There are very few 

programmes in the country helping ESLs to re-enter mainstream education. The most 

common and viable options for ESLs seem to be in vocational and informal 
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apprenticeship programmes. Generally, vocational education and training (VET) is seen 

as a good option for ESLs’ skills development (Jjuuko, 2012; Openjuru, 2010). That is 

why the government of Uganda is currently engaged in an ambitious skills development 

programme to address the problem of unemployment among mainstream education 

graduates and the ESLs’ skills gap through BTVET (MoES, 2008; 2011a). Some 

education non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and private practitioners are also 

engaged in similar efforts. 

However, in order to implement effective support intervention programmes for 

ESLs, there is need to first understand the lived realities and experiences of ESLs as well 

as their educational needs. It is also important to examine the enabling factors that 

facilitate support interventions to achieve their goals and objectives. In the same vein, it 

is imperative that before scaling up interventions for ESLs or designing and 

implementing new ones, the existing ones be assessed to discover their strengths and 

weakness so that on-going programmes and new ones can take lessons from them and 

improve practice. The present study makes contributions towards the above three points. 

 

1.4 The theoretical embeddedness of this study 
 

Education is considered to be one of the most important catalysts for both 

individual and societal development (The World Bank, 2006; UNESCO/FAO, 2003; 

UNICEF, 1999). The United Nations (1997) report on the World Social Situation 

emphasised that education is fundamental to enhancing the quality of human life and 

ensuring social and economic progress. Therefore, by being excluded from education, 

ESLs and society miss out on these envisaged outcomes of education and the young 

people who leave school prematurely are exposed to marginalisation and social exclusion 

(International Labour Office, 2005; Olmec, 2007; Taylor, 2009; UNESCO, 2010). To 

overcome social exclusion and marginalisation, ESLs have to be equipped with skills, 

competences and capabilities through support intervention programmes that enable them 

to expand their freedoms, opportunities, and choices. 
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In the 1960s and 1970s, the role of education in development was largely seen 

from the human capital theory perspective (see, e.g. Baker, 1962; 1964; Todaro, 1985).  

Proponents of human capital theory focus on the instrumental and economic importance 

of education for employability and economic growth (Hiekkila, 2008). Human capital 

theory suggests that education or training raises the productivity of workers by imparting 

useful knowledge and skills, hence raising workers’ future income by increasing their 

lifetime earnings (Becker, 1964). However, this approach has been criticised for being 

“functionalistic” and “productivist” in nature (Fleischhauer, 2007; Livingstone, 1997; 

Sweetland, 1996). Consequently, Sen (2001) has proposed the human capability approach 

which focuses on people’s well-being and entitlements through a broader interpretation 

of development and the quality of life. To Sen (2001), the value of education is in 

“reading, communicating, arguing, in being able to choose in a more informed way, in 

being taken more seriously by others and so on, the benefits of education thus exceed its 

role as human capital in commodity production” (p. 294). He argues that development 

can only be achieved when individuals gain economic opportunities, political freedoms, 

social facilities, transparency guarantees and protective security.  

Within the capability approach, the emphasis is on both the “capabilities” and 

“functionings” of an individual. “Capabilities are the opportunities or choices that one 

values, while functionings are what one is able to do with the opportunities or the 

choices” (Dejaeghere & Lee, 2011, p. 29) at his/her disposal. According to Sen (2001), 

capabilities are not ends in themselves but together with associated freedoms, they are 

means to develop people’s well-being and quality of life. Therefore, human capability is 

the ability or substantive freedom of the people to lead lives they have reason to value 

and to expand the real set of choices they have. This approach is a reminder that more 

than having economic outcomes, education has intrinsic value and should provide a wide 

range of competences to enable people not only to find jobs and to integrate into society 

(Saith, 2007) but also to become active citizens, able to exercise their fundamental 

freedoms, rights and dignity (Kirumira & Bateganya, 2003; Lanzi, 2007; United Nations, 

1989; Van der Veen & Preece, 2005).  
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In order to achieve these objectives, especially for marginalised groups like ESLs, 

Freire (1996) argues that the education system should not see the learner as a bank or 

object where knowledge is banked or deposited. He contends that such a system of 

education reproduces oppression and oppressive structures. He advocates for ‘pedagogy 

of the oppressed’ where questions are posed to real life situations and tested through 

critical thinking and dialogue. To Freire, education should be a dialogue between students 

and teachers which enables learners to develop a sense of awareness of the social, 

political and economic surroundings. He asserts that education as a tool for 

empowerment should be a process of conscientisation (Freire, 1996) where 

empowerment starts with the learner’s realisation of marginalisation and social inequality 

around them and leads them to ask critical questions and to find power from within 

themselves to endeavour to change their situation. Consequently, education should 

liberate both the individual and society from oppressive social structures.  

To foster possibilities for empowerment and well-being of the marginalised youth, 

Dejaeghere and Lee (2011) emphasise that their education and training has to be done in 

a “safe, supportive, [relevant], and quality educational environment” (p. 27). Also 

important is the idea that young people can return to education in a flexible way through 

support intervention programmes and be able to engage in lifelong/life-wide learning 

(Jarvis, 2007); learning that takes place not only in formal and non-formal ways but also 

through one’s daily experiences and social interaction. It is learning that happens 

throughout and across one’s life and activities. As Preece (2009b) elucidates, “lifelong 

learning contributes to helping people make sense of the world around them, and is a way 

of critiquing and contributing to social development” (p. 51). 

From the foregoing exposition, this study takes a broader view of education and 

skills development than the one mentioned in this chapter’s opening statement from 

UNESCO and that often taken by the proponents of the human capital theory. Support 

intervention programmes for ESLs are seen as key contributors to combat social 

exclusion and marginalisation as they aim to equip young people with the necessary 

skills, competences, and capabilities for life and work, thus expanding their freedoms, 
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opportunities, and choices. Being able to work and to have access to livelihood 

opportunities doesn’t only lead to monetary remuneration; it also leads to social cohesion, 

self-respect and social identity (The World Bank, 2012). Therefore it is not only 

individuals and their immediate households that benefit from the education and training 

of ESLs but also society in general. However, overcoming social exclusion and 

marginalisation of ESLs also requires addressing the “acute and persistent disadvantage 

rooted in underlying social inequalities” (UNESCO, 2010, p. 135). For example, 

educational exclusion in SSA in general and Uganda in particular, is usually associated 

with poverty, deprivation, conflict, orphanhood, rurality, and gender. These would have 

to be addressed in order for the education system and support intervention programmes to 

be beneficial to young people in the region.  

It should also be emphasised here that skills, competences, and capabilities are not 

a panacea for problems of marginalisation and social exclusion. New intervention 

programmes, better concepts and practices for skills development will not be able to 

solve all the problems of ESLs and educational exclusion. There is need for societal 

transformation and broader economic policies that ensure macro-economic stability, 

poverty reduction, reduction in conflict and disease, reduction of gender inequalities, 

keep children in school to gain foundational and transferable skills, and create jobs and 

livelihood opportunities. Above all, there is need to rethink, if not overhaul, the education 

system so that it passes on skills and promotes equality. For intervention programmes for 

ESLs to be effective, there is need to put into consideration contextual issues and the use 

of local knowledge so that the programmes become relevant not only to the needs of the 

ESLs, but also to the realities of the local conditions such as the labour market and 

societal development aspirations. To achieve this, participation of key stakeholders and 

the community in the design and implementation of the programmes is of paramount 

importance. However, in the fast changing and globalising world (Preece, 2009b) local 

programmes cannot act in isolation; they can also learn from practices elsewhere, as long 

as what they are learning is relevant and applicable to the local context.  
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1.5 Aim of the research  
 

The present study aims to gain deeper insight into support interventions for ESLs and 

to explore how to improve their outcomes for the beneficiaries. To this end, the study 

focussed on four specific objectives, namely: 

1. To explore the experiences and lived realities of ESLs. 

2. To identify and describe enabling factors in support intervention programmes that 

enhance the acquisition of knowledge, skills, competences and capabilities of 

ESLs. 

3. To examine existing support interventions for ESLs and assess their strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats. 

4. To explore appropriate ways of developing and implementing effective support 

intervention programmes for ESLs. 

 
1.6 Study methodology 
 

The thesis is composed of four main sub-studies/subtopics according to the set 

objectives and in each of the sub-studies the methods used are explicitly stated. However, 

in general, an interpretive qualitative methodology is used in order to understand the 

ESLs’ lived realities and experiences as well as the attitudes and perceptions of the 

different stakeholders in intervention programmes. As Hennink, Hutter and Bailey (2011) 

and Liamputtong and Ezzy (2005) argue, this insider or emic standpoint helps to 

understand people’s subjective meanings of their experiences and how they construct 

their social reality based on their individual, cultural and social contexts. Within this 

framework, a multiple case study design (Flyvbjerg, 2001; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003) is 

also adopted (Chapters 3 and 4) to assess the existing interventions and a participatory 

approach (Chapter 4) is used to explore appropriate ways of developing and 

implementing effective intervention programmes for ESLs. The participation of the 

different stakeholders in vocational training programmes in the study helped to make 
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sense of the existing programmes and to make relevant and context-specific proposals for 

effective interventions.  

 
1.7 Thesis structure 
 

The thesis begins with a narrative study (Chapter 2) that aims to understand the 

lived realities and experiences of ESLs and is followed by a literature study on enabling 

factors in support intervention programmes for ESLs (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 presents a 

multiple case study of vocational education and training (VET) programmes meant to 

assist ESLs to acquire necessary skills for life and work. In this chapter, a SWOT 

analysis method is used to examine the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 

(SWOT) of the selected intervention programmes. Chapter 5 reports on the learning 

experiences and outcomes of a participatory action research (PAR) component of the 

research which was initiated to explore ways of improving intervention programmes for 

ESLs. The last chapter (Chapter 6) gives the summary, general discussion and 

recommendations of the study. The outline of the thesis is diagrammatically represented 

in Figure 4.   
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When I failed to continue, I felt hurt, and even now I am hurting. I see the students that I 

finished primary 7 with … those that went to technical school are now working; those 

that continued with secondary are now at University …you see a person come from there, 

and he has a good business or job because they continued their studies … and they bring 

good things for their parents at home. And for me, you find that I am here still envying 

them … I didn’t study to get a job, and I give my parent a token … the money I get as 

house girl [maid] is very little.  

 

Jackie – Female respondent 
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Chapter 2 

 
‘I felt very bad, I had self-rejection’: Narratives of exclusion and 

marginalisation among early school leavers in Uganda1 

  
Abstract 
 

Uganda has one of the highest rates of early school leavers (ESLs) in Sub-Saharan Africa 

(SSA), and the highest in East Africa, despite impressive school enrolment rates. While studies 

have been conducted on the possible causes of this phenomenon, little is known about the 

experiences and social world of these ESLs. This study aimed to explore the lived realities of 

ESLs by listening to their stories and experiences. The study draws from 16 in-depth interviews 

conducted with ESLs aged between 16 and 24. A narrative-based, qualitative method was used to 

analyse the data according to four broad themes: ESLs’ experiences at school and eventual 

leaving, their feelings about leaving school, their life and work in the community, and their 

future aspirations. Most participants in the study interpreted early school leaving (ESLg) as a bad 

and traumatising experience that undermined their sense of self-worth, limited their life 

opportunities, and exposed them to social exclusion. Accordingly, interventions to address ESLg 

should not only seek to address the ‘risk factors’ for and causes of ESLg but also to re-build the 

self-image of ESLs and to equip them with the relevant practical skills to help them overcome 

vulnerability, marginalisation, and social exclusion.   

 
2.1 Introduction 
 

So the first thing, I hated myself… I stopped in senior [secondary] 4 … I lacked money 

for filling the forms, so I never sat for senior 4 exams. So the first thing, I hated myself. I 

thought of my time that I wasted [in school] and not do other things, because I was seeing 

other people who had finished primary seven with me … for them they did their things 

[didn’t continue with education but went into petty trade or farming] and developed. I 

                                                 
1 This chapter is accepted for publication and is available online as: Tukundane, C., Zeelen, J., Minnaert, A., & 
Kanyandago, P. (2013). ‘I felt very bad, I had self-rejection’: narratives of exclusion and marginalisation among 
early school leavers in Uganda, Journal of Youth Studies, DOI: 10.1080/13676261.2013.830703  
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again looked at the time I wasted in school. Yes, I tried to obtain knowledge but I realised 

that others were living [had a livelihood]. I did not continue with studies and so I was 

coming back to look like them [those that never went to school] and become too much of 

a villager. I really hated myself. I hated my parents and all my relatives; I hated them so 

much because I was realising that things were there [assets that could be sold to help him 

complete school] but no relative was willing to help. I felt hurt and I hated myself … now 

it is not easy to get jobs… (Seti)  

 

Seti’s story, in some ways, summarises the feelings, opinions, and lived realities of 

most early school leavers (ESLs) who participated in this study. The term ESLs is used in 

this paper to refer to young people who have either ‘dropped out’ of school before 

completing the primary and secondary cycles of education or may have completed these 

levels but never went ahead to acquire further training in a technical/vocational school or 

any other tertiary institution. This expanded definition of an ESLs is important in the 

Ugandan context because, due to the nature of the education system in the country (which 

is very theoretical, academic and lacking adequate infrastructure), many young people 

who complete primary or secondary school leave without the sufficient skills for life and 

for the labour market. Accordingly, as seen from Seti’s story, even those who leave after 

secondary school feel as though they wasted their time in school. If they want to get a 

job, they may have to obtain some additional training. Furthermore, Seti’s story 

illustrates the frustration, disenchantment and complex realities that ESLs go through. 

Apart from a few lucky individuals, like the individuals Seti refers to as those who ‘did 

their things and developed, most ESLs tell stories of exclusion and marginalisation. This 

also reflects society’s view of ESLs which made Openjuru (2010, p. 20) lament that ‘in 

most cases ESLs are seen as losers and they are stigmatised by society rather than 

assisted’. Notwithstanding the sometimes-elusive debate in Uganda regarding the benefits 

of education amidst high levels of youth unemployment among graduates and whether or 

not some of the richest people in the country are ESLs, the world of ESLs seems to be 

one of a number of struggles. This paper explores the experiences and lived realities of 
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sixteen (16) ESLs, aged 16 to 24, living in Mbarara, a rural district in south western 

Uganda. 

Uganda’s mainstream system of education proceeds through a 7-4-2-(3-5) year 

structure from primary to tertiary education. Formal primary education comprises seven 

years (official age range 6-12, but there are also late enrollers), ordinary level secondary 

education takes four years and advanced secondary two years (age range 13-18). Tertiary 

education consists of universities, business and technical colleges, teachers’ colleges 

etcetera and runs for three to five years depending on the profession or course of study. 

Alongside this mainstream academic education are diverse levels of technical and 

vocational education serving some primary and secondary school leavers and non-

completers. However, because of the poor image of the technical and vocational 

education in the country (Jjuuko 2012; Openjuru 2010) and the perception of education 

as something that should lead to “prestigious” degrees and certificates that will eventually 

lead to “better” white-collar jobs, everyone strives to go up the ladder in the mainstream 

academic education and technical and vocational education tends to be the backwater of 

the academic system. The structure of the system and society’s perception of education 

makes the Ugandan education system rather theoretical, examination-oriented and elitist 

which affects the development of the necessary skills and competences for life and for the 

labour market. Whereas those who succeed in academic education may have improved 

opportunities to join the labour market, ESLs, with the exception of a few often find 

themselves trapped in various forms of social exclusion and marginalisation due to 

inadequate education and skills. To improve their plight some ESLs enrol in vocational 

training programmes to acquire specific skills or work as apprentices in the informal 

sector to learn a specific trade. 

Early school leaving (ESLg) is a global problem, but it affects regions and 

countries differently in terms of definition, scale and consequences. In Sub-Saharan 

Africa (SSA), the phenomenon of ESLg is of immense proportions. UNESCO (2011, p. 

47) reported that in SSA ‘about 10 million children drop out of primary school each 
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year’, and in a study by Lewin (2009, p. 154), it was stated that ‘fewer than 30% of all 

children successfully complete secondary schooling’. This makes SSA the continent with 

not only the highest number of out-of-school children but also with the highest number of 

school ‘drop outs’ or ESLs. Accordingly, the recent Africa Progress Report (2012) has 

expressed concern about this problem and called for second-chance education to be 

scaled up in efforts to increase retention in formal schools and also to improve the skills, 

opportunities and life chances of ESLs.  

Uganda is one of the SSA countries hailed for increasing access to education by 

implementing Universal Primary Education (UPE) in 1997 and Universal Secondary 

Education (USE) in 2007 (Altinyelken 2010; Ssewamala et al. 2011; The Republic of 

Uganda 2010). These initiatives have astronomically increased total enrolment rates in 

primary and secondary schools. Primary school enrolment rose from 2.7 million in 1996 

to 8.7 million in 2010 and secondary school enrolment rose from 518,931 in 2000 to 

1,537,000 in 2010 (UBOS 2010). However, serious questions about school quality and 

retention remain. As Hunt (2009, p. 1) noted, ‘While initial access to education is 

increasing in many countries, dropout rates continue to be high’. Uganda has one of the 

highest rates of school ‘drop outs’ in SSA and the highest in East Africa. For example, 

figures from the Ministry of Education and Sports (MoES) show that of the 1,763,284 

pupils registered in primary one in 2006 across the country, only 564,804 candidates 

registered with Uganda National Examinations Board for the 2012 primary leaving 

examinations. This means that 68 per cent of the pupils who were enrolled in 2006 either 

‘dropped out’ or repeated some classes during their primary school education 

(Ahimbisibwe 2012). The completion rate for secondary school is approximately 50%. 

The literature shows that ESLg is a complex issue influenced by ‘a range of interacting 

factors’ (Hunt 2009, p. 4) and is often a process rather than an event (Ampiah and Adu-

Yoboah 2009; Hunt 2008; Lee and Ip 2003). In Uganda, according to recent studies, 

ESLg is linked to direct and indirect costs of education, parental decisions, pregnancy, 

early marriages, interest in petty trading, being too old for the class (for late enrollers), 
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effects of war, child labour, poor academic progress, sickness or calamity, harassment at 

school, perceived lack of relevance and orphan-hood (see for example, Blaak et al. 2012; 

Kanyandago 2010; MoES 2008; Amone-P’Olak 2007; UBOS 2006; Nakanyike et al. 

2002). 

As studies have shown, the main problem with ESLg is that it exposes young 

people to social exclusion and diminishes their life chances (Africa Progress Report 

2012; Sabates et al. 2010; Olmec 2007). Social exclusion, as defined by the European 

Union in 2003 refers to: 

 
‘… a process whereby certain individuals are pushed to the edge of society and 

prevented from participating fully by virtue of their poverty, or lack of basic 

competencies and lifelong learning opportunities, or as a result of discrimination. 

This distances them from job, income and education opportunities as well as social 

and community networks and activities. They have little access to power and 

decision-making bodies and thus often feeling powerless and unable to take control 

over the decisions that affect their day to day lives … social exclusion is multi-

dimensional in that it encompasses income poverty, unemployment, access to 

education, information, childcare and health facilities, living conditions, as well as 

social participation’ (Eurostat 2010, p. 7).  

 
The same concept was previously described by Walker and Walker (1997, p. 8) 

as: ‘…the dynamic process of being shut out, fully or partially, from any of the social, 

economic, political or cultural systems which determine the social integration of a 

person in society’. ESLs are likely to find themselves in situations of social exclusion 

and marginalisation as those described above. Many ESLs leave school with few of 

the skills necessary for the labour market and for taking advantage of the 

opportunities society provides for improving their livelihood. They are consistently at 

an ‘increased likelihood of long-term unemployment, low-skilled and poorly-paid 

employment and social and economic marginalisation’ (The National Economic and 

Social Forum 2002, p. 8). 
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Studies conducted in different parts of the world show that ESLg is often a process 

involving a number of interacting factors (Hunt 2008; Prevatt and Kelly 2003) but its 

causes may differ from place to place and person to person. For example in Uganda and 

other SSA countries, the main causes of ESLg are especially linked to direct and indirect 

costs of education and processes and experiences related to individuals, families, and 

communities whereas in Europe, the phenomenon of ESLg is more linked to ‘processes 

and experiences highly specific to the individual’ (GHK Consulting Ltd et al. 2011, p. 7). 

In terms of numbers, SSA in general and Uganda in particular has higher numbers of 

ESLs than most countries in Europe. However, two things are common everywhere: first 

is the fact that young people from poor socio-economic backgrounds as well as those 

with behavioural and learning problems are more likely to leave school early than others, 

and secondly, that ESLg is a fundamental contributor to social exclusion and 

marginalisation because ESLs often lack the necessary skills for their integration into the 

labour market and for taking advantage of other livelihood opportunities. 

Given this background, it is crucial that we try to understand the experiences and 

lived realities of ESLs so that if there are to be second-chance interventions, as the Africa 

Progress Report (2012) proposes, such interventions are established and promoted from 

an informed position. Hunt (2008) conducted a comprehensive literature review on 

dropping out of school and later acknowledged the ‘limited numbers of in-depth 

qualitative accounts of dropping out from school based on interviews with and life 

histories of drop outs’ (Hunt 2009, p. 4). A similar acknowledgement was made by 

Tilleczek et al. (2008b, p. 24) who observed that, in the current literature, ‘the full 

character of the daily lives of the youth who leave school early is less understood’ and 

called for the exploration of everyday lives and lived experiences of these ‘marginalised 

youth’. In Uganda there has been renewed interest in the subject of ESLg because of the 

high rates of ESLg being reported by the UBOS, MoES, and different media sources. As 

a result, several studies have been conducted to try and understand which students leave 

school early and why (see, for example, Zeelen et al. 2010). However, there is a lack of 

studies on the everyday experiences of ESLs. The current study aimed to explore the 
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lived realities of ESLs by listening to stories told by the young people themselves. The 

following section explains the methods that were used to conduct the study. 

 
2.2 Methods 
 

This study draws on 16 in-depth interviews conducted with ESLs aged 16 to 24 

years, all of whom had left school at least two years prior to the time of the interviews. 

The data used in this study are part of a larger study being conducted in the Mbarara 

district, south western Uganda, aimed at understanding the problem of ESLg and finding 

ways to address the problem by recommending possible interventions for ESLs. The 

interviews were conducted between July 2010 and March 2011, with the objective of 

exploring the experiences and lived realities of ESLs in relation to their feelings, 

reactions, meanings and interpretations of being an ESL, their life at school and reasons 

for leaving, their life and work in the community, and their future aspirations. The sample 

used in the study was drawn from the larger pool of ESLs who are taking part in the 

aforementioned ESLs study. They were purposively chosen from the larger group for this 

in-depth study based on the time they had spent out of school because we thought they 

had ‘information-rich’ (Liamputtong and Ezzy 2005, p. 46) experiences that would serve 

the purpose of our study. Because the study is exploratory in nature, we did not aim for 

representativeness of the sample but, instead, for the ‘richness of the data’ (Liamputtong 

and Ezzy 2005, p. 49) that would allow us to fully explore the lived realities of ESLs. 

Moreover, Kolar et al. (2012 cited Crouch and McKenzie 2006) advise that, for 

exploratory and analytic studies, a small number of participants is recommended. The 

sample included 7 females and 9 males. By the time of the interview, five of the 

participants had enrolled in different skills training programmes, and the other 

participants were in different occupations as indicated in Table 1. 
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Table 1: Participants’ Profile* 
Participant Age  Sex  Stage left school  Current Status/occupation 
John  23  Male  Secondary 3  Boda-bodaβ rider 
Esther  16  Female  Primary 5  Helping parents on the farm 
Janet  19  Female  Secondary 5  At home with parents 
Kelly  21  Male  Secondary 3  Boda-boda rider  
Tom  22  Male  Primary 6  Unemployed 
Joshua  24  Male  Secondary 4  On-job training in a garage  
Dorah  20  Female  Secondary 3  Petty trader 
Abdu  17  Male  Secondary 2  Training at a farm school 
Roy   23  Male   Primary 5  Car washer  
Carol  19   female  Secondary 4  Training at a commercial sch. 
Yona  16  Male  Primary 7  Training at a farm school 
Kato  20  Male  Secondary 2  Car washer 
Jackie  23  Female  Primary 7  Housemaid 
Seti  22  Male  Secondary 4  Unemployed 
Jose  24  Female  Secondary 4  Businesswoman  
Dina  19  Female  Secondary 2  Shop attendant  
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
* All names are Pseudonyms 
β Passenger Motorbike 
 

This was a qualitative, narrative-based study which utilised in-depth, unstructured 

interviews (Riessman 2008) to research the experiences of ESLs. This methodology was 

used because narrative analysis is valuable in ‘shifting the emphasis from macro-

dynamics to individual lives and is highly effective for researching individuals’ 

experiences’ (Tanyas 2012, p. 698). Narratives are good for ‘eliciting inner views of 

respondents’ lives as they portray their social worlds and experience’ (Mueller et al. 

2008, p. 66) as well as for exploring the ‘meanings of those experiences for the 

individual’ (Creswell 2008, p. 512). Tilleczek (2008), Hunt (2009), and Hodgson (2007) 

expressed the need for researchers to employ in-depth interviews and narratives to 

understand the life stories of ESLs as their lived experiences have not been adequately 

explored in the existing literature. This study is an attempt to contribute to this necessity. 

Prior to collecting data for this study, the objective of the research study was first 

explained to the participants, and consent was obtained from each of them. The 

participants all willingly agreed to take part in the study. Although participants saw study 
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participation as an opportunity to tell their hitherto untold stories, it turned out that, for 

most of them, narrating their experiences was sometimes difficult and emotional, as ESLs 

can be a vulnerable and sensitive group of young people. Accordingly, all the names used 

in this study are pseudonyms to ensure confidentiality (Hyden 2008). The in-depth 

interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes and were conducted by appointment and in 

quiet locations to avoid any interruptions. These young people were asked to tell their life 

experiences based on prompts such as: tell me about your experience at school and what 

made you leave; describe your feeling after leaving school; what has been your 

experience out of school?; and what are your future dreams? The interviews were tape 

recorded and later transcribed verbatim. 

The data transcripts were read by the researchers several times to familiarise 

themselves with the data, and they were analysed inductively with the use of emerging 

themes from the data. Data analysis was aided by a qualitative data analysis software 

ATLAS.ti. Though we tried to pay attention to the structural and social contexts of the 

stories (Kolar et al. 2012; Riessman 2011), more emphasis was put on ‘thematic analysis 

– [on] what is told’ (Tanyas 2012, p. 699). This was performed to ‘illustrate’ the 

experiences of these, so often marginalised, ESLs whose experiences are 

underrepresented in literature (Hunt 2009). To ensure the accuracy of the information, 

during the process of data analysis, summaries from each participant’s transcript were 

shared with the respective participants to confirm the authenticity (or lack of) of the 

major issues in their stories. All the participants confirmed that what they were presented 

with was a true record of what they had communicated in the interview. 

The next section presents the findings of the study according to the themes 

developed from the in-depth interviews of the ESLs. To illustrate their experiences and 

lived realities, excerpts from the interviews are used to represent the ESLs’ own voices. 

  
2.3 Life at school and eventual leaving 
 

In the privacy and quietness of our interview locations, which were specifically 

chosen to make the participants comfortable and to avoid interruptions (usually in the 
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backside gardens of some small restaurants in the participants’ home areas or under a tree 

in the neighbouring school compound over the weekend), we always started our 

interviews by asking the young people to tell us about their school experiences and what 

made them to leave school early. School environment can be a major contributor to ESLg 

especially when it is perceived by young people as being oppressive and unsupportive of 

their learning or irrelevant to their needs and wishes. Surprisingly, 11 out of the 16 

participants in this study indicated that they enjoyed school and would go back to school 

if they had the opportunity and means. The following is what some of them said when 

asked about their school experiences: 

 
I was doing very well … I liked studying … I was in a rural school but I loved it, and I 

loved studying, and I know that if I had money for school fees, by now I would be at 

university. (John) 

 

Everything was well at school. At least I had the brain, and I think that’s why I am still 

missing my school … obviously I felt bad, but I still have hopes of going back [to school] 

to do a course to help me do other things. (Janet) 

 

I was feeling the desire to keep in school and continue studying … I was feeling bad 

about it [leaving school] because my classmates were proceeding and now some are 

teachers, so I was feeling bad. (Tom) 

 
Such views of displeasure about leaving school were echoed in most of our 

interviews. For most of them, leaving school before completion or at a lower stage 

(primary or secondary) meant that their future dreams of going to university, and later 

getting a white collar job, were shattered. Like many other young people in Uganda, the 

ideal situation for many of the ESLs would have been to climb the educational ladder 

until they obtained the ‘prestigious’ university degree. However, there were contrasting 

views and experiences. For example, Abdu, who had learning difficulties, used to be 

abused by the teachers in front of his fellow students, and sometimes these teachers 
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would beat him. As a result, he developed aggressive behaviour, and when he was in 

secondary 2, he participated in a strike and was expelled from school. Abdu is currently 

enrolled in a farm school for a course in agricultural studies where he hopes to gain 

practical skills to help him earn a living. This is how he described his short-lived 

secondary school experience: 

 
When I was in primary school I liked it … but secondary [school] I was tired of school … 

the teachers would abuse us and beat us because we failed an exam or because I would 

not answer the questions in class. Is it my fault if I don’t know something? … So one day 

when the students wanted to strike, I was also angry, and I joined them … then I was 

expelled from school. (Abdu) 

 
Abdu’s story illustrates how the school environment can impact students’ 

behaviour, cause them to hate school and, for some, prompt them to leave prematurely.  

The reasons for leaving school, according to the interviews, are varied. However, 

the issue of direct and indirect costs of schooling was cited by most ESLs as the main 

cause for their ESLg. Many of them mentioned a lack of means to pay school fees or for 

other scholastic materials as the reason why they left school. Of those who left due to this 

reason, 4 were orphans while others came from poor backgrounds or had parents who 

deliberately refused to pay their school fees. In Uganda, the government is implementing 

‘free’ UPE and USE, but they do not cover all schools, especially private schools. 

Furthermore, students’ parents or guardians are expected to cover other school costs 

(such as the cost of books, pens, pencils, and meals, etcetera) aside from the tuition fees 

that the government is supposed to subsidise. Therefore, some parents/guardians cannot 

afford to pay these costs, while others just refuse to pay for other reasons.  

 
I stopped in secondary 3. I didn’t study to finish senior 3. I studied one term in it. My 

parents could not afford money to sustain them and also to pay school fees and my 

studies were always interrupted. I would always be the one to be sent away from school 

for fees, books, whatever. Okay, all necessities at school remained lacking. (aaah…) I 

decided to quit from there. (John)   
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John’s story is not different from those of many other ESLs interviewed. They 

narrate stories of frustration and decisions to quit school due to their parents’ or 

guardians’ failure to meet the costs of their education. Jackie, who now works as a 

housemaid in Mbarara town, had completed primary 7 with good grades and had 

ambitions of going to secondary school, but her hopes were dashed when the parents told 

her that she could not continue school because they had no money to pay for her. That is 

how school life ended for her, and she has since worked as a housemaid in several homes. 

In the process of working, she was impregnated by a boda-boda rider who promised to 

marry her but later abandoned her, and she now has to take care of her one-year-old baby 

girl as she continues to work as a housemaid. Life has not been easy for her since she had 

her child because some families do not want to employ a maid with a child. 

 
What led me not to continue studying is that I finished primary seven and lacked money 

to continue to secondary school. When the money got lost [parents lacked money], we 

[the family] put an effort as human beings [to find money]. When money got lost, I saw 

that there was no money completely to make me continue to secondary. That is where I 

ended and left school. I have now become a ‘professional’ house girl [house maid]. 

(Jackie) 

 
This finding about the direct and indirect costs of schooling being a determining 

factor in ESLg is consistent with other studies that have been carried out in different parts 

of SSA, in general, and Uganda, in particular (see for example, Blaak et al. 2012; UBOS 

2006; Nakanyike et al. 2002; Lewin 2009; Hunt 2008). However, as Kanyandago (2010) 

observed, sometimes, a lack of money to pay school fees may obscure other important 

factors that cause ESLg.  

In this regard, this study found that while most participants mentioned the lack of 

means to pay school fees as the main cause of ESLg, within the stories, other causes 

surfaced. One additional cause for ESLg concerns the cultural beliefs about the education 

of females. Dorah – a twenty-year-old young lady now engaged in petty trading in one of 

the trading centres of Mbarara – left school before completing secondary 3 because of 
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what she calls ‘the ignorance of my parents’. ‘If I was a boy, I think I would have 

continued … my father never wanted the girls to study because they are going to get 

married’. Her story is more or less similar to the one of Esther: 

 
My father had a heart of educating children, but because of people’s words and 

influences about educating a girl, he refused to let me continue in school … for example 

they would ask him why he was educating girls, and I was the eldest among girls, so they 

told him that money put in a girls’ education does not make profits and returns. They told 

him that you will educate a girl child and she will enrich her husband, and for you, your 

money gets wasted; and he decided to stop educating us. (Esther) 

 
Esther’s story demonstrates that some people in Mbarara still keep the old belief 

system where parents would only educate boys, thinking that the education of girls was a 

waste of time and resources as the girl would be married away to benefit the husband’s 

family. Others held the view that educated girls would be exposed to the ‘world’ and that 

this would lead them to ‘promiscuity’. This story clearly shows that it is not only Esther’s 

father who made the decision to stop her from continuing with her education. His 

decision was influenced by other people who could also be doing the same to their 

daughters. It seems that gender issues still play a role in individuals’ access to education 

and level of educational attainment. In some communities, gender issues have also been 

found to influence the educational attainment of young boys. For instance, in a recent 

study by Ngabirano (2010), it was found that in some communities of western Uganda, 

some boys were being forced to leave school early to help with family work at home, 

such as taking care of domestic animals, or to engage in petty trading to earn quick 

money.  

According to this study, the decision to leave school is also linked to the student’s 

interpretation of education as being irrelevant to the realities of life due to the high 

numbers of unemployed educated youth in addition to the relative success achieved by 

some ESLs or unschooled people compared to some of those who went to school and 

gained professional certificates. Jose lost interest in school when she was completing 
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secondary 4 partly because she was seeing some ‘wealthy people around’ who had not 

completed much education and were ‘doing better’ than university graduates. Jose’s loss 

of interest in school had started earlier while she was still in secondary 2, and this loss of 

interest affected her grades. According to Jose, her lack of interest and resulting poor 

grades led to her decision not to continue with school. She has since started a small 

business and is trying to become ‘wealthy’ like individuals who have ‘made it’, despite 

not having ‘a lot of education’. For Jose, the purpose of education is to help you earn 

money and become wealthy in the long-run. 

 
Others were educated, but those who had no any education, they are the ones you see as 

big people, for example the likes of [ZZZ (name of prominent businessman)]. They tell 

you that [ZZZ] started with ten second hand clothes and was moving around selling them, 

and from them he became a rich man. He is my role model … I will also get rich. (Jose) 

 
As previously stated and as seen from the above stories, the factors that are linked 

to ESLg vary and are ‘not necessarily simple, contained, or easy to articulate’ (Hodgson 

2007, p. 10).  

Nevertheless, results from this study indicate that a lack of the money necessary to 

pay school fees and the cost of scholastic materials is a major contributing factor to ESLg 

in Mbarara and most likely in Uganda as a whole. In this study only four participants did 

not mention the issue of school fees: Jose saw what she was studying as irrelevant and 

eventually lost interest; Kato thought that joining a technical school was better in terms of 

employment prospects; Dina got pregnant and had to leave school; and Abdu was 

expelled from school. 

From the narratives of these ESLs, on the surface it may appear as though the 

decision to leave school is simply an event or a decision that occurs at one time point. 

However, a close listening and analysis of the narratives reveals that ESLg can be a 

complex issue brought about by a number of factors that build up over time. As such 

ESLg should be thought of as a ‘process’ rather than just an ‘event’. For example, from 

Jose’s story, it is apparent that the decision to leave school was made over a period of two 
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years. First, seeing ‘successful’ business people who did not have much education made 

her lose interest in studying when she was still in secondary 2. This loss of interest 

eventually affected her grades, and the combination of the two finally led to her decision 

to leave school. Additionally, as Esther narrated, her father’s scepticism of girls’ 

education as well as failure to provide school tuition payments and other school materials 

contributed to her irregular school attendance, and ultimately she had to quit. 

 
(Yeah…) for me I had no problem; I wanted to continue, but I would go to school like 

this year, and I finish another year of no school … I would repeat the class and become 

the winner [first in class] … again I would go back [spend time at home] … but when I 

reached in P5 [primary 5], he told me there was no longer money, so I decided to leave. 

(Esther) 

 
Listening to these stories gives the impression that these ESLs are, in most cases, 

caught in between a rock and a hard place. Whereas they would want to continue with 

their education, they lack a supportive environment both at school and at home. 

 
2.4 Feelings and immediate consequences of ESLg 
 

ESLg can be a traumatising experience for some ESLs. It is generally associated 

with the label of ‘dropping out’ of school which places a large share of the responsibility 

and blame on the individual that has ‘dropped out’. Whether there are extenuating 

circumstances that are beyond the ESLs’ control, the community does not understand or 

does not pay attention to such issues. The community will say that the ESLs have wasted 

the parents’ money for the years spent in school and will always associate ESLg with 

academic failure or bad behaviour. As a result, some of the ESLs felt so bad about their 

situation that it was difficult for them to talk about ESLg in the first person; they would 

attempt to use a mixture of third person and first person in their narrative as if they were 

trying to distance themselves from the experience. For instance Kelly, a boda-boda rider, 

described his feelings about ESLg in the following words: 
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My sadness is mine as a person. Like you see a child leaving school, he gets so many 

problems. Like when you get confused and you are sad; they are those that you see have 

learned how to smoke, drinking, etc. Because he thinks that if I could die and cease to 

live. Because you feel the world has crumbled before you. Even me, where I am but 

because I have already started working, I work and get ‘one hundred’ [an expression for 

little money – loosely translated from the local language], and I sleep comfortably. But 

when I can’t get it, I start thinking and wishing I had been educated more … sometimes 

when a person wants to hurt you, he asks you why you didn’t complete school … when 

you actually wanted. Now those are the problems that we, I, face. (Kelly) 

 
However, even those who could articulate their situation in first-person had 

unpleasant feelings about ESLg. 

 
When I left, I became like omuyayi [bad-mannered]. I started drinking [alcohol] and 

smoking … okay … finding that I am in things that are not necessary. The challenges 

were from people’s talk around … that now he has finished P7 [primary 7], and there is 

no money to push him ahead, he is going to join his friends who are seated in the village 

… Some people who didn’t go to school would see me and tell me that I should join them 

and we start drinking. (Yona) 

 
When I failed to continue, I felt hurt, and even now I am hurting. I see the students that I 

finished primary 7 with … those that went to technical school are now working; those 

that continued with secondary are now at university …you see a person come from there, 

and he has a good business or job because they continued their studies … and they bring 

good things for their parents at home. And for me, you find that I am here still envying 

them … I didn’t study to get a job, and I give my parent a token … the money I get as 

house girl [maid] is very little. (Jackie) 

 
I felt very bad; I had self-rejection. Even I never wanted to see that man, my father; but 

after, I forgave him”. (Dorah) 

 
For these young people, being educated is associated with good jobs, a good 

salary, and being able to give back to their parents or guardians. In their view, if 
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individuals study and finish technical school or university, then they can obtain a well-

paying job. Otherwise, they will go back to the village and become like other 

‘uneducated’ individuals and start ‘behaving badly’. Such feelings of failure and low self-

image have led some of these young people to engage in criminal activity, drug abuse, 

reckless sexual behaviour leading to HIV/AIDS, and other forms of social ills (Zeelen et 

al. 2010). However, it seems that the feelings and experiences of ESLg depend on the 

individual and the specific reasons for ESLg. In contrast to the remorse over leaving 

school reflected in the above experiences, Jose does not regret having left school early. 

Nevertheless, it must be said that there are not many other ESLs that feel similar to Jose. 

 
I don’t consider myself unlucky. I am now a businesswoman, and I make money enough 

to take care of my needs and those of my young family…my husband works too, and we 

are doing well. Sometimes I consider myself even better than people who have gone to 

school and end up without jobs and are walking the streets…what is important is to work 

and get money and be able to sustain yourself and family. (Jose, 24)  

 
2.5 Life and work in the community 
 

When individuals leave school, many return to their families and communities to 

determine what to do next; the options are not many. Some ESLs join their family 

members or relatives to help in the gardens or other activities the family may be engaged 

in. Other ESLs try to look for a job to earn some money and make a living. However, the 

search for jobs is often hampered by a lack of skills or low level of skills associated with 

leaving school early. Most of the ESLs in this study mentioned deficiencies in skills as 

one of the obstacles conferring disadvantage to them in the labour market. The ESLs 

indicated that employers usually ask for professional certificates or demand certain skills 

that these ESLs normally do not have. Some ESLs wished to start their own small 

businesses, but they lacked the necessary start-up capital or the required entrepreneurial 

skills.   
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Sometimes you get a job … but, as you work for your boss, he despises you and says you 

aren’t intelligent. He sees you as the poorest … that you don’t know how to do the work 

… so this is the biggest problem. A person despises you and sees that what you are doing 

is useless. You see that he despises you so much and sees you as ignorant … that you 

aren’t studied for that work. (Roy) 

 
When I left school, like after a year, the local authorities asked me to pay graduated tax. I 

did not have money because I was not skilled in making money. They would run after me 

for taxation, and when my father saw me suffering, he sold some trees from his artificial 

forest and paid the tax on my behalf. Later, I got a job in someone’s farm, and I would 

dig from morning till evening … I would also fetch water for people to get some money. 

The people in the village were pointing a finger at me … that he left school to suffer. 

(Tom) 

 
According to these ESLs’ accounts, leaving school without the skills necessary for 

life and for the working world marginalised them and pushed them into menial work, 

lower wage jobs and unemployment. This also made them and other people question the 

relevance of school and returns from investment in education. Kelly, a boda-boda rider, 

had a touching experience to tell about his struggles with work. The entire story told 

during Kelly’s one-and-a-half-hour interview is long; however, the following excerpts 

from the interview with him serve as a summary: 

 
When I left school, I went to town to look for jobs. I first worked as a house boy taking 

care of a child and cooking. This was not easy for me as a boy. The child would cry and 

cry and cry. In the evening, the neighbours would report me to my boss. Then, she 

decided to expel me. I returned to the village. She used to pay me six thousand shillings 

[about $2.50] a month, but she also provided accommodation and meals. 

 
In the village, I got a man who contracted me to work in his banana plantation. I did 

pruning and chopping the stems of the plantains. I worked, worked, and worked and got 

some money for food and clothes. 
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When the contract got finished, I got a job crushing stones [into aggregate stones used in 

building]. For a basin of crashed stones, I would be paid one hundred shillings [about 

$0.04]. Then, I would carry it for about one mile to the building site. In a day, I would 

make between 4 and 7 basins. 

 
These are the problems I have encountered in work. But now I ride this boda-boda which 

I got from my little money [savings] and loan from [XXX (name of financial institution)]. 

At least now I can earn three hundred thousand shillings [about $120.00] a month, but I 

have to continue paying back the loan. 

 
This world is not easy. And even now if I could get a person to give me a small good job, 

of my class which I have studied, I cannot leave it. (Kelly)  

 
Kelly’s experience is similar to those of most participants in this study. Each one 

of the ESLs had a story to tell about the difficulties they faced concerning the working 

world. Table 1 indicates what each of the study participants is currently doing. As seen 

from the table, most ESLs are in low paying trade jobs while others are trying to obtain 

further training to acquire some skills that will enable them to improve their life chances 

and opportunities. Kelly’s expression, ‘I worked, worked and worked’, was one way of 

saying that, to accumulate a reasonable amount of money, one would have put in extra 

effort. Indeed, most of the ESLs described the experience of working longer hours and 

sometimes taking on multiple jobs, including night shifts, to make ends meet. When 

asked about the cause for the challenges in his life, Kelly, like several other participants, 

attributed them to his failure to complete school to the desired level and to the school’s 

failure to equip him with the necessary skills for life and work.  

As always, there are instances of ESLs who obtain jobs that are well paying or are 

helped to start small businesses and are able to prosper. Among those that were 

interviewed, only Jose told of an experience of success in self-employment as a young 

business woman. It could be said that Jose represents those few ESLs who are successful 

despite ESLg. Such instances of success are often dependent on the socio-economic 
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background of an individual, the connections one has, and the opportunities that one 

happens to encounter. 

 
2.6 Future aspirations 
 

One striking and positive aspect of all the interviews is that, despite the difficulties 

and challenges ESLs face, they all hold future dreams and ambitions. All of the ESLs 

interviewed are either thinking of getting training in vocational programmes to acquire 

skills to boost their employment prospects or are thinking about finding some money to 

start their own businesses. There is an overwhelming desire in all of them to learn a skill 

or trade so that they find a better source of livelihood.  

 
I want to go back to school…maybe in a vocational school to learn tailoring…after, I can buy 

a sewing machine and work to get money for my survival and that of my child. I cannot go 

back to senior [secondary school]; I am a mother…how can a mother go back to study with 

young girls? But if I don’t study anything else, I will remain working for other people and 

getting little money. (Dina) 

 
I think of starting a business in ceramics because I like them, and there is a person whom I 

saw doing them, and I got excited about it. So am ready to do them; then, when I sell them, I 

can earn some money. (Janet)  

 
If I get money from this job [washing cars], I would wish to be a driver … so that I also start 

employing myself and govern myself. (Roy)  

 

Others such as Joshua, Abdu, Carol, and Yona, who are already in training 

programmes, seem to like what they are learning because they hope the programmes will 

enable them to gain skills that will help them to obtain jobs or to learn a trade that will 

help them earn a better living. These ESLs have ambitions of becoming veterinary 

officers, accountants, carpenters, builders, electricians, mechanics, et cetera. Some of 

those in formal training also hope to use that opportunity to continue with their education 
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until they reach university – their earlier desired level. However, all their dreams are 

dependent on the availability of finances to either pay for their training or start a trade. 

 
2.7 Discussion and conclusion 
 

This qualitative study has both explored the lived realities and portrayed the social 

worlds of ESLs in Mbarara, south western Uganda; issues that are generally under-

researched in studies on ESLg in this country. The primary aim of this study was not to 

make ‘generalisations and representations’ (Dekkers and Claassen 2001, p. 352) but to 

gain insight into the everyday life of ESLs from their own perspective. The findings 

indicate that ESLg is a complex issue linked to a number of factors and that ESLs are not 

a homogeneous group; their experiences do differ according to their socio-economic 

background, reasons for leaving school and life chances. Though the respondents’ 

narratives show a common trend of disadvantage and marginalisation, the story of one of 

the respondents (Jose) indicates that some ESLs can have positive experiences. 

With the exception of a few respondents, most ESLs hold positive views about 

education and liked being at school. Consistent with other studies that have been 

conducted in Uganda and other SSA countries (see, for example, Blaak et al. 2012; 

UBOS 2006; Lewin 2009; Zeelen et al. 2010), this study indicates that issues related to 

household income, social class and poverty play a large role in determining who stays in 

school and who leaves. Given that ESLs are often children from poor socio-economic 

backgrounds, interventions aimed at preventing ESLg must consider ways of improving 

household incomes or supporting school retention among children from poor households. 

Relatedly, second-chance or support interventions must also be affordable; otherwise 

they will be inaccessible to many ESLs. The subject of culture and gender was also a 

main theme in the narratives in this study. Some cultural beliefs disadvantage girls; when 

decisions regarding school have to be made, it is the girls that are more likely than the 

boys to leave school early. As Hunt (2009, p. 2) observed, ‘In many instances it is the 

girls from poor households who are withdrawn earlier than the boys’. In Uganda, studies 

show that, in terms of access, the gender gap has been steadily narrowing (see, for 
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example, UNDP, 2007). According to UBOS (2010) primary school enrolment in the 

country was 8.7 million children (4.4 male, 4.3 female), and secondary school enrolment 

was 1.5 million children (0.8male, 0.7 female). While this is a great achievement in terms 

of gender equality in education, if the same effort is not put on retaining girls in school, 

the achievements in access do not mean anything. Apart from household-income-related 

issues and gender, other factors related to ESLg in this study were poor academic 

performance, lack of interest, pregnancy, mistreatment at school, and individual 

behaviour. Accordingly, interventions aimed at preventing ESLg or supporting ESL 

should include measures to address these issues. 

Most participants view ESLg as a bad and traumatising experience which 

undermines their sense of self-worth. Society sees ESLs as failures and losers (Openjuru 

2010), and this view stigmatises them. As a result, ESLs’ relationships with their 

families, schools, and communities are always strained. This means that many of them 

need assistance and may benefit from counselling and guidance services. The problem of 

ESLg is compounded by the lack of skills or inadequate skills that most ESLs have 

(Africa Progress Report 2012; Sabates et al. 2010). This limits their future opportunities 

and exposes them to various forms of social exclusion and marginalisation. Social 

exclusion is what happens when ‘… people … face a combination of linked problems 

such as unemployment, discrimination, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high 

crime, bad health and family breakdown’ (ODPM 2004, 4). By leaving school early, 

these young people risk being excluded from society and not being able to act as full time 

members of their society. They are ‘… mainly poorly educated individuals [who] are 

challenged less to take part in educational processes and the production of knowledge … 

All this can trigger a spiral of marginalisation, one that can threaten society’s social 

cohesion’ (van der Kamp and Toren 2003, p. 71). Such experiences of exclusion and 

marginalisation were evident in the ESLs’ stories, as most of them told of experiences of 

being reduced to low-paying, menial jobs, having limited life opportunities and choices, 

and feeling a lack of belonging. 
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In conclusion, this study has revealed that ESLg is a process that can be linked to 

several interacting factors and not just one event. The factors contributing to ESLg 

originate from the family, school, or community environments. According to the 

respondents, the final decision to leave school is often due to ‘push’ rather than ‘pull’ 

factors, and, in most cases, the individual has no alternative but to leave. Interventions 

aimed at reducing ESLg should strive to address the ‘risk factors’ and causes for ESLg at 

individual, family, school and community levels. As Tilleczek et al. (2008a, p. 189) 

assert, ‘To understand and address early school leaving, a focus on the intersections 

between the socio-economic status and the health of families, schools and communities is 

needed’. Support interventions for those who have already left school should seek to 

rebuild the self-image of ESLs and equip them with the relevant, practical skills to help 

them overcome vulnerability, marginalisation, and social exclusion. As most ESLs in this 

study have been seen to harbour dreams and aspirations for the future, support 

interventions would be most relevant and beneficial to ESLs if they took into 

consideration their aspirations. Lastly, to ameliorate the stigma surrounding ESLg, 

support interventions should also seek to build on the talents and competences of ESLs 

rather than concentrate only on correcting their deficiencies.  
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Practical curricula that offer technical skills, together with flexible schedules and less 

formal instruction methods are the most attractive to young people. Programmes are 

more likely to be successful if they are part of a package that also offers other forms of 

social protection to address the multiple disadvantages that young people often face. 

 
UNESCO (2012)  
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Chapter 3 

 

A review of enabling factors in support intervention programmes 

for early school leavers: What are the implications for Sub-Saharan 

Africa? 

 
Abstract 
 

One of the major problems facing education systems in Sub-Saharan Africa is the 

phenomenon of young people who leave school before completion. Research has shown that this 

phenomenon disadvantages young people and exposes them to various forms of social exclusion.  

Accordingly, there have been increasing calls for the scaling up of support intervention 

programmes for young people who leave school early. This paper analyses literature on support 

intervention programmes for early school leavers (ESLs) to identify enabling factors that can be 

promoted in future or in current less effective interventions. The review revealed that 

programmes that address the multiple disadvantages and needs of young people through flexible, 

holistic and intensive support approaches tend to be more attractive and beneficial to the 

participants. The findings from this review are crucial to policy makers and teachers working in 

support intervention programmes for ESLs.  

 
3.1 Introduction 
  

In the last decade, countries in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) have made significant 

progress in providing access to education at both the primary and the secondary school 

levels, but these countries are far from achieving access to education for all children 

(Majgaard & Mingat, 2012; Mingat, Ledoux & Rakotomalala, 2010). Indicators in many 

countries in this region, however, have shown remarkable improvements in enrolment 

rates, which is, in large part, due to the introduction of universal primary education in 

many of the countries and the implementation of programmes such as Education for All 

(EFA) and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) (UNESCO, 2011; 2012). Despite 
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this encouraging trend, there are still many children out of school, the majority of whom 

are school dropouts or early school leavers (ESLs) (Lewin & Little, 2011, p.333). 

Globally 57 million children are out of school, of which 30 million are in SSA 

(UNESCO, 2013). SSA, South and West Asia have the highest rates of early school 

leaving (ESLg) to the extent that one out of three children entering primary school will 

not complete the complete primary cycle (UNESCO, 2013). In its 2011 EFA Global 

Monitoring Report, UNESCO (2011, p. 47) estimated that 10 million children drop out of 

primary school every year in SSA. Education systems in SSA are very diverse, but the 

recurring challenges in the region are related to war-affected areas, poor infrastructure, 

post-colonial legacies, economic challenges, diversity of cultures and languages within 

nations, and exclusion of the poor and the rural (UNESCO, 2013; Zeelen, Van der 

Linden, Nampota & Ngabirano, 2010; Majgaard & Mingat, 2012).  

There are concerns that the aims of education enshrined in the EFA and MDGs 

agenda may not be realised if the problem of ESLg is not addressed (UNESCO, 2012). 

The large number of ESLs in SSA threatens development objectives, as these youth leave 

school without acquiring the skills necessary for life and for future employment. This 

lack of skills then increases individuals’ vulnerability to poverty and social immobility 

and denies them a chance to enjoy the wider benefits of education. Furthermore, a large 

number of illiterate and poorly educated youth can be a major burden to the economies of 

SSA, as it can be considered a wastage of public resources, leads to an absence of skilled 

labour, low earning power and unemployment (Openjuru, 2010; Woolman, 2002). 

Accordingly, this situation calls for support intervention programmes to provide 

alternative sources in education for ESLs to fill the skills gap, thus reducing the 

vulnerability and social exclusion of ESLs, improving their opportunities to gain 

employment and making them active citizens in their countries.  

Against this background, governments in SSA and international organisations are 

calling for an investment in second chance education or support interventions for ESLs in 

addition to retention attempts (Africa Progress Report, 2012). It is imperative that support 

intervention programmes be established and that existing programmes be enhanced for 
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those who already left school. As most countries in SSA have hitherto not ventured much 

into support intervention programmes for ESLs (Africa Progress Report, 2012), there is 

need to learn from other countries on how best such interventions can be designed and 

implemented. Accordingly, this paper analyses available literature on support 

intervention programmes for ESLs to identify enabling factors that can be implemented 

in future interventions or current less effective interventions for these youth in SSA. By 

enabling factors, we are referring to those practices that should be included in support 

intervention programmes, making such programmes more protective and beneficial to the 

participants in terms of preparing them for life, for the labour market and for 

community/national development. This review seeks to answer the following question: 

What enabling factors, found in the literature, should be considered when developing and 

implementing effective support intervention programmes for ESLs in SSA? Effectiveness 

in this case, means achieving the programmes’ objectives of combatting social exclusion 

and preparing the youth to become active citizens.  

 

3.2 The ESLg problem: an overview 
 

             Before delving into support intervention programmes for ESLs, it is important 

that we first gain insight into the problem of ESLg and its consequences. While 

consensus exists on the challenges of ESLg, the conceptualisation of the phenomenon has 

been widely discussed and variedly understood (Zeelen et al., 2010). The concept of 

‘early school leaving’ or ‘school dropout’ is a very complex one, especially in regard to 

its definition. Not only is this concept defined differently by different people, but 

different countries use different stages or years of schooling to determine at what level 

one is considered to be an ESL. While ‘early school leaver’ and ‘school dropout’ are 

often used interchangeably, Lally (2009) argues that using the term ‘dropout’ is 

inaccurate because some young people leave school after making a conscious decision to 

pursue other employment or training goals, such as apprenticeships. It is also argued that 

using the term ‘dropout’ places blame on the young people who leave school 
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prematurely, yet there are always other contributing factors that may not be of their own 

making (Cassidy & Bates, 2005; Conen & Rutten, 2003). Therefore, we prefer to use the 

term ‘early school leaving’, using Cullen’s (2000, p.10) definition which summarises 

various positions in literature: ‘early school leaving can be understood as young people 

leaving school before the legal school leaving age and/or leaving school with limited or 

no formal qualifications’. In the context of SSA, this category of young people includes 

those who have not completed the seven or eight years (depending on the country’s 

education system) of basic education, those who have stopped school to enter a trade or 

vocation (Ananga, 2011), and those who have not made the transition from primary or 

secondary school to higher institutions that offer formal qualifications for work. In many 

SSA countries, even those who have completed the primary or secondary school cycles 

may also be considered ESLs because many of these young people leave school without 

the skills and competences, that is, attitudes, knowledge, and practical know-how that are 

required for social and labour market integration (UNESCO, 2011). Since retention in the 

global North is commonly followed up through the legal system up to a certain age, the 

phenomenon and definition of ESLg in SSA includes a group of learners without basic 

learning skills because such a legal framework does not exist in many SSA countries and 

where it exists, it is often poorly enforced.   

Studies have shown that ESLg is one of the biggest problems confronting 

education systems in many parts of the world (e.g., Bradshaw, O’Brennan, & McNeely, 

2008; NESSE, 2009; Lamb, Markussen, Teese, Sandberg & Polesel, 2011; Smyth, 2005). 

In the global South, the school dropout rates are staggeringly high (Graeff-Martins et al., 

2006), especially in Africa (Brown, 2010; Lewin, 2009; Lewin & Akyeampong, 2009; 

UNESCO, 2008; 2011; 2013; Zeelen et al., 2010b). The risk factors, incidence, causes 

and correlates of ESLg have been widely researched (e.g., Ampiah & Adu-Yeboah, 2009; 

Baker et al., 2001, Bradshaw et al., 2008; Hunt, 2008; Lee & Burkam, 2003; Lewin, 

2009). The causes are mainly due to socio-economic and political factors. In SSA, ESLg 

is exacerbated by household poverty, child labour, poor quality education, lack of interest 

in formal education, pregnancy, non-achievement in school, teacher attitudes, distance 
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from school, use of corporal punishment, age of student, inequalities linked to language 

and ethnicity, and rural-urban differences (Ananga, 2011; Amphiah & Adu-Yeboah, 

2009; UNESCO, 2011). In most cases, a combination of these factors leads to ESLg, 

which is not a one-time event; rather, ESLg is generally a process (Amphiah & Adu-

Yeboah,2009; Liskó, 2009; NESSE, 2009; Teese et al., 2000) characterised by a series of 

events that results in eventual leaving. The length and nature of the process largely 

depends on the type of ESL the student is.  

Research has demonstrated that ESLg disadvantages young people and exposes 

them to various forms of social exclusion (e.g., Bridgeland, DiIulio, & Morison, 2006; 

GHK, 2005; NESSE, 2009). According to Walker and Walker (1997, p. 8) social 

exclusion is ‘…the dynamic process of being shut out, fully or partially, from any of the 

social, economic, political or cultural systems which determine the social integration of a 

person in society’. As highlighted by Percy-Smith (2000), social exclusion does not only 

describe economic disadvantages, but also human rights, physical environment, 

discrimination and, psychological effects. Moreover in the context of lifelong learning, 

social exclusion is often associated with lack of skills sets and learning opportunities 

(Zeelen, 2004). The excluding effect of ESLg can not only disrupt young people’s 

personal development, but it also has detrimental effects on their socio-economic 

standing in the future (Lally, 2009). Their personal life choices and opportunities as well 

as the development of their personal attributes and their access to services are severely 

curtailed. Furthermore, they miss out on the wider potential benefits of education such as 

a sense of self-worth, improved income and social mobility. According to Schargel and 

Smink (2001, p. 239), such benefits ‘extend beyond the individual, the family, the local 

community, and transcend the state and national boundaries’. Concerned about the plight 

of ESLs in Africa, the UNESCO (2011, p. 47) EFA Global Monitoring Report stated the 

consequences of this problem thusly: ‘The school dropout crisis diminishes the life 

chances of highly vulnerable children, closing down a potential escape route from 

poverty and reducing education’s power to strengthen social mobility’.  
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The problems and consequences associated with ESLg necessitate interventions 

that are focussed on young people who have left school early and that offer them the 

necessary skills and competences that should enable them to live a fully integrated life in 

society. Such interventions should help in the ‘acquisition of social capital and of access 

to career opportunities and life chances’ (The National Economic and Social Forum, 

2002, p. 8). However, it is important to note that the causes of ESLg are varied and 

complex (ACER, 2000; Bhanpuri & Reynolds, 2003; Bridgeland et al., 2006; GHK, 

2005; Zeelen et al., 2010b), as they range from individual issues to family, school and 

community problems. Thus, ESLs are a very heterogeneous group in which individuals 

and sub-groups are faced with different circumstances and challenges. Thus, addressing 

ESLg demands diversified solutions that take this reality into consideration. 

 
3.3 Intervention programmes for ESLs 
 

Retention or designing programmes that assist ‘at-risk’ students is thought to be 

more cost-effective and beneficial in achieving the objectives of education (Combat 

Poverty Agency, 2001; Lally, 2009; NESSE, 2009). Accordingly, most interventions 

targeting ESLs are preventative and mainly focus on interrupting the process that leads to 

ESLg. It is envisaged that strategic responses at different stages in the process will lead to 

a reduction in the number of young people who leave school early. While retention 

programmes have been emphasised since the 1980s, the literature shows that ESLg is still 

a problem in many countries (Lamb et al., 2011; Schargel & Smink, 2001), especially in 

developing parts of the world such as SSA (Lewin, 2009; UNESCO, 2011; Zeelen et al., 

2010b). It may also not be accurate to assume that retention is always good, as education 

systems in some SSA countries are so dysfunctional and so disconnected from the 

realities of life that some young people find it irrelevant to remain in such systems (e.g., 

see Kanyandago, 2010; Majgaard & Mingat, 2012).  

Because it is impossible to eliminate the possibility that some young people will 

leave school early, it has been and is incumbent upon governments and communities to 

implement support programmes that address the needs of ESLs. However, as Olmec 
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(2007, p. 25) notes, ‘no one model or intervention can fully address the problem, because 

each initiative has its own limitations and critiques’. Therefore, both retention and re-

entry into mainstream education programmes as well as support intervention programmes 

are needed to address this problem. Unfortunately, unlike in many countries in the global 

North where there are some established mechanisms and programmes to encourage re-

entry into the educational system, in SSA, ‘those who dropout usually become 

permanently excluded with no pathway back to re-enter’ (Lewin, 2009, p. 157). The 

Africa Progress Report (2012) calls for an improvement of the existing strategies and the 

establishment of new programmes that provide “second chance” education and support 

training for young people who, for whatever reason, dropped out in their earlier years. In 

SSA, where economies are mainly informal and agricultural, many of these support 

programmes would mainly be in the areas of technical and vocational education, skills 

training in the informal sector, and agriculture-related skills training (Hoppers & Komba, 

1995; Minnis, 2006). To inform design and implementation of such support interventions, 

the following section presents a thematic literature review to identify and describe 

generic enabling factors that make support programmes effective. With this effort, the 

paper seeks to strengthen the link between science and practice while reflecting on the 

lessons learnt from interventions globally and their implications for SSA. 

 
3.4 The literature search process 
 

The literature review process commenced with the search of five electronic 

databases, namely, ERIC, PsycINFO, Econ Lit, RePEc/IDEAS, and Google Scholar, to 

find suitable literature. In order to find evaluative documents of interventions specifically 

for the unique target group of ESLs, we began by searching for published works with a 

title and/or abstract that included the term ‘early school leavers’. However, because the 

term is often used interchangeably with ‘school dropouts’, we searched for ‘early school 

leavers’ and/or ‘school dropouts’. As our main focus in this review was support 

programmes for those who have already left school, we combined the above search terms 

with other terms, such as ‘intervention programmes’, ‘alternative education’, ‘second 
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chance schools’, ‘re-engaging school leavers’, and ‘youth training’. To access the most 

recent studies, the search was restricted to works published after the year 2000. Other 

inclusion criteria were: empirical research published in journal articles, books, and 

organisational study reports; works focussing on support intervention programmes for 

ESLs; and works published in English. 

The initial search of the five databases for the terms ‘early school leavers and/or 

‘school dropouts’ and limiting the date of publication to 2001 and beyond produced 1094 

hits. By filtering through the titles, 867 publications were eliminated because they did not 

address intervention programmes. Of the 227 publications remaining, 182 were also 

rejected after reading through the abstracts because they referred to preventative rather 

than support interventions. After a thorough reading of the remaining papers, a further 25 

were rejected because they described support programmes in a non-evaluative manner 

and did not focus on the outcomes or experiences of those programmes. Accordingly, 

only 20 evaluation papers remained after searching the five databases. To these 20, we 

added 4 papers that evaluated intervention programmes in SSA of which we were aware 

and were in line with the set criteria, but which were not included in the databases. 

Consequently, a total of 24 papers were included in this review. These include 6 papers 

from SSA, 2 from the USA, 4 from Australia, 1 from Canada, 1 from Hong Kong, and 10 

from various European countries. A list of all of these studies and their areas of focus is 

presented in Table 1. 

 
3.5 Enabling factors that support intervention programmes for ESLs 
 

There are many support intervention programmes in different countries and 

regions of the world that target young people who have left school early. These 

intervention programmes include return to education programmes, training programmes 

that equip young people with the skills necessary to enter employment, vocational and 

skills enhancement programmes, work-based learning programmes, programmes aimed 

to provide qualifications for further education, and career guidance programmes. These 

54



 

 
 

programmes are sponsored by various organisations/institutions and are structured and 

managed in different ways. Accordingly, these programmes consider the complex and 

multi-dimensional nature of the needs of ESLs. Table 1 provides an overview of 24 

studies that are included in this review and that have been conducted on some of these 

programmes in different countries.  
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A review of the literature identified a number of enabling factors that contribute to 

enhanced effectiveness of support intervention programmes for ESLs in achieving the 

intended goals. These factors have been categorised according to the key themes that 

dominate the literature. While the categorisation of the themes seems to cause some of 

the factors to overlap, we deliberately want to keep the categories as they are because 

each factor can stand alone in a programme and it is not possible for any single 

programme to have all of these attributes. In most cases, it will be a combination of a few 

of these factors that makes a particular programme effective. The identified factors and 

their descriptions are presented hereunder.  

 
3.5.1 Flexibility of learning approaches and opportunities 
 

Flexibility is one of the key factors emphasised in literature that leads to effective 

support intervention programmes for ESLs. In their evaluation of six individual 

alternative education initiatives (AEIs) in the United Kingdom, Kendall et al. (2003) 

determined that these programmes were sufficiently flexible to accommodate the 

changing needs and circumstances of the young people attending them, thus contributing 

to the projects’ relative success. In a study conducted by GHK (2005) on second chance 

schools in Europe, it was ascertained that schools that promoted flexible and multiple 

pathways to qualification and achievement were more successful in supporting ESLs. 

Similarly, studies conducted in SSA on support intervention programmes for ESL (e.g., 

Nampota, 2009; Weyer, 2009; Zeelen, Rampedi, & Boerkamp, 2010a) attributed the 

programmes’ relative success to the flexibility of their learning approaches. A number of 

other studies included in this review also emphasised flexibility as an enabling factor in 

support intervention programmes for young people who have left school early (European 

Commission, 2001; Leong, 2002; McGregor and Mills, 2011; Olmec, 2007; Schochet et 

al, 2001; WRC Social and Economic Consultants, 2007; Wyn, Stokes, & Tyler, 2004).  

Flexibility refers to the way in which the different programmes attempt to 

accommodate the diverse needs of the young people who are enrolled in them. According 

to Leong (2002), young people entering the programmes must have a variety of options 
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from which to choose according to their needs, preferences, and abilities, thus leading to 

various pathways to skills acquisition and qualifications. Flexibility is also emphasised as 

part of a diversified curriculum with a skills-based rather than a subject–based approach, 

a combination of theory and practice (Tukundane & Blaak, 2010), flexible schedules and 

time tables (McGregor & Mills, 2012), a combination of skills development and practical 

training (European Commission, 2001), flexible teaching methods (Limbacher, 2008), 

and possibilities for lifelong learning through part-time or distance learning opportunities 

(GHK, 2005). Thus, flexibility must address the versatile needs of these young people. 

Most successful programmes have flexible curricula and pedagogy that allow young 

people to make choices according to their needs, thereby allowing them to exercise some 

level of personal autonomy.  

 
3.5.2 Intensive support through guidance, counselling and follow-up 
 

Intensive support has also been identified as one of the key enabling factors in 

support programmes for ESLs. Studies by McGrath (2006) in Ireland, Currie, Foley, 

Schwartz, and Taylor-Lewis (2001) in Canada and Blaak, Zeelen, and Openjuru (2013) in 

Uganda have all emphasised the importance of guidance, counselling, coaching and 

emotional support in such programmes. Guidance and counselling are essential in 

contending with those young people who have left the mainstream school system because 

of the enormous challenges and pressures they face both from the school system that they 

left and from the community from which they come. Therefore, according to Zeelen et al. 

(2010a), who conducted their study in South Africa, when such young people join 

alternative or second chance programmes, counselling, guidance and emotional support 

become paramount. 

According to Leong (2002), young people in Australia were leaving school to join 

technical and further education (TAFE) programmes, which were perceived as being 

successful and liked by young people, because, among other features, these programmes 

offer student support and counselling services. Not only do these young people require 

counselling, but they also benefit from follow-up services after they have completed their 
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training (Tukundane & Blaak, 2010). The support services are provided for various 

reasons and on different issues including personal problems, choice of study options and 

career pathways, relationships, options for further training and job-related matters. 

Conclusively, it is clear from the literature that for intervention programmes for ESLs to 

succeed, guidance, counselling and follow-up services must be mainstreamed into the 

programmes. To a great extent, such prerequisites are needed because ESLs are a special 

group of young people with unique problems that require maximum attention. 

 
3.5.3 Delivery of learner-centred curricula 
 

Olmec (2007) studied interventions available for ESLs and underachievers in 

England and Wales within the restart project, and the results showed that a curriculum 

tailored to the unique characteristics and circumstances of the individual was more 

effective. Individual ESLs have unique backgrounds and needs that must be addressed in 

a special and personalised way. These results are further supported by a study conducted 

in Australia by Ross and Gray (2005) on transitions and re-engagement through second 

chance education. Student-centred approaches to learning are encouraged in support 

interventions for young people who have left school early, as such approaches allow self-

paced learning (GHK, 2005; Schochet, Burghardt, & McConnell, 2008), build on each 

individual’s strengths and support the individual’s areas of weakness. Similarly, 

individualised learning plans (UYDEL, 2006) must be constructed by the learners with 

the support of their tutors. Accordingly, such needs demand small class sizes where each 

student can be given individual attention (Gallagher, 2011) as most of the reviewed 

studies indicated that a ‘one-size fits all’ approach does not work in support programmes. 

Not only do individuals enter these programmes with different needs, abilities and 

interests and therefore require differentiated learning curricula, as previously mentioned, 

but ESLs sometimes join at different levels of academic, mental and social development, 

a situation that warrants varied study requirements apart from the general curriculum. 

Therefore, the curriculum must be relevant to their local contexts (Weyer, 2009) and be 

geared towards their future aspirations.  
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3.5.4 Holistic approach to learning 
 

ESLs experience multiple disadvantages that require such learners, when they 

enter support training programmes, to receive holistic education. This was one of the 

major findings of a study by Olmec (2007) on interventions and good practices in five 

innovative initiatives for ESLs in England and Wales. The findings are consistent with an 

earlier study by Leong (2002) on why young people in Australia were more interested in 

technical and further education (TAFE) programmes and in another study in South Africa 

by Zeelen et al. (2010a) on the BASWA youth project. The programmes must provide a 

‘whole person’ approach that offers a wide range of vocational and academic education 

as well as emotional and psychological support. Studies have revealed that this holistic 

approach encompasses training for academic achievement and for skills and competence 

development (European Commission, 2001; Schochet et al., 2008) as well as professional 

training (Weyer, 2009) and personality or character development (Limbacher, 2008). 

Effective programmes have also been found to provide beneficial and enjoyable 

experiences by promoting young people’s self-esteem and sense of self-worth (Kendall et 

al., 2003). 

 
3.5.5 Conducive programme environment 
 

The literature reviewed overwhelmingly emphasises the role of a good programme 

environment in the success of interventions for young people who have left school early. 

This feature primarily depends on the quality of the teacher-student relationships (Arico 

& Lasselle, 2010; GHK, 2005; Lim, 2010; Wyn et al., 2004). When The Hybrid 

Workgroup (2002) conducted a study on hybrid forms of learning in Europe, they found 

that learners were attracted to those programmes that had pleasant and patient teachers 

and where good communication existed between participants and teachers. The hybrid 

project was implemented to support educational trajectories for low-qualified groups in 

different countries in Europe, to articulate with the labour market and to prevent social 

exclusion. The aforementioned relationships between teachers and students must be 
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nurtured in a culturally sensitive and safe environment (McGrath, 2006; Olmec, 2007) 

where learners feel at ease and where there exists mutual respect between teachers and 

participants (Leong, 2002), which, of course, is a concept within the context of the 

realisation that some young people leave mainstream education due to an unfavourable 

school environment. For such an environment to be created it is important that teachers in 

support programmes are committed, possess broad expertise, and receive special training 

on how to work with this particular category of young people (Tukundane & Blaak, 

2010). Such an environment must also allow and encourage the active participation of 

young people in processes of decision making, planning, organising and evaluating the 

programmes in which they participate through respectful relationships and the creation of 

a ‘sense of community and belonging’ (McGregor & Mills, 2012). 

 
3.5.6 Whole community approach 
 

Another essential factor identified in the literature is the adopting of a work 

method involving all stakeholders in a community in identifying, designing, 

implementing, monitoring and evaluating the interventions (European Commission, 

2001; Nampota, 2009; Zeelen et al., 2010a). Because ESLg affects individuals, families, 

communities and nations at large, it is necessary to engage all parties in finding solutions 

to the problem. At the same time, as these young people return to the community after 

their training, community input into what they learn and how they learn is imperative if 

these communities are to benefit from the support programmes. The community actors to 

engage in such initiatives include the learners, parents, community leaders, government 

officials, employers and trade unions. Studies have shown that when supporting ESLs is 

regarded as a shared mutual responsibility, support programmes tend to be more effective 

(e.g., McGregor & Mills, 2012).  
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3.5.7 Providing a link to the labour market and possible further education 
 

Research has established that participants in support programmes appreciate 

learning skills and information that are related to what they envisage doing after 

completion of the programme. In Malawi, out-of-school youths who attended the 

Complementary Basic Education (CBE) pilot programme were pleased that they were 

being taught entrepreneurial skills that would enable them to improve their livelihoods by 

either starting their own small businesses or obtaining a job upon completion of the 

programme (Nampota, 2009). Those who complete the three-year course also have an 

opportunity to re-enter the mainstream education system if they wish. The Job Corps 

programme in the USA was found to have improved the outcomes for disadvantaged 

youth, partly because it had a component ‘providing placement services to help 

participants find a job or pursue additional training’ and also because, in this programme, 

‘the vocational curricular were developed with input from business and labour 

organisations, and emphasise the achievement of specific competences necessary to work 

in a trade’ (Schochet et al., 2008: p. 1866). Additionally, according to Weyer (2009), 

there is a need to combine basic education and professional training so that learners are 

later able to enter the labour market.   

The exposure to the labour market can be provided through internships, work-

placements, apprenticeships and/or career guidance and sometimes by establishing 

partnerships with potential employers so that those who complete the programme have 

access to jobs. The Uganda Youth Development Link (UYDEL) project, which was 

partly funded by UNESCO, provided such services to the youths who participated in the 

project, and consequently, the project has been well received (UYDEL, 2006). The 

project aimed at providing marketable skills and innovative livelihood practices for 

marginalised youth in select urban and rural areas. Young people who have the potential 

to continue with further education and are interested in so doing should be encouraged 

and supported by these programmes to work towards that goal (Lim, 2010). A measure 

study that evaluated the appropriateness of educational provision in the YouthReach and 
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Travellers programmes, which admit school leavers in Ireland, determined that the 

programmes were not significantly effective because of the ‘low rates of transfer and 

progression to further education and training’ (WRC Social and Economic Consultants, 

2007).  

 
3.5.8 Certification and recognition of qualifications 
 

Another enabling factor identified in the literature on intervention programmes for 

ESLs is the certification and recognition of the participants’ achievements (UYDEL, 

2006; WRC Social and Economic Consultants, 2007). Many young people joining 

support programmes have a low self-image due to the difficulties they have encountered 

in mainstream education and/or in the community. Additionally, the support programmes 

are sometimes perceived negatively and are considered to be ‘programmes of failures’ by 

society (Tukundane & Blaak, 2010). In some cases, however, the programmes are 

perceived in a more positive light. Nevertheless, the young people who enter into these 

programmes and succeed must be recognised for their achievements. Secondly, the 

formal labour market, in most cases, demands qualifications and certification. Therefore, 

to not place young people from these programmes at a disadvantage in this labour 

market, their achievements and qualifications should be certified.  

 
3.5.9 Monitoring and evaluation 
 

Monitoring and evaluation are key features in the effectiveness of support 

intervention programmes. The progress of the participants and the implementation of the 

programmes in general must be constantly monitored and evaluated against the set 

objectives and the desired outcomes (Currie et al., 2001; Gallagher, 2011). It is important 

that all major stakeholders mentioned in section 5.6 participate in the monitoring and 

evaluation exercises because, without proper monitoring and evaluation, the programmes 

are bound to fail to achieve their objectives. 

 
 

65



 

 
 

3.6 Summary of the studies indicating the enabling factors identified 
 

Table 2 provides a summary of the key enabling factors in support intervention 

programmes for ESLs, as identified in the different studies reviewed. In general, these 

studies have shown that there are certain generic enabling factors that must be embedded 

in support programmes to make them effective. Although it is rare for a particular 

programme to have all of the factors that were previously identified in section 5 above, 

there is a clear indication that effective programmes, irrespective of where they are 

located, will exhibit values of flexibility and learner-centeredness in a conducive and 

supporting environment. However, context-specific issues must be considered at the time 

of implementation, and specific contexts may require specific enabling factors that are 

dependent on the various needs of individual ESLs and their communities. 
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Table 2: Enabling factors emphasised by the various authors 

Author(s) Country Enabling Factors* 
 
F IS LC 

 
H CE CA LM&FE QR M&E 

Aricò and Lasselle (2010) France x x x x x x 
Blaak et al. (2013) Uganda x x x x 
Currie et al. (2001) Canada x x x x x 
European Commission (2001) Europe x x x x  x x   
Gallagher (2011) N. Ireland x x x x x 
GHK (2005) Europe x x x x x 
Kendall et al. (2003) UK x x x 
Leong (2002) Australia x x x x x 
Lim, (2010) Hong Kong x x x x 
Limbacher (2008) Hungary x x x x 
McGrath (2006) Ireland x x x x x 
McGregor and Mills (2012) Australia x x x x x x 
Nampota (2009) Malawi x x x x 
Olmec (2007) England & 

Wales x x x x 
Ross and Gray (2005) Australia x x x x x 
Schochet et al. (2001) USA x x x x 
Schochet et al. (2008) USA x x x x 
The Hybrid Workgroup (2002) Europe x x x x x 
Tukundane and Blaak (2010) Uganda x x x x 
UYDEL (2006) Uganda x x x x x 
Weyer (2009) Mali x x 
WRC Social and Economic 

Consultants (2007) Ireland x x x x 
Wyn et al. (2004) Australia x x x x 
Zeelen et al. (2010a) S. Africa x x x x x 

 

* F = Flexibility, IS = Intensive Support, LC = 
Learner-Centred, H = Holistic, CE = Conducive 
Environment, CA = Community Approach, 
LM&FE = Link to the Labour Market and Further 
Education, QR = Qualification Recognition, M&E 
= Monitoring and Evaluation 

 
                   
3.7 Implications for SSA and Discussion   

In SSA, the problem of ESLg is of immense magnitude, as it affects many young 

people and has implications for entire educational systems, while in the global North 

ESLg affects only a small percentage of school populations. Accordingly, countries in the 
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global North find it easier and have the resources to design interventions and implement 

comprehensive policy frameworks that deal with the problem at both the prevention and 

support intervention levels. Therefore, most of these countries have relatively well-

established support interventions for ESLs, and in most cases, these programmes are 

institutionalised and supported by clear policy frameworks. In SSA, however, 

interventions mainly exist on a small-scale and are run by either community-based 

organisations or non-governmental organisations, rather than by the government, and 

they seldom operate within clear policy frameworks. Additionally, in recent years, most 

of the support interventions in the West have been assessed or evaluated, while most of 

the existing interventions in SSA have not been subjected to such evaluations. This could 

partly explain why we were unable to find more papers from SSA. Although most of the 

papers included in the review were from outside SSA, the enabling factors identified are 

generic and are relevant to support interventions for ESLs implemented anywhere, 

provided context-specific issues are taken into account. In fact the few papers included 

from SSA also point to similar enabling factors as those in other countries as Table 2 

shows. Moreover, Woolman (2002) who conducted a comparative study of ESLg in 

India, Nigeria, the United Kingdom and the United States found that in spite of huge 

cultural and economic differences between these countries, there were some common 

underlying causes of the ESLg problem and that these countries could inform each other 

and transfer some solutions. Thus, intervention programmes for ESLs in SSA can also 

learn and contextualise enabling factors that have been seen to make support programmes 

elsewhere effective. 

While the enabling factors are generic, Table 2 demonstrates that there are no 

unique patterns in the effectiveness of these factors in SSA or other regions. However, 

this does not mean that a programme that works in the USA will work in SSA in the same 

way. Earlier in this paper, we highlighted several unique factors about the education 

systems, context, and phenomenon of ESLg in SSA that have implications for the use of 

these findings. Countries in SSA are very diverse and the context, not only at national but 

also local level, should be considered when designing, implementing and evaluating 
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support interventions. Things to take into consideration are local power relations, roles of 

gender, culture, language and economic status. Moreover implementers of interventions 

for ESLs in these countries will face some of the same challenges as the mainstream 

education systems face, such as war-affected areas, post-colonial legacies, and poor 

infrastructure, diversity of culture and languages and inadequate financial resources. 

While in other countries, especially in the global North, ESLs make up a minority of 

children and youth, countries in SSA already have large numbers of ESLs and the 

question is how the enabling factors can be guaranteed in interventions while targeting 

large heterogeneous groups in an environment characterised by these challenges.  

At the same time, whereas ESLg in SSA happens on a large scale before 

completion of primary education, interventions have to cater for learners with limited 

basic skills including learning skills and strategies. It could also be argued that even those 

who finish a full cycle of primary and secondary school lack relevant skills for work and 

for other livelihood opportunities. ESLg in SSA demonstrates similarities to ESLg in 

other regions, though when comparing it to for example Europe, ESLg in SSA is more 

related to processes and experiences related to the individual, family and communities 

while in Europe ESLg is more  related to ‘processes and experiences highly specific to 

the individual’ (GHK Consulting Ltd, et al., 2011, p. 7). It is in this context that 

objectives of support intervention programmes in SSA should be formulated. As 

countries is SSA grapple with challenges of providing access to education to children and 

retention efforts, it might be difficult for these countries to design and implement large 

scale support interventions for ESLs like the Job Corps in the United States or the 

YouthReach programme in Ireland. Support interventions in SSA may for some time 

remain on a small scale mainly implemented by non-governmental organisations, 

community and faith-based organisations and individuals.  

The predominantly informal and agricultural economy in SSA requires a focus on 

technical and vocational skills as well as entrepreneurial and business skills. Therefore, 

support interventions and enabling factors must be tailored to such needs of the local 

economy, the labour market, youth employment, cultural values and food security. In this 
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respect, interventions in SSA must make major strides in linking businesses in the 

informal sector where their graduates would most likely work, thus linking non-formal 

education to work in the community (for example, to agriculture), with developing 

technical and vocational skills. The intensive training of teachers in guidance and 

counselling is also crucial, as is improving the programmes’ infrastructure and facilities. 

The interventions must also be assisted by favourable policy frameworks that are geared 

toward combating social exclusion and promoting active citizenship. For such to happen, 

there is need for the adoption a ‘whole community approach’ so that the different 

stakeholders join in efforts to provide the ESLs with relevant skills that will help to 

improve not only their lives but also the plight of their communities. 

Overall, this review of literature has ascertained that programmes that address the 

multiple disadvantages and needs of young people through flexible and holistic 

approaches tend to be attractive and meaningful to ESLs. Accordingly, interventions that 

seem to be effective are those that cautiously work towards combating social exclusion 

and preparing young people to become active citizens through acquisition of skills and 

the expansion of their future opportunities and choices. The results of this review are very 

crucial to practitioners in support intervention programmes for ESLs and those that will 

be engaged in future interventions, especially in SSA where such programmes are being 

scaled up. The enabling factors described in this paper can serve not only as benchmarks 

for designing and implementing interventions for ESLs but also for evaluating such 

interventions in areas like SSA where evaluations of intervention programmes for ESLs 

are scarce.  

However, the results of this study should be understood within its limitations. The 

first limitation is that we narrowed down our study to specifically look at support 

interventions for ESLs and this could probably have led to the limited number of papers 

included in the review. It is possible that if we had also looked at other intervention 

programmes other than support interventions, we could have found more papers. 

Secondly, there were a few papers from SSA and it is possible that the method we used of 

searching for literature in specific databases could have made us miss some papers from 
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SSA as they might not be available in those databases but elsewhere. Last but not least, 

most of the studies included in this review were case study evaluations of support 

programmes in different countries (see Table 1). Longitudinal and quantitative 

evaluations of these programmes are not readily available. More longitudinal and 

quantitative studies need to be conducted on support interventions for ESLs and probably 

a meta-analysis of such studies could give deeper insights into the effectiveness of the 

programmes and lead to the identification of best practices. The results of the current 

study are not an indicator that the evaluated programmes are high quality or best 

practices. Rather, they only point to enabling factors in the different programmes that 

have contributed to their effectiveness, thus identifying elements that are more attractive 

to ESLs and could, therefore, provide important information to other programmes. More 

research should be done in SSA to establish the role played by these enabling factors in 

the specific context of the region.  
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When I look back at the training I received, and compare with what I found in the field, I 

think some things should change. In class, we were given a lot of notes and a lot of theory 

but when you get a job, they want you to use your hands and work … to do things that 

can be seen. But sometimes you find that you don’t know. 

 
Former programme participant – Male respondent  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

72



 

 
 

Chapter 4 

 

Building vocational skills for marginalised youth in Uganda: A 

SWOT analysis of four training programmes2 

 
Abstract 
 

Educational exclusion leads to the marginalisation of many youth with regard to 

employment and other livelihood opportunities. Vocational education and training (VET) is 

expected to offer skills to ameliorate this situation. This paper presents findings of an exploratory 

study conducted on four VET programmes for marginalised youth in the rural areas of Mbarara 

district, south-western Uganda to examine the current VET practices and how the youth are 

prepared for the labour market and livelihood opportunities. The findings show that VET can 

improve access to labour market and livelihood opportunities, but a number of areas require 

substantial improvement. 

 
4.1 Introduction 
 

Large numbers of young people equipped with appropriate skills have the 

potential to boost their country’s prosperity. Ignoring the skills needs of 

disadvantaged young people not only limits their chances of achieving their 

potential, but also threatens to slow growth and poverty reduction (UNESCO 

2012b, p. 299). 

 
The above statement from the Education for All (EFA) Global Monitoring Report 

(GMR) (UNESCO, 2012b) underscores the importance of education and skills training in 

realising individual potential and the development of society as a whole. It comes against 

the backdrop of many countries, especially in the developing world, that are making 

                                                 
2 This chapter is based on Tukundane, C., Zeelen, J., Minnaert, A., & Kanyandago, P. (2013). Building vocational 
skills for marginalised youth in Uganda: A SWOT analysis of four training programmes. Manuscript submitted for 
publication.  
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notable progress in improving access to education for young people but also facing 

challenges in providing access to some, retaining those individuals in school and 

providing quality education. The statement, therefore, reiterates the need to cater for the 

education and training needs of young people who have not been able to access education 

or complete school. Such youth often lack the required skills and competences to 

integrate into the labour market and earn a livelihood (Adams, 2007; Kibwika et al., 

2010; The World Bank, 2006). If not equipped with appropriate skills, the majority of 

these young people will suffer marginalisation and social exclusion, will have their life 

chances curtailed, and will not contribute much to their countries’ development 

(International Labour Office, 2005; Olmec, 2007). It is believed that gaining skills will 

improve not only their life chances, but also their “respect, self-confidence and personal 

pride” (Powell, 2012, p. 650). 

Uganda is one of the Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) countries that have made 

remarkable progress in school enrolment rates at all levels, but especially at the primary 

and secondary school levels. With initiatives (such as the Universal Primary Education 

[UPE] and Universal Secondary Education [USE] implemented in 1997 and 2007, 

respectively, by the Ministry of Education and Sports [MoES]) to improve educational 

access, the country’s primary school enrolment rose from 2.7 million in 1996 to 8.7 

million in 2010 and secondary school enrolment from 0.5 million in 2000 to 1.5 million 

in 2010 (UBOS, 2010). Enrolment figures notwithstanding, similar to many other SSA 

countries, early dropout rates are very high and the quality of education is wanting (Blaak 

et al. 2013; Zeelen, et al., 2010). Studies have shown that in Uganda, early school leaving 

(ESLg) is linked to direct and indirect costs of education, parental decisions, pregnancy, 

early marriages, interest in petty trading, being too old for the class (for late enrollers), 

effects of war, child labour, poor academic progress, sickness or calamity, harassment at 

school, perceived lack of relevance and orphan-hood (Amone-P’Olak, 2007; Angucia, 

2010; Blaak et al., 2013; Kanyandago, 2010; MoES, 2008a; Nakanyike et al., 2002; 

UBOS, 2006). Such research provides a more complex picture than simply offering free 

education to solve the problem of ESLg. With several antecedents of ESLg not properly 
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addressed, UPE and USE have not prevented high rates of ESLg. Due to ESLg and low-

quality education, “children are entering adolescence poorly prepared for work and life” 

(Jimenez et al., 2007, p, 89). They have had limited opportunities to develop skills and, 

therefore, are at a disadvantage in the labour market and in livelihood choices. 

The Ugandan youth situation is compounded by the fact that the country has one 

of the youngest and fastest growing populations on the African continent. Figures from 

the Uganda Bureau of Statistics (UBOS) (UBOS, 2012) indicate that the country has 

approximately 34 million people, 54% of whom are below the age of 18. Youth 

unemployment is high and driven by a number of factors, critical among which are the 

following: lack of employable skills, a mismatch between skills and requirements of the 

labour market, and insufficient emphasis on Vocational Education and Training (VET) 

(African Economic Outlook, 2012). Accordingly, VET is considered as one of the 

remedies for the skills deficit or at least as a “second chance” that will equip early school 

leavers (ESLs) with the required skills for the labour market and earning a livelihood 

(Blaak et al., 2013; Chin et al., 2009; Jjuuko, 2012; Muyobo, 2012; Zeelen et al., 2010).  

As McGrath (2012b) acknowledged, it is difficult to find a definite definition of 

VET because people use different terms and definitions for it. For this reason and for the 

purposes of this paper, we will use VET to refer to education and training that aim to 

equip participants with practical skills, know-how and understanding that facilitate their 

entry and performance in the labour market and enable their livelihoods. In Uganda, such 

VET programmes are run by both public and private institutions. However, for the 

marginalised youth, much of the provision is by the private sector (mainly non-

governmental organisations [NGOs], community-based organisations [CBOs] and 

individuals operating in the informal sector). The training is geared towards the graduates 

finding a job or becoming self-employed, especially in the informal sector, which is the 

main employer in Uganda (UBOS, 2012; UNESCO, 2012b). Until recently, VET in 

Uganda had not been given its due importance because of a number of factors, including 

the prevailing image of VET as a second choice, government prioritisation of primary 

and secondary education, and inadequate financial resources. However, with high youth 
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unemployment, large numbers of young people leaving school early without the required 

skills for their integration into the labour market and a desire for greater socio-economic 

development, there is now a policy shift in the country towards VET and skills 

development. This change is clearly stipulated in the Business, Technical, and Vocational 

Education and Training (BTVET) Act of 2008 (MoES, 2008b), the National 

Development Plan (NDP) (NPA, 2010), the Skilling Uganda Programme (MoES, 2011) 

and the Uganda Vision 2040 (The Republic of Uganda, 2007). The focus on VET and 

skills development is meant to improve young people’s labour market and livelihood 

opportunities and promote prosperity and national development. 

Although there is renewed interest in VET in Uganda as part of the solution to 

youth unemployment and the skills deficit, there is a need to first examine the existing 

practices so that lessons can be learned to better implement VET programmes. In the 

current paper, we report the findings of an exploratory study on four VET programmes 

for marginalised youth in the rural areas of Mbarara district in south-western Uganda. We 

examine the strengths, weaknesses, threats and opportunities (SWOT) of these different 

VET programme approaches to gain insight into current practices and determine what 

lessons can be learned to help improve the existing programmes and better implement 

future programmes. The analysis is based on the perceptions and experiences of several 

key stakeholders including, past and present participants, instructors, and employers. The 

findings of this study are crucial to VET practitioners and policy makers who seek to 

promote and implement effective VET programmes. 

 
4.2 Theoretical considerations 
 

Before delving into the SWOT analysis of the cases under study, it is crucial to 

provide a brief overview of the theoretical considerations underlying educational 

exclusion and marginalisation, VET and skills development. This aids in setting some 

benchmarks for understanding the SWOT analysis issues in section 5 of this paper. 
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4.2.1 Educational exclusion and marginalisation 
 

ESLg, which is tantamount to educational exclusion, is a fundamental contributing 

factor to social exclusion (Olmec, 2007). The concept of social exclusion, viewed from 

Amartya Sen’s “capabilities” approach, can be considered as a process that leads to a 

state in which it is more difficult for certain individuals and groups to achieve certain 

“functionings” that are expected of them in society (Saith, 2007). Social exclusion is 

what occurs when “… people … face a combination of linked problems such as 

unemployment, discrimination, poor skills, low incomes, poor housing, high crime, bad 

health and family breakdown” (ODPM 2004, 4). Studies have shown that ESLs are at an 

increased likelihood of long-term unemployment, low-skilled and poorly paid 

employment and social and economic marginalisation (Adams, 2007; International 

Labour Office, 2005; Sabates et al., 2010; Taylor, 2009). In Uganda, similar to elsewhere, 

there are different groups of marginalised youth. For the Ugandan case, such groups 

include youth who have never enrolled in school, the ESLs or “school dropouts”, the 

disabled and war-affected youth. However, the present study only examines the youth 

who have left school early and whether VET provides a viable alternative for their skills 

enhancement and better job and livelihood opportunities. Although some ESLs can have 

positive experiences in life, the majority find themselves unemployed or employed in 

low-paying jobs, menial work, and petty trading. Their state is attributed to the low levels 

(or lack) of skills and competences for the labour market or livelihood skills (African 

Economic Outlook, 2012; Africa Progress Report, 2012; Kibwika et al., 2010).  

In Uganda, the education system has been heavily criticised for being overly 

academic, theoretical and exam-oriented such that many of those who leave the system 

early, from primary and secondary schools, do not possess the skills to be employed or 

initiate livelihood ventures (Kanyandago, 2010; Openjuru, 2010). ESLg diminishes the 

life chances of young people and the lack of skills makes it much more difficult for them 

to escape poverty. ESLs miss out on the wider potential benefits of education, including 

sense of self-worth, increased productivity and social mobility (Schargel and Smink, 
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2001; The World Bank, 2006; UNESCO, 2011). Not only do they miss out on these 

benefits, but some ESLs find themselves vulnerable to a number of other health, social 

and behavioural problems such as illness, drug abuse, crime, unwanted pregnancies, 

prostitution, et cetera (Angucia, 2010; Conen and Rutten, 2003; Modiba and Zeelen, 

2007; Zeelen et al., 2010). The skills level and labour market opportunities for higher 

education graduates in the country are also questionable in the face of high and rising 

youth unemployment (Zeelen, 2012). However, ESLs are at a greater disadvantage than 

their graduate counterparts in terms of finding a well-paying job and better life choices. 

Minnis (2006, p. 130) asserts that “no group is in greater need of personal transformation 

than the millions of out-of-school youth for whom there is little future without some form 

of training”. It is assumed that skills development, especially through VET, can improve 

the lives of marginalised youth (Africa Progress Report, 2012; Sappa and Bonica, 2011; 

UNESCO, 2012b; UNESCO – Dakar Regional Office, 2012). 

 
4.2.2 VET, skills development and marginalised youth empowerment 
 

The Africa Progress Report (2012) “Jobs, Justice and Equity”; the EFA Global 

Monitoring Report (UNESCO, 2012b) “Youth and skills: putting education to work”; and 

the 2007 World Bank’s development report “Development and the Next Generation” 

(The World Bank, 2006) all stress the need for skills training for marginalised youth, 

including ESLs, to improve their life chances and labour market opportunities. This is 

because “skills development contributes to social and economic integration” 

(International Institute of Educational Planning, 2002, p. 1) and can help to overcome 

social disadvantage (Adams, 2011). Although VET cannot fix all of the problems of 

marginalised youth, it is considered as one of the pathways to their further education, 

employment and empowerment (African Economic Outlook, 2008; Singh, 2000; 

UNESCO, 2010). In fact, Blaug (2001, p. 40) emphatically states that “once non-

completers have left school, we need to draw them into vocational training programmes 

that result into certificates of competence”. Vocational skills play an important role in 

equipping young people with skills required for work and social integration (International 
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Institute of Educational Planning, 2006). UNESCO (2012a, p. 21) observes that “as well 

as being a threat to social cohesion, the weak labour market integration of youth is a loss 

to development as a whole”. For this reason, there is a renewed interest in VET 

worldwide, but especially in SSA, where it has been neglected for some time (Africa 

Progress Report 2012; Palmer, 2007; UNESCO, 2012b). With inadequate investment in 

equivalency programmes and “second chances” to meet the diverse needs of ESLs (The 

World Bank, 2008), VET is often used as a strategy for equipping young people with 

employable skills. Accordingly, the overriding goal of VET in many countries has been 

to train skilled young people for the labour market and combat unemployment (Oketch, 

2007; The World Bank, 2008). Recently, there has been a greater focus on the second 

objective, which is to train them for self-employment (Atchoarena and Delluc, 2002).  

However, this application of VET has been seriously criticised by some scholars 

as being “narrow” and “productivist” and unable to cater to the holistic needs of its 

participants (Blaak et al., 2013; Jjuuko, 2012; McGrath, 2012b). Based on works by 

theorists such as Freire (1996), Nyerere (1978), Sen (2001), and Human Development 

Reports (HDR) by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), they argue that 

the role of VET should be viewed from a wider perspective to include the enhancement 

of peoples’ freedoms, capabilities, rights, dignity, and self-confidence and promote their 

empowerment, self-reliance and human development. This view was earlier stressed by 

other researchers in VET such as Dunbar (2002), McGrath and King (1995), and 

UNESCO (1993). Indeed, marginalised youth who have multiple needs and challenges 

require training that will provide them with not only skills for work but also skills for life 

and livelihood opportunities. Thus, VET graduates need a combination of technical and 

occupation-specific skills as well as generic and entrepreneurial skills. As Blaak et al. 

(2013, p. 95) state, for VET to provide “practical empowerment” to marginalised youth, 

it should help them to acquire “marketable skills and business skills but also decision 

making skills, knowledge to make informed decisions, social skills to manage social 

support, awareness of one’s position and rights in society [and] also strong self-esteem 

and assertiveness”. Lim et al. (2012, p. 655) add that “at the individual level, receiving 
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skills training cannot be reduced to merely an investment for securing a job”; rather, it 

should have wider aims such as emancipation of the learners to “seek out a livelihood”. 

In this way, VET will contribute to the improvement of young people’s life choices, 

human development and the development of the wider society.  

Research further shows that proper skills development and empowerment of 

marginalised youth can best take place in flexible and conducive environments (Cheng, 

2010; Schaap et al., 2012; Wyn et al., 2004) that promote a culture of lifelong learning 

(McGrath, 2012b; Minnis, 2006) or lifewide learning, as Jarvis (2007) prefers to call it. 

For positive results, learning in VET should be learner-centred, encourage problem-based 

learning that leads to problem solving abilities and, above all, be linked to the needs of 

the labour market where such young people are likely to be employed (Chappell, 2003; 

Cheng, 2010; DSO/OO, 2011; Minnis, 2006; Zeelen, 2010). In the SSA context in 

general and Uganda in particular, many of the VET graduates find employment in the 

informal sector in either agriculture-related activities or micro and small-scale enterprises 

(McGrath and King, 1995; Minnis, 2006; Palmer, 2007). Accordingly, it is of paramount 

importance to link and coordinate VET with this crucial sector. As most marginalised 

youth will have undergone challenging and traumatising experiences in life, they also 

need intensive support, guidance and counselling to benefit fully from their VET 

experience (Blaak et al., 2013). In all this, Hager and Hodkinson (2009) advise that 

vocational education should move beyond the metaphor of “transfer of learning”, which 

denotes educating “ready-made workers”, to “learning as becoming”, acknowledging that 

learning never ends and attempting to equip young people with tools and minds that 

encourage them to continually learn in the ever-changing world of work.  

 
4.3 VET in Uganda: An overview 
 

As in many other countries of Anglophone SSA, VET in Uganda is generally 

offered outside of the mainstream school system (Atchoarena and Delluc, 2002). In these 

countries, the “school system leads to two paths: general education which enables pupils 
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who gain access to continue in their schooling to higher levels and vocational education 

for those who opt to focus on immediate employment or those who, due to limited access 

to education opportunities, are crowded out of the general education ladder” (UNESCO 

Institute for Statistics, 2006, p. 30). Although primary education in Uganda is intended to 

provide basic education and skills and secondary education to offer more subject or skill-

oriented instruction (UBOS, 2010, p. 21), the reality is that the system does not deliver 

the required skills to students, as previously noted in section 2.1 of this paper. At the 

same time, a large number of young people leave school before completing these levels. 

The government of Uganda acknowledges that the school system does not adequately 

equip the students with skills for labour market integration and taking advantage of 

various livelihood opportunities (MoES, 2012; The Republic of Uganda, 1992; UBOS, 

2010).  

Consequently, the government is currently implementing the BTVET Act, which 

was enacted in 2008 to address the skills insufficiency problem and tackle youth 

unemployment. However, the proper implementation and success of BTVET will largely 

depend on the commitment of government to “walk the talk”. At the moment, there is 

scepticism among some sections of the populace as to the success of this undertaking 

given the government’s failure to provide the necessary resources and implement earlier 

VET policies. In 1992, the government white paper on Education for national integration 

and development (The Republic of Uganda, 1992, p. 116) emphasised the need to 

prioritise VET so as “to stimulate intellectual and technical growth of students in order to 

make them productive members of the community; and to produce craftsmen, technicians 

and other skilled manpower to meet the demands of industry, agriculture and commerce”, 

but most of its proposals were never implemented. 

Although McGrath (2012a, p. 622) accentuates that VET should not be viewed as 

“just a backwater of the education system, populated by those who are unable to learn or 

teach successfully in more mainstream institutions and pathways [but rather] as an 

integral part of our being as learners, workers and humans”, the situation in Uganda is 

such that the majority of the participants in VET are marginalised youth who have been 
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excluded from mainstream education for various reasons. Very few young people with 

means and capability to continue in mainstream academic education will freely choose 

the VET path because of its historical and poor image as being the “poor cousin” of 

mainstream education (UNESCO – Dakar Regional Office, 2012; Watson, 1994). As 

Liang (2002, p. 52) states, VET in Uganda “suffers from its residual role in an elite 

academic system”. VET in Uganda is provided by both public and private institutions, 

organisations and individuals; however, much of the provision is by the private sector. It 

is offered in formal, non-formal and informal settings. Non-formal VET is highly 

fragmented and often localised, provided in various centres and places of work and 

learning (MoES, 2010; Wirak et al., 2003).  

According to MoES (2012) and Wirak et al. (2003), VET in Uganda trains young 

people in foundational skills, technical skills, business-related skills, technology and 

work-specific skills and professional skills. These are also reflected in the BTVET Act 

(MoES, 2008b), which envisions producing “a competent and polyvalent workforce with 

practical skills, entrepreneurial skills and orientation that are essential for employment”, 

better livelihoods and national development (MoES, 2010, p. 29). The good sign is that 

the country now has policies in place to guide the VET sector and a great desire to skill 

its young people, especially the marginalised youth who have hitherto had limited access 

to vocational training and skills development (Swisscontact, 2012). A directorate of 

industrial training (DIT) is also in place to test and certify the skills of various categories 

of learners/trainees, of which ESLs would be the largest beneficiaries, as their skills are 

often overlooked in the labour market due to lack of certification. However, proper 

implementation of the policies, availability of resources to the VET sector and a change 

in the mind-set about VET will be critical to the achievement of the desired outcomes. 
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4.4 Methodology 
 
4.4.1 Research design and methods 
 

To gain insight into VET skills training programmes for marginalised youth in 

Mbarara and how they prepare young people for the labour market and livelihood 

opportunities, we adopted a qualitative multiple-case study approach. The multiple or 

collective (Stake, 1995) case study allowed us to explore particular issues within each 

specific VET programme setting and across the programmes (Baxter and Jack, 2008; Yin, 

2003). According to Yin (2003, p. 47), such a multiple-case study method is important 

for theoretical replication logic; in this particular case, theorising about skills 

development for marginalised youth through VET. Multiple-case studies are assumed to 

lead to greater insight into the phenomenon under study compared to single-case studies 

and are thought to be better for analytic generalisation and theorising (Cheng, 2010). In 

general, case study research produces exemplary knowledge (Thomas, 2010a; Thomas, 

2010b; Smaling, 2003). 

 
  The cases used in the present study were purposefully selected using maximum 

variation sampling to allow the “capturing” of the “central themes” and “outcomes” that 

“cut across” (Patton, 1990, p. 172) the study cases and the significance of the uniqueness 

and variety of “various circumstances of [each] case process and outcome” (Flyvbjerg, 

2006, p. 230). Accordingly, this method of selecting the VET programmes for 

marginalised youth enabled us to explore the key enabling features that cut across the 

programmes and the features that are peculiar to each programme that facilitate or stifle 

skills development for these young people. Additionally, a qualitative stance aids in 

understanding skills training for marginalised youth within context-specific settings 

(Golafshani, 2003). Moreover, McGrath and Lugg (2012, p. 8) assert that research on 

VET should use a “variety of methods”, including qualitative methods, and Powell 

(2012) underscores the importance of listening to the hitherto side-lined voices of VET 

learners in research. Upon examining the human-centred approaches to VET, McGrath 
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(2012b, p. 630) proposes “a shifting of the focus of VET research away from the 

domination of a technicist view that privileges a focus on systems and institutions, and 

their efficiency, towards more humanistic approaches that place individuals at the heart 

of research, as subjects as well as objects”.  

The current study was carried out in four phases. The first phase was used to 

explore the current practices/programmes that are engaged in training ESLs in Mbarara 

district by performing desk research, visiting the district education department, visiting 

the training centres and interacting with the local people who are knowledgeable about 

VET and eventually selecting the four cases for study. The programmes were selected 

based on the criteria that would give maximum variation, for example, formal/non-

formal, public/private, school-based/apprenticeship, private individual/private 

organisation, et cetera. After making a list of the programmes and their categories, four 

were selected for study based on the recommendations of the local people who were 

informally interviewed and mentioned them as well-known and beneficial programmes. 

The second phase involved interviewing current participants (students) and instructors 

(teachers) in the selected VET institutions. In the third phase, we conducted a small tracer 

study to follow up on some of the graduates of these training programmes and to interact 

with some of their employers and after-training activities. In the last phase, we organised 

a workshop, invited those who had participated in the study and presented our 

preliminary findings and conclusions to receive feedback from them and ascertain 

whether our conclusions represented their actual views. 

In total, 87 people, including 23 current trainees, 37 alumni, 16 instructors and 11 

employers, participated in the study. The current trainees and instructors who participated 

in the study were mainly volunteers who displayed an interest after the Principals had 

given us the opportunity to explain the purpose of the study to the students and staff and 

assure them of privacy and confidentiality. To locate the former participants and their 

employers, we used the snowball method, in which one alumnus led us to another 

because the training programmes did not have a database with current contacts of their 

former trainees. We followed up alumni who had completed their studies at least two 
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years prior to the study. This allowed time for them to have acquired a job, started a 

personal initiative or to have a reason why neither had occurred. The data were collected 

using individually focused interviews (Clausen, 2012), observation and documentary 

analysis (mainly for the cases’ background information). We also recorded many field 

notes during the visits and workshop. The data were analysed thematically (Liamputtong 

and Ezzy, 2005) to explore the key features and outcomes of the programmes. 

 
4.4.2 The cases 
 
Sections 4.4.2.1 to 4.4.2.4 present a brief overview of the cases studied. 
 
4.4.2.1 Programme I: Farm school3 
 

The farm school began in 1994 with the aim of training and equipping primary 

school leavers with life and hands-on practical skills in agriculture. However, due to 

demand and a general dislike of agriculture among some youth, the curriculum has been 

diversified to incorporate other technical subjects such as carpentry and joinery, brick 

laying and concrete practice. The three-year courses offered at this school lead to the 

Uganda Junior Technical Certificate (UJTC). Though church-founded, the school is now 

a public/government and formal training institution. Information from the school 

indicates that the objectives of the training are to impart hands-on practical skills in the 

courses offered, create a sense of self-awareness among the youth and enhance economic 

independence through job acquisition and self-employment. The school authorities assert 

that they are training young people to be “job creators and not job seekers”. The target 

group is mainly primary school leavers, but youth who have dropped out of secondary 

school or completed secondary school are eligible to enrol, although they are considered 

as primary school leavers and only qualify for the UJTC. At the end of the course, one 

must pass formal national examinations to qualify for the certificate. Although the school 

is called a farm school, very few trainees opt for agricultural courses, especially after the 

                                                 
3 The real names of the programmes are not mentioned because in this research we promised the participants 
confidentiality, especially the programme participants and the teachers who gave interviews 
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introduction of other technical subjects. Of those enrolled in agriculture, the majority are 

girls. Currently, the government is in the process of transforming the school into a Farm 

Institute. Therefore, some ESLs will no longer have access to it, as they will not have the 

required entry qualifications.  

 
4.4.2.2 Programme II: Non-formal skills training centre 
 

This church-affiliated centre runs three different courses on a short-term basis, 

lasting between three weeks and three months. The programmes are as follows: 

Education for Life (EfL) (three weeks); the non-formal BTVET skills training 

programme (3 months), which was introduced by the government of Uganda in the 

financial year 2009/2010 at various centres and vocational schools to serve as alternatives 

to addressing the unemployment problems of marginalised youth, especially ESLs; and 

the Support to Enterprise Skills and Linkages Programme for Apprenticeship Training 

(SESLPA) (three months) supported by the Private Sector Foundation of Uganda (PSFU). 

These programmes recruit young people who never attended school and ESLs and train 

them in various skills, including practical skills training in ceramics, multimedia crafts, 

textile weaving, fabric decoration, baking and bakery technology, bee keeping, 

agriculture, drum making, mushroom growing, et cetera. In addition to these practical 

skills, the BTVET and the SESLPA programmes also train these youth in 

communication, entrepreneurial and leadership skills. The EfL programme also has a 

behaviour change component that provides preventive information and awareness about 

HIV/AIDS. The main aim of these programmes is to help marginalised rural youth to 

realise their potential and obtain skills in trades that can facilitate better livelihoods. They 

also aim to address the challenges that the youth face, such as HIV/AIDS, 

unemployment, drug abuse, theft, alcoholism, early marriages and becoming victims of 

the law and power abuse. Participants in the EfL course do not complete exams and are 

not issued any certificates at the end of the course. Those who go through the BTVET 

and SESLPA programmes must be examined on the skills gained practically. They are 
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not subjected to theory examinations, and the training and examination are conducted in 

the local language. A certificate of completion is issued after the course.  

 
4.4.2.3 Programme III: Young people’s empowerment school 
 

This school, founded in 2002 by the Ugandan branch of an international 

organisation, aims to unite and acquaint the youth who do not continue with school or 

who end at lower levels of education with religious values, life skills and the ability to 

have a bright future through self-employment or jobs in the areas in which they are 

trained. The objectives of the training programme are, inter alia, to provide the youth 

with a variety of recreational activities and promote community well-being by identifying 

and encouraging development projects and developing self-reliance skills that are 

financially feasible; help persons to develop a Christian character and to build a Christian 

society through the maintenance of activities and services that contribute to their 

physical, social, economic, mental and spiritual growth. The overall goal is to empower 

young people by providing skills that enable them to lead healthy and productive lives. 

The school recruits lower secondary level graduates for the certificate courses and 

advanced level secondary graduates for diploma courses. It also offers holiday courses 

that can be attended by all, including ESLs. The courses offered include accountancy, 

secretarial studies, computer applications, catering and hotel management, and tailoring 

and embroidery. Students have the opportunity to go on internship placements, and 

graduates of this training programme receive official certificates. The courses take two to 

three years depending on the level at which the course is taken.  

 
4.4.2.4 Programme IV: Apprenticeship training 
 

Started in 1972 by five trained mechanics, this garage specialises in motor vehicle 

repairs and metal fabrication. Most of the current mechanics were trained in this garage 

and were hired to remain as workers. The garage trains ESLs in motor vehicle repairs, 

panel beating, spraying and metal fabrication. The trainees learn on the job as they assist 

and learn from experienced mechanics and welders while carrying out their tasks. The 
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objective of the programme is to help ESLs gain hands-on skills for self-employment, 

self-reliance, and better livelihoods. The trainees do not pay fees, as their labour in the 

garage during training and assistance to their senior colleagues is counted as payment for 

their training. The length of time taken to complete training depends on the individual’s 

pace of learning and mastering a particular skill. One is not given a certificate of 

completion until the instructors are satisfied with the skill level of the trainee. All who 

complete the training course successfully receive a certificate of completion.  

 
4.5 Results and discussion 
 

The main objective of the study was to perform a SWOT analysis and gain insight 

into how the different forms of VET skills development prepare marginalised rural youth 

for the labour market and livelihood opportunities and learn lessons that may be used to 

improve existing programmes and better design and implement future programmes. In 

this SWOT, strengths (S) refer to the advantageous or positive characteristics within a 

particular VET programme that enable it to achieve its objectives; weaknesses (W) refer 

to the negative or disadvantageous characteristics within the programme that make it 

difficult to achieve the desired objectives; opportunities (O) denote the elements in the 

external environment of a VET programme that could be exploited to the programme’s 

advantage; and threats (T) refer to the elements in the external environment that could 

prevent the programme from achieving its goal. Gaining insight into the strengths and 

weaknesses (programmes’ internal factors) and opportunities and threats (programmes’ 

external factors) provides knowledge about how these programmes operate so that 

actions for improvement of practice and strengthening of the programmes and institutions 

can be undertaken strategically and systematically (Sasidhar and Gopal Reddy, 2012). 

Maximising the strengths and opportunities and overcoming or minimising the 

weaknesses and threats should result in better VET programmes. Although the SWOT 

analysis covers only four cases, the results of this study provide exemplary knowledge 

that can be used for analytic generalisation and theorising about VET and skills 
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development in Uganda. The exemplary knowledge can be used to improve existing 

programmes and aid in the design and implementation of future VET programmes. 

As previously mentioned in sections 1 and 4, this SWOT analysis was based on 

the perceptions and experiences of several key stakeholders in VET skills development 

for marginalised youth. Tables 1 to 4 summarise the key SWOT issues that emerged from 

this study with regard to the four training programmes studied. The issues are not placed 

in any order of importance and will later be discussed under five broad themes developed 

by the researchers during data analysis and in light of the VET assessment indicators 

proposed by the Inter-Agency Working Group on TVET Indicators (2012). 
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4.5.1 Accessibility and participation in VET  
 

The findings of this study revealed strong negative social perceptions and stigma 

about VET (Table 4), whereby the majority of students and members of the community 

view VET as “second-class education” for only academic rejects and underachievers and, 

therefore, a “poor cousin of mainstream education”. This finding confirms the results of 

previous studies in Uganda and other parts of SSA (Inbar and Sever, 1989; Jjuuko, 2012; 

Openjuru, 2010; UNESCO, 2010) and has implications for access and participation in 

VET. First, due to the stigma, some parents do not encourage their children to enrol in 

VET. Second, it further destroys the self-confidence of young people already 

marginalised by educational exclusion. During interviews with some of the current VET 

students, many of them explained that they were forced into it by unavoidable 

circumstances and that if they had means, they would have continued in mainstream 

academic education. Stories such as “I joined this programme because I couldn’t continue 

in primary, secondary or tertiary education due to lack of school fees or the required 

grades for the next level” were common among the current students. As a result, some of 

them perceive the junior VET level as a stepping stone to higher VET levels and diploma 

courses as a type of “competition” with mainstream education. This attitude often diverts 

their attention from skills development to studying to pass exams and obtain the 

opportunity to enrol in the next level. However, we found that the negative perception 

about VET is less among the graduates of VET programmes who are working because 

the training helped them to acquire jobs and earn money for a living. 

The cost of training in the formal programmes is relatively high (Table 4), which 

makes some marginalised youth, especially in rural areas, fail to enrol in VET. The fees 

in the two formal programmes included in this study compare with the fees in most rural 

secondary schools in Mbarara. Therefore, some youth, especially those from very poor 

families, cannot access formal VET and some who do access it struggle to pay. However, 

in programme II, where only a small fee is required and some courses are sponsored by 

the government under the BTVET non-formal programme and others by the Private 
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Sector Foundation, many youth have enrolled and others cannot obtain places in a 

particular course and must wait for another opportunity. This indicates that lowering the 

cost of VET could improve access for many marginalised youth. Consistent with the 

findings of MoES (2012), the present study also found a noted gender disparity problem 

in these VET programmes. In programme I, over 80% of the students were males; in 

programme II, the females comprised approximately 60%; in programme III, over 90% 

were females; and in programme IV, all except one student were males. This is related to 

the deep-rooted gender stereotypes about which courses and/or skills are suitable for 

females and for males. In light of this, the gender figures provided here can be explained 

by the types of courses offered in the programmes, as presented in sections 4.2.1 to 4.2.4.  

 
4.5.2 Teaching and learning in VET 
 

The experiences of students and teachers in the two formal VET programmes (I 

and III) showed that the teaching is largely teacher-centred (Table 2), mainly utilising the 

lecture method with little time for practical exercises. Although programme III sends its 

students for internship at different periods in the study programme, the internship is not 

formally organised and monitored. Thus, the benefits of the internship and its addition to 

skills development of the students are not clear. According to the alumni from these two 

programmes that we followed up, the teacher-centred method of teaching with limited 

time for practical lessons does not allow students to master a trade or job-specific skills. 

 
When I look back at the training I received, and compare with what I found in the field, I 

think some things should change. In class, we were given a lot of notes and a lot of theory 

but when you get a job, they want you to use your hands and work … to do things that 

can be seen. But sometimes you find that you don’t know. 

(Former student – Programme I) 
 

Programmes II and IV, due to their non-formal nature, tend to be more flexible 

and take a practical approach to their training. The trainees learn by doing and this assists 

them in gaining hands-on experience that is needed to perform tasks at work. However, 
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trainees in these programmes could also benefit from some theoretical grounding because 

a combination of theory and practice that is well developed and balanced can be a better 

option. For programme II, more time may be needed for some particular trades and skills 

to be mastered by the learners. 

The other major issue in VET programmes is that of inadequately trained and 

experienced teachers (Table 2). Whereas most of the teachers are graduates of technical 

and vocational institutes and polytechnics, many lack practical/industrial experience and 

pedagogical training. As most of the VET students are marginalised youth with self-

confidence problems and other emotional and learning needs, they require specially 

trained teachers to address these issues as they teach the official subjects. However, the 

teachers are not trained to play such roles. To make matters worse, they are not well 

motivated, mainly in terms of pay. Therefore, they are not completely committed to their 

work, as expressed in the words of one of the teachers. 

 
This is where I got a job, I had nothing to do. I had to take it up. I don’t like teaching 

because it does not pay well… I don’t come here every day; sometimes I go to do some 

other business to supplement my income. 

(Teacher – Programme I) 
 

Similar to many other VET schools and programmes in Uganda, the programmes 

studied have a common motto: “training job creators, not job-seekers” with hopes that 

their graduates will become self-employed, thereby creating jobs for themselves and 

other young people. Nonetheless, none of the four studied programmes deliberately 

imparts entrepreneurial and other soft skills that would help the graduated students to 

achieve this goal. Consequently, most of the graduates become job-seekers rather than 

job creators, contrary to the programmes’ motto. 

 
4.5.3 VET funding and infrastructure 
 

During the visits to the VET schools and centres, we observed (and interviews also 

confirmed) inadequate equipment and facilities (Table 2) to enable good skills training. 
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Inadequate funding does not allow for the acquisition of the necessary tools, materials 

and equipment for practical experience. Proper skills development requires that the 

students have access and exposure to the types of tools and equipment that they will be 

expected to use later in the world of work. UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2006, p. 30) 

identified “lack of public finance for physical infrastructure and equipment” as one of the 

major constraints to appropriate formal VET development. The two formal VET 

programmes included in the current study largely depend on fees collections from the 

students, which is not sufficient for infrastructure development. Programme I receives a 

small grant from the government to supplement income from fees, but it is too small to 

make a visible difference. Increased government funding could also improve access to 

VET for marginalised youth. As noted in section 5.1, in programme II, in which the 

government funds the non-formal BTVET courses, access has greatly improved. Thus, 

Uganda’s renewed interest in VET (Table 3) through the BTVET programme to skill the 

youth for the labour market and livelihood opportunities will essentially depend on the 

government’s commitment to providing funding for physical infrastructure development 

and equipment acquisition.  

 
4.5.4 Relevance to the labour market 
 

The experiences of VET graduates revealed that VET skills training can increase 

marginalised youth’s chances of entering into the labour market, but mainly in the 

informal labour sector. Of the 37 alumni of the four programmes that we were able to 

trace, all but 8 had jobs. Five of the eight unemployed were pursuing further studies. Of 

the 29 who were working, 25 were employed by others and only 4 were self-employed. 

Of those employed by other people, 4 were employed in work unrelated to their training 

courses because they did not have an interest in the field or could not obtain the job they 

qualified for. The self-employed were working on small-scale projects that did not 

require a large amount of money or resources to start. They were from programme II, 

which has modularised courses on specific skills or trades. Some of the apprentices who 

trained in programme IV were later employed in the same garage in which they trained 
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and others were employed as mechanics or metal fabricators in Mbarara or neighbouring 

towns. This appeared to be a positive outcome. However, when we dug deeper into their 

experiences on the job and spoke to their employers, we discovered that there were some 

skills mismatches and deficits (such as lack of adequate practical experience and skills to 

manage latest technology) that could be improved to make VET more responsive to the 

needs of the labour market.  

It was evident from our interactions with the different stakeholders in the 

programmes that skills development is supply-driven (Table 2) and, in most cases, has 

little relevance to the labour market. Programmes I, II and III did not have any 

partnerships with potential local employers to provide work-based learning opportunities, 

which Adams (2007, p. 13) stresses improve practice. Adams (2011, p. 6) also asserts 

that VET programmes must involve “employers in the design and delivery of training 

[which] contributes to better outcomes for all, including the disadvantaged”. However, in 

all programmes except the apprenticeship training in programme IV, the training is not 

clearly linked to the needs of the local labour market and employers are not involved in 

the design and delivery of the training. Coupled with poor post-training follow-up and 

support, programme managers are not aware of where their graduates go, the challenges 

that they meet or the needs of the employers. Some of the employers we interviewed 

decried the low levels of practical skills that some graduates of formal VET exhibit.  

 
The training is defective. When I contract some of these young men from vocational 

institutes, in most cases they don’t know what to do. They have theory but cannot do 

anything; some can’t even erect the scaffolding or correctly place bricks on a high wall at 

a building site because they are used to building short models in training. They need more 

practical exposure in their training. Let them come to real sites during the training to see 

and learn what happens here. Otherwise, when they come to us, it’s like we are beginning 

the training afresh. 

(Employer – Building Contractor) 
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The training in the two formal programmes (I and III) tends to be quite academic 

and theoretical, and most of the graduates must complete further on-the-job training when 

they become employed. The situation in programmes II and IV is much better because of 

their focus on providing practical hands-on experience (Table 1). 

 
I did secretarial studies but we were using typewriters. We had few computers and we 

were many students. I didn’t master computer applications. When I got this job as a 

secretary, they gave me a computer but I didn’t know how to use it very well. I am now 

learning new things as I work and my colleagues help me. 

(Former student – Programme III) 
 

As Palmer (2007) rightly commented, most of the ESLs and VET graduates will 

find themselves in the informal sector and in rural settings, they will most likely enter 

into agriculture-related activities. However, in the current study, we found a general 

dislike for agricultural courses among some students because of wider perceptions about 

agriculture being a “dirty” job, being for the “uneducated” and not paying well. 

 
Those of us taking agriculture are in most cases despised by our fellow students and 

sometimes by a section of teachers. They ask us; how do you come to school to study 

how to dig? Couldn’t you learn that at home? … The other thing is, some students taking 

agriculture want to be taught only theory and don’t want to engage in practical 

assignments. They do not want to be seen working in the soil on the farm.  

(Current student – Programme I) 
 

This is not an isolated finding. Chin et al. (2009) and a report by the Social 

Development Department / Education and Research Division (DSO/OO) of the Dutch 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs (DSO/OO, 2011) found that agricultural education is always 

the second or third choice of young people in training institutes. This negative attitude 

towards agriculture is not a good development because, as Swisscontact (2011) noted, in 

Uganda “agriculture and related rural trades have the greatest potential to provide youth 

with economic and social opportunity”. Of note, in Uganda, similar to many other 

countries of SSA, labour markets are changing with the onset of new technologies, 
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especially information technology (use of mobile phones, computers). Consequently VET 

must adjust to the new changes in the labour market and begin training in new skills 

rather than focusing on the old subjects. This will only happen if the VET programmes 

keep in touch with the labour market and employers. Lim et al. (2012, p. 655) warn of a 

risk of “training for yesterday’s skills that will no longer be needed in tomorrow’s work”.  

 
4.5.5 VET and empowerment of marginalised youth 
 

Although there are some image and training problems, as stated above, VET 

attempts to improve the labour market and livelihood opportunities of marginalised 

youth. The majority of youth who underwent the training appreciate it. Their image of 

VET has improved because they were able to obtain a job or engage in a trade that results 

in income. For some, it raises their status from being “that academic reject” to an 

individual who is able to use his/her hands and skills to live a reasonable life. Many of 

the graduates reported that the VET training has helped them to earn a living; they feel 

that their lives would be worse without that training.  

 
This is what I am able to make after the training (he raised up the clay pots he had made 

and displayed for sale). I can now make money and sustain myself.  

(Former Ceramics trainee – Programme II) 
 

 
I would not have got this job of farm manager if I did not go through that training … In 

future, I will buy my own animals and also be a farmer; I don’t want to keep working for 

other people. 

(Former student – Programme I) 
 

Although some of them are employed as casual workers and a few have not yet 

obtained the jobs they aspired for, most of the VET graduates from the four programmes 

were able to articulate the economic and social benefits of their training. They are able to 

meet their basic needs and acquire some livelihood assets. For some, VET has given them 

another pathway to further education, as they have progressed to higher levels of VET. 
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However, some face challenges such as low pay and poor working conditions and would 

like to be self-employed but lack financial and social capital to start their own trades or 

enterprises. 

 
When I finished my course, I had a dream to be self-employed, to start my own restaurant 

but I could not afford the capital to start because I am from a family that is not well-off. 

So, I got a job at this hotel as a Chef. Maybe after working for a few years, I will start my 

own business.  

               (Former catering trainee - Programme III)  
 

It is also evident from the testimonies of the graduates that VET can improve the 

self-confidence and personal pride of marginalised youth. This was highly exhibited by 

the graduates of programme II because they learned a specific trade and were able to 

“practically do something that they were not able to do before”. This sense of self-

confidence and personal pride could also be a result of the programme’s guidance and 

counselling component.  Studies have shown that for proper empowerment of the youth, 

in addition to offering skills for employability, VET should endeavour to develop the 

respect, self-confidence and personal pride of the participants (Powell, 2012, p. 650). To 

improve the chances of self-employment and better performance at work, VET must 

inculcate into the learners the spirit of team work, conflict management, critical and 

creative thinking (The World Bank, 2006) and include generic and entrepreneurial skills 

in the curriculum. 

 
4.6 Conclusions and recommendations 
 

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into VET skills training for 

marginalised youth in Uganda through a SWOT analysis of four training programmes in 

Mbarara district. In Uganda, there are thousands of VET institutions and centres that 

operate in various modes and by different actors. In the current study, four case studies 

that function in different settings and orientations were used to provide exemplary 

knowledge and theoretical replication logic. Therefore, caution must be taken in making 
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generalisations about VET in Uganda. However, the study provides good insights, 

lessons and exemplary knowledge that current and future VET practitioners can learn 

from to properly design and implement VET programmes for marginalised youth.  

 
Generally, this study has revealed that VET can improve access to the labour 

market for marginalised youth and ameliorate their livelihoods by providing them 

opportunities to earn income and other assets. It was evident from the experiences of 

VET graduates that their lives would be worse if they had not undergone VET training. 

However, there are indications that the current practices in VET do not help the youth 

realise their full potential. Some VET graduates aspire for high positions in society and 

organisations and high-paying jobs, but the nature and level of their training leads to 

lower cadre and low-paying jobs. There are also issues of access due to the cost of 

training and a general negative attitude towards VET because of the persistent social 

perceptions that VET is a “second class option” for academic misfits. In this regard, if 

VET is to help the youth realise their full potential, the government of Uganda must 

begin “walking the talk” and implement the proposals contained in the BTVET Act by 

increasing funding to VET; paying attention to VET in the private sector; training VET 

teachers; and making a deliberate effort to change the prevailing negative mind-set about 

VET through awareness campaigns, infrastructure development and creating better job 

opportunities in the informal sector and in agriculture. The new policies described in the 

documents referred to in section 1 of this paper must be carefully and systematically 

implemented and facilitated to achieve the desired objectives. It is one thing to have good 

policies in place and another thing to have them properly implemented. 

Consistent with previous research in SSA, the current study has shown that VET 

skills training for marginalised youth is supply-driven and not linked with the needs and 

requirements of the informal labour market, where most of the VET graduates will work. 

Thus, there must be deliberate effort by the training institutions and centres to form 

partnerships with potential employers and engage them in the design and delivery of the 

training. The programmes would also benefit from follow-ups of their graduates and 
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performing labour market research to determine the current or future labour market needs 

and requirements. VET should also venture into new skills in light of recent 

developments in technology (such as in information and communications technology 

(ICT), transport systems such as the boda-bodas [motorbike taxis], agribusiness systems, 

and creative arts). This will improve the relevance of the skills training to the 

requirements of the labour market. Gender stereotyping must be eliminated to give equal 

opportunity to males and females in regards to course/skill choices and improve their 

access to VET. For the government, it is crucial that partnerships are formed with the 

private sector to spur growth and job creation in the informal sector; otherwise, there will 

be VET graduates without jobs. For the informal sector to grow and create more jobs, 

increased access to finance, infrastructure development, increased access to information 

and technological innovation are key requirements. 

The study also found a need to improve the pedagogical and didactical practices in 

VET for marginalised youth. The teacher-centred and transfer of learning approaches 

currently used in VET do not adequately prepare young people for the labour market and 

livelihood opportunities. More learning-by-doing, collaborative learning and industrial 

training should be integrated into the current pedagogy to enrich the learners’ experiences 

so that they can measure up to the tasks they are given later in the labour market. The 

learners should be introduced to the culture of “learning as becoming” (Hager and 

Hodkinson, 2009) or “lifelong learning/lifewide learning” (Jarvis, 2007) so that they can 

continually learn from their immediate environment and experiences to enhance their 

skills and knowledge (Boekaerts and Minnaert, 1999). This will ensure better 

performance on the job and that the students’ skills do not become obsolete in the ever-

changing labour market. Learning as becoming will also improve the other desired 

outcomes of VET such as a good sense of self-worth, self-confidence, empowerment and 

human development. To promote self-reliance, empowerment and freedoms, and rights of 

marginalised youth, VET curricula should include generic and entrepreneurial skills 

training. As evident from graduates of programme II, VET learners’ self-confidence, 
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respect and motivation can be greatly improved by incorporating guidance and 

counselling in the training. 

Last but not least, it is important to note that the problems of ESLs cannot be 

solved solely by VET. There is a need for broader policy interventions that ensure macro-

economic stability, keep children in school to gain foundational and transferable skills, 

create jobs and livelihood opportunities, and reduce poverty.  
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We are talking about guidance and counselling but there is one bigger problem in Africa 

and in Uganda.  Most people have a kind of thinking that if a child does not study and 

reach University he [she] is a failure. Whoever goes to a technical or vocational school, 

we count him or her a failure … If we do not liberate ourselves from that kind of thinking 

and mind-set, it will not be easy for parents and students to choose the vocational options 

… I asked my child whether he was interested in joining a technical school; he told me, I 

have not failed exams, I am not a failure, why should I join a technical or vocational 

school?... We have to deal with the mind-set first. 

 
Parent - Workshop participant     
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Chapter 5 

 

Using practice-based evidence PAR to improve vocational skills 

training for marginalised youth in Uganda: Experiences and 

reflections from an early school leavers’ project4 

 
Abstract 
 

This paper presents learning experiences and reflections from a practice-based evidence 

(PBE) participatory action research (PAR) project that was initiated to work towards the 

improvement of vocational education and training (VET) skills for early school leavers (ESLs) in 

Mbarara district, south-western Uganda. The project focused on three main issues, namely, 

improvement of VET’s image, encouraging the formation of partnerships between relevant 

stakeholders in VET, and helping the VET practitioners to reflect on their practice and work 

towards its improvement. Extensive preparation, creating a secure conversational space, and 

having a committed feedback team enhanced inclusion, participation, communication, and 

building of relationships which are crucial ingredients of a PAR project. The resulting PBE 

created awareness and led to a change of attitude of participants towards VET and established 

links between VET practitioners and employers; that is, between the supply and demand sides of 

VET. The VET practitioners have committed themselves to use the knowledge generated 

through this PAR project to improve skills training programmes for ESLs and the participants 

have formed themselves into a self-organising group to continue VET awareness activities 

beyond the currently reported research project. 

 
5.1 Introduction 
 

Uganda has been experiencing an expeditious growth in the demand for skills 

development in the last few years and in particular vocational skills development.  The 

                                                 
4 A condensed version of this chapter is submitted for publication as: Tukundane, C., & Zeelen, J. (2013). Using 
practice-based evidence PAR to improve vocational skills for marginalised youth in Uganda: Experiences and 
reflections from an early school leavers’ project. 
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demand for skills comes against the backdrop of high youth unemployment and 

enormous numbers of early school leavers (ESLs) (Blaak, Zeelen, & Openjuru, 2013; 

Zeelen, Van der Linden, Nampota, & Ngabirano, 2010) who leave school without the 

required skills for the labour market and for taking advantage of other livelihood 

opportunities (Openjuru, 2010; Tukundane, Zeelen, Minnaert, & Kanyandago, 2013).  

Although the high youth unemployment can be partly attributed to slow job creation and 

growth in the economy, to a large extent, it has been attributed to the inadequate skills 

possessed by the products of the Ugandan education system characterised especially by 

lack of practical or hands-on skills that would encourage self-employment and job 

creation in the country’s largely informal sector (Ministry of Education and Sports 

[MoES], 2011; National Planning Authority [NPA], 2010). Due to lack of necessary 

skills for their integration in the labour market, ESLs are especially disadvantaged and 

marginalised when it comes to finding and retaining work (Adams, 2007; Kibwika, 

Okiror, & Birungi-Kyazze, 2010) or creating work for themselves. Consequently, 

vocational education and training (VET) is regularly used as a strategy for equipping 

youth with employable skills, not only for combating unemployment (Oketch, 2007; The 

World Bank, 2008) but also to train others for self-employment (Atchoarena & Delluc, 

2002). 

Accordingly, Uganda is slowly responding to the demand for skills development 

and current efforts aimed at addressing the skills insufficiency problem are being guided 

by the Business, Technical, and Vocational Education and Training (BTVET) Act of 

2008 (MoES, 2008b)  and the Skilling Uganda programme enshrined in the BTVET 

Strategic Plan 2011-2020 (MoES, 2011). During this time frame, the main goal of 

BTVET is to create employable skills and competences for the labour market. In general, 

VET is envisaged to equip young people with practical skills for employment and for 

taking advantage of livelihood opportunities, which enable them not only to contribute to 

their personal advancement but also to the development of their country. However, VET 

in Uganda suffers from an image problem; it has hitherto played a backwater role in the 

Ugandan education system and is considered the “poor cousin” of mainstream education. 
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Consequently, in spite of good government policy papers, VET continues to be left 

mainly for those who either don’t succeed in mainstream academic education or those 

who cannot afford it (Openjuru, 2010). The ESLs form the largest part of this group 

(Jjuuko, 2012). The image problem which is deeply engrained in the mind-set of many 

Ugandans has had a bearing on the resources allocated to VET programmes and their 

graduates. Though the policies are in place and the rhetoric points in the right direction, 

there has not been serious effort towards changing the poor image of VET; the 

programmes are inadequately funded, the physical infrastructure is wanting, most 

teachers are inadequately trained, and the curriculum is reminiscent of the practices in the 

theory-based, teacher-centred and examination-oriented mainstream academic education 

(Jjuuko, 2012; Openjuru, 2010; Rwendeire, 2012). The training has largely remained 

supply-driven and concentrated on “traditional” courses such as carpentry and joinery, 

brick laying and concrete practice, tailoring, and electrical installation and repairs.   

As a result, the NPA expressed concern that there is a “mismatch between training 

content and the actual skills required in the labour market” because “large numbers of 

graduates of formal skills development system continued to be unemployed despite the 

fact that there is a shortage of skilled workers in the economy [and] this is attributed to 

inadequate participation by employers in curriculum design and its delivery” (NPA, 

2010, p. 242).  Other research has also shown that VET in Uganda has little relevance to 

the labour market and livelihood opportunities for the youth (Openjuru, 2010; Tukundane 

et al., 2013; Zeelen et al., 2010). Such and other literature clearly indicate that there is a 

mismatch between policy formulation and policy implementation. To rectify this 

problem, Adams (2007; 2011) and MoES (2011), advise that VET outcomes can be 

greatly improved by involving employers in the design and delivery of training; thus 

making the “training supply more flexible and demand-driven” (MoES, 2011, p. ix). This 

view was strongly echoed in the UNESCO (2012) main document titled: Transforming 

Technical and Vocational Education and Training: Building skills for work and life, 

prepared for the Third UNESCO International Congress on Technical and Vocational 

Education and Training in Shanghai, China in the following words: 
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The integration of youth into social and economic life depends upon analysing both the 

supply and demand for skills and involving relevant stakeholders, including youth, in 

decision-making processes. Attention to early skills needs assessment and forecasts are 

important for TVET to become more responsive to enterprises and individuals’ needs. 

This requires closer partnerships among public, private and civil society organisations to 

promote relevant programmes and initiatives for youth employment (p, 21). 

 
The purpose of this paper is to present learning experiences and reflections from a 

practice-based evidence (PBE) participatory action research (PAR) project that was 

initiated in 2009 in Mbarara, south-western Uganda to work towards the improvement of 

VET skills for marginalised youth. The project focused on three main issues, namely, 

improvement of VET’s image, encouraging the formation of partnerships between 

relevant stakeholders in VET, and helping the VET practitioners to reflect on their 

practice and work towards its improvement. In the next sections, we will first present the 

rationale for adopting the practice-based evidence participatory action research (PBE-

PAR) methodology, followed by a description of the research project, and then the 

presentation of the outcomes of the project. Lastly, we will share our experiences and 

reflections on the process and outcomes of the project and the implications of these for 

PAR methodology. We will specifically show how extensive preparation, creating a 

secure conversational space, and having a committed feedback team can enhance the 

process and outcomes of a PAR project. 

 
5.2 Rationale for using PBE-PAR 
 

PAR, which has its origins in community development projects for marginalised 

groups in Latin America, Africa and Asia (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000) may not have a 

single definition because different PAR practitioners use the concept differently. 

However, according to McIntyre (2008, p. 1) there are underlying tenets that inform the 

majority of PAR projects, namely: 
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(a) a collective commitment to investigate an issue or problem, (b) a desire to engage in 

self- and collective reflection to gain clarity about the issue under investigation, (c) a 

joint decision to engage in individual and/or collective action that leads to a useful 

solution that benefits the people involved, and (d) the building of alliances between 

researchers and participants in the planning, implementation, and dissemination of the 

research process. 

 
Reason and Bradbury (2001) assert that PAR helps to empower local communities 

by enabling them to act to change their lived situations. Accordingly, we chose to use 

PAR in this research project intended to improve skills training programmes for ESLs 

because our goal was to engage in research and actions that would empower individuals 

and the community to change the image of, and practices in vocational skills training 

programmes. As indicated in the introduction, ESLs find themselves disadvantaged and 

marginalised in the labour market and their livelihood opportunities limited due to lack of 

adequate skills; and at the same time, because of the aforementioned problems with 

vocational education in Uganda, the skills training programmes face a number of 

challenges. Therefore through PAR we committed ourselves to investigate these 

problems, reflect on them to gain clarity and to take collective action to find some 

solutions to these problems.  

Mueller, Tilleczek, Rummens and Boydell (2008, p. 69) stress that, research in the 

field of ESLg “should be guided by the principle and ultimate goal of improving the 

chances and opportunities of children and youth to be successful and to develop their full 

potential”. Also Tilleczek, Ferguson, Edney, Rummens and Boydell (2008, p. 202) 

emphasise that effective intervention programmes for ESLs “cultivate meaningful bonds 

between students and teachers, [and other stakeholders and] connect students to an 

attainable future through relevant curriculum and training”. In line with such 

recommendations, PAR enabled us to collaborate with ESLs, VET practitioners, 

employers, parents, educationists and policy makers in a process where we could 

collectively clarify the issues at hand and “formulate new ways of envisioning [the] 

situations” (Stringer, 2007, p. 204) at hand. Not only does PAR assist in the formulation 
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of solutions, it also helps to “avoid mistakes and to develop programmes that take into 

account the specific situation and conditions which will influence the outcome of 

programmes” (De Koning & Martin, 1996, p. 4). Accordingly, the use of PAR was 

appropriate in working towards formulating new ways of envisaging VET and making 

sure that the skills training programmes become more responsive to the needs of 

individual learners, the labour market, and the development needs of the country. 

Within this PAR project, we preferred to adopt a practice-based evidence (PBE) 

(Evans, Connell, Barkham, Marshall, & Mellor-Clark, 2003) approach in which we 

collected and analysed data on what works, why, and how it works in the labour market 

and what is needed in the community, so as to inform practice in VET training 

programmes. We did this together with the VET practitioners, VET graduates, and 

employers as some of the key stakeholders in the research. This enabled the VET 

practitioners to reflect on their practice and also to get feedback from their clients which 

are very crucial in improving the outcomes of VET skills training programmes. Often, 

people try to improve practice using evidence-based practice (EBP) (Gibbs, & Gambrill, 

2002; Tolan, Szapocznik, & Sambrano, 2007) but this approach is sometimes criticised as 

not being very effective because its agenda is normally dictated by academics, policy 

makers and researchers. For the case of intervention programmes for ESLs, Mueller et al. 

(2008, p. 39) argue that a combination of research evidence, “professional experience and 

client-reported and observed evidence” is crucial in getting the best outcomes for such 

interventions. 

 
5.3 The description of the research project and methods  
 

The findings reported in this paper are from a PhD research project in which the 

first author (a PhD student) collaborated with VET practitioners, employers, current and 

former VET graduates, and other key stakeholders from the community (ESLs, parents, 

educationists, policy makers, representatives from non-governmental organisations 

[NGOs] and local community leaders) to research and act together to improve vocational 

skills training for ESLs. As already mentioned, VET is one of key interventions that 
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ESLs turn to in order to gain skills that should improve their labour market and livelihood 

opportunities. Unfortunately, in Uganda, these training programmes have not been 

adequately equipping the young people with the required skills (Kibwika et al., 2010; 

NPA, 2010; Openjuru, 2010). Having participated in an earlier and bigger project on 

early school leaving (ESLg) in Africa project that specifically explored the causes and 

consequences of ESLg and the different pathways taken by ESLs, including VET, and 

knowing that there were noted challenges with VET, the student decided to focus his PhD 

study on VET. Inspired by his passion for research that generates results that are useful to 

the community and a desire to see the lives of marginalised youth improved, he resolved 

to initiate a PAR process for this study. The study whose process and results are reported 

below covered a period of three years and eight months; from July 2009 to March 2013. 

 
5.3.1 The beginnings 
 

Most PAR processes are initiated by communities or groups of people concerned 

about particular problems or situations that they want to change or improve but in cases 

where the researcher is from the University (like was the case in this study), it is usually 

the researcher who “can approach a particular group inviting them to explore a particular 

issue” (McIntyre, 2008, p. 8) together. After the researcher’s proposal was approved by 

the relevant University authorities the field research commenced in Mbarara in July 2009. 

The process started with informal meetings with the various potential key stakeholders to 

talk about the conceived research idea. Meetings were held with education officers in the 

district, VET Principals and teachers, parents, ESLs within and outside VET, employers, 

and community leaders. Having studied and previously worked in the Mbarara area, thus 

having knowledge of the area and some contacts within helped the researcher to easily 

connect with these potential stakeholders. During the informal meetings, we talked about 

the issue of ESLg (whether it is a problem in the area or not), challenges facing out of 

school youths, VET as a pathway for ESLs and whether there was need for dialogue 

about these issues to come up with ideas on how to tackle the problems. 
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During these informal meetings, everyone seemed to agree that ESLg was a 

problem in the area, with serious consequences to individuals and to the community and 

that something should be done about it. The VET practitioners in the area that could be 

reached explained how they were offering ESLs opportunities for acquiring skills and the 

challenges they were facing in their work. These informal meetings were meant to open a 

communicative space and also to find out whether the community and the prospective 

stakeholders were concerned about the issue and were interested in collaborating with the 

researcher in a PAR process aimed at generating “local, timely knowledge of concrete 

situations” (Toulmin, 1996, p. 58) that would help improve current VET practices. 

Opening up a communicative space and establishing rapport with the potential key 

stakeholders was very important because as Wicks and Reason, (2009, p. 243) observe, 

“the success or failure of an action research venture often depends on what happens at the 

beginning of the inquiry process: in the way access is established, and on how 

participants and coresearchers are engaged early on. ‘Opening communicative space’ is 

important because, however we base our theory and practice of action research, the first 

steps are fateful”. By the end of these informal discussions most people were of the view 

that we should organise a workshop where we could come together to have a formal 

dialogue on the issues discussed. 

 
5.3.2 The first workshop 
 

A one-day workshop was consequently organised in December 2009 with the help 

of two research assistants who are themselves young men from the Mbarara area and 

were doing temporary work with an educational institution as they searched for 

permanent jobs after graduation from University. The workshop was attended by 70 

people representing the various groups mentioned above and most of them had joined the 

informal meetings. As this was the first workshop, the researcher and the assistants 

facilitated the discussions. We started by exchanging views on issues previously 

discussed in informal meetings with different people so as to come to a common 

understanding of the issue and to agree on what we were going to engage in. The 
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discussions centred on the causes and consequences of ESLg and what should be done 

about this problem. These issues generated an intense discussion and there was 

unanimous agreement among participants that ESLg is a problem that should be tackled 

with immediate effect.  

 
The socio-economic factors that came out strongly as the main causes of ESLg 

included: indirect and direct costs of schooling, parental decisions, teenage pregnancies 

and early marriages, interest in petty trading, un-conducive school environment, high 

repetition rates, poor academic grades, sickness, child labour, and perceived lack of 

relevance of education. These reverberate with findings from other studies that have been 

conducted in Uganda and other SSA countries (see for example, Blaak et al., 2013; 

Lewin, 2009; Lewin & Akyeampong, 2009; MoES, 2008a; UBOS, 2006; Zeelen et al., 

2010). The consequences of ESLg highlighted encompassed: unemployment, dependence 

on family members, antisocial behaviour, being subject to socio-economic and political 

exploitation, prostitution, substance abuse and low self-esteem. Such negative 

consequences notwithstanding, there was also mention of ESLs who have had positive 

experiences after leaving school and became prosperous in life. Nonetheless, the general 

view was that ESLs are at an increased risk of poverty and social exclusion and require 

support interventions to help them acquire life and work skills and consequently improve 

their livelihood opportunities. The discussion of these issues aided in setting the 

background and scope for the researcher envisaged study and to assess the relevance of 

the issue to the community. 

The proceedings of the workshop were done in an open and transparent manner 

and everyone was allowed to express his /her opinion because it was important that 

everyone owns the process and outcome of the project. The researcher made it clear that 

from then onwards, the participants would become co-researchers in the project and that 

participation was voluntary. All the 70 participants committed themselves to the research 

project and at the end of the workshop, the following resolutions were made: 
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 To invite other key stakeholders in VET skills development that were missing at 

the workshop to take part in the research project. These included important NGOs 

and faith-based organisations (FBOs) that are actively involved in VET as well as 

community development officers (CDOs). 

 To set up a feedback committee/“thinking committee” comprised of 

representatives of the different groups of stakeholders to work closely with the 

facilitating researcher and research assistants on a regular basis. The participants 

chose their representatives to serve on the committee and other members 

volunteered. In total, a committee of 15 persons was formed. 

 To keep all participants informed about the process and everything that was going 

on in the project, it was resolved that a biannual newsletter be established to keep 

everyone posted. A small editorial committee was formed from the participants to 

be responsible for the newsletter. The newsletter would mainly feature summaries 

of key developments in the research project, summaries of preliminary findings, 

testimonies and stories of ESLs as well as those of current and former VET 

students, upcoming events/actions, and contact information. After vetting several 

names, the participants chose to call the newsletter YOMBEKA – a local language 

word for “building” because they saw this PAR process as “building” not only 

VET skills for ESLs but also building their community as a whole. As 95% of the 

participants had access to a cell phone, it was also agreed that text messages be 

used to communicate to them from time to time. 

 To use the local language in all subsequent workshops and meetings so that 

everyone is able to express himself/herself freely without language limitations. 

 To contact formal and non-formal VET schools in the community and find out 

those that are willing to participate in the research. The participants made mention 

of the key VET institutions/programmes in the area, some of which were visited 

during the informal meetings phase and the feedback committee was tasked to talk 

to the authorities in these programmes and select those that would participate in 

the research. 
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 To adopt a PBE approach so that we help the VET practitioners to reflect on their 

practice and work together with them to improve practice. This was because, as 

Toulmin (1996, p. 58) acknowledges, “the most effective way of developing such 

a research project [to improve practice] is to enlist into the research procedures the 

very individuals employed in the institution [situation] under investigation”. 

 To hold a workshop once a year in the subsequent years where all the participants 

would come together at once to discuss the progress of the project, give and get 

feedback, and decide on the next steps. 

 
5.3.3 The next steps and actions 
 

Following the workshop, the feedback team, together with the facilitating 

researcher and research assistants met and reviewed what had been discussed at the 

workshop and also mapped the way forward for the next steps in the research project. 

From the list of VET programmes that had been given by the workshop participants, the 

committee earmarked four well-known VET programmes to be the official partners in the 

project. Fortunately, these four had been visited during the informal meetings phase and 

had representatives at the workshop. When the Principals of these programmes were 

formally contacted, they allowed that their programmes be used in the study as this would 

help generate knowledge that would assist in improving their programmes. Of the four 

VET programmes, one was a farm school training young people to gain life and hands-on 

practical skills in agriculture, carpentry and joinery and brick laying and concrete 

practice. The second programme recruits ESLs and youth who have never attended 

school to train in various skills, including practical skills training in ceramics, multimedia 

crafts, textile weaving, fabric decoration, baking and bakery technology, bee keeping, 

agriculture, drum making, mushroom growing, etcetera. The third programme gives 

courses in accountancy, secretarial studies, computer applications, catering and hotel 

management, and tailoring and embroidery. The forth one has apprenticeship courses in 

car mechanics, motor vehicle repair, and metal fabrication. All the four VET programmes 
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aim at equipping the youth, especially ESLs with practical skills necessary for labour 

market integration, self-employment, self-reliance, and better livelihoods. 

Since the participants were interested in improving VET practice and outcomes, 

the facilitating researcher and the assistants together with some volunteer participants and 

VET practitioners made a number of visits to the four VET institutions to assess the 

current practice and identify areas that need improvement. Through observation and in-

depth interviews with VET teachers, students and Principals, a number of concerns were 

raised. Key among them was the strong negative social perception and stigma about 

VET. Not only was this poor attitude towards VET present among community members 

outside VET institutions but also within VET itself and this was impacting on the self-

image and confidence of the students. For instance, during one of the interviews one 

student commented thus: 

 
Sometimes our teachers tell us that we are failures … that if we were not failures we 

would not be here but somewhere else, maybe in high school or at university … this 

makes me feel useless because I thought I had come here to study, go to work and earn a 

living. Even outside they say that we are failures … can you imagine even the boys who 

load sand on trucks, who have never gone to school when they are passing here they 

abuse us that we are in Bushoberwa school [local term that connotes being in a school for 

the needy or failures or second best]. 

(Current VET student) 
 

We found out that because of this stigma, some VET students were concentrating 

on passing exams to join the next level of VET so as to go higher and higher in the 

system and acquire more paper qualifications, which is a kind of competition with the 

mainstream academic education and this distracts them from focusing on practical skills 

acquisition. Initial interviews with parents also showed that many parents would take 

their children to VET as a last resort. A closer look at government’s budget allocation to 

VET also reveals that the government priority to mainstream academic education over 

VET. This may also explain the poor physical infrastructure and teaching facilities in 
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most VET institutions. Other concerns that came up during the interviews included a 

rigid and theoretical curriculum, inadequately trained teachers, and a lack of proper 

guidance and counselling. 

With these preliminary findings, in September 2010, a second workshop was 

convened and all the participants from the first workshop invited plus other stakeholders, 

whose inclusion had been recommended at the first workshop. Altogether, 92 people 

came together and we discussed the preliminary findings. The participants generally felt 

that this was the picture of VET in Mbarara in particular and in Uganda in general but 

also noted that in spite of the poor image of VET and the mentioned challenges, VET was 

helping some young people to acquire important skills for employment in the labour 

market, self-employment, realisation of individual potential, and contributing to personal 

and community development. At the same time, employers of VET graduates and former 

VET students emphasised the fact that there is often a mismatch between the training and 

what is required in the labour market. They attributed this to the failure of VET 

practitioners to work with potential employers and assess the labour market needs and 

opportunities so as to make the training responsive to the labour market demands.  

In the second part of the workshop, participants divided themselves into groups to 

make proposals of actions that they could undertake to help improve VET skills training 

programmes. The proposals were later presented in a plenary and discussed. These 

included sensitisation of masses about VET, improving infrastructure, making the 

curriculum flexible, introducing new courses and skills in the programmes, training of 

VET teachers, doing follow-up of VET graduates etcetera. After a further discussion on 

these proposals, participants agreed that some of the proposals were beyond our reach 

within the framework of this PhD research and the limited resources available. 

Accordingly participants committed themselves to two things: to do a small tracer study 

on graduates of the four participating VET programmes, and to encourage greater 

interaction between VET practitioners, employers and former VET students so as to 

enable the practitioners get more feedback on what works in the real world of work and 

what is needed on the demand side. This would allow the practitioners to reflect on their 
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practices and know what their clients expect. It was clear from the participants that they 

all wanted to see a more practical and relevant VET that was responsive not only to the 

needs of individuals but also to those of the local economy as had been envisaged in the 

1992 Government White Paper on the Education Policy Review Commission Report 

(The Republic of Uganda, 1992).  

As the four participating programmes did not have any reliable registers of the 

whereabouts of their former students, a snowball method was used to collect stories from 

37 graduates of these programmes. The interviews were conducted by the facilitating 

researcher, research assistants together with participant volunteers. We also conducted 

interviews with available employers of these graduates. As Mueller et al. (2008, p. 47) 

state, “narratives from study participants can help to convey a result from a study and to 

make it understood by and applicable for practitioners and other stakeholders” and 

narratives “create a context for learning” in action research (Reason et al., 2011, p. 12). 

Therefore the former students’ stories and employer interviews were a very important 

feedback for the practitioners and the participants in this research project to know what 

works in the labour market and what needs to be improved in VET practice. During the 

course of these actions, feedback committee meetings were held regularly to discuss the 

progress of the project. The YOMBEKA newsletter and phone text messages kept the 

participants informed about the project and the participants were able to share their 

thoughts and reflections on the project through the same means.  

In October 2011 a third workshop was held where the participants interfaced with 

VET graduates and their employers to share views on how VET practice can be 

improved. This continued dialogue between the different stakeholders was intended to 

produce PBE that is crucial in getting the best outcomes of interventions, such as these 

VET programmes for ESLs. Between October 2011 and March 2013 we continued to 

visit the four VET programmes and interact with the current VET students and their 

teachers to see what could be done to produce the best possible VET outcomes. Together 

we were able to identify the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of their 

respective programmes in light of the discussions and feedback they got from the 
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research project. Finally, in March 2013, a concluding workshop was held to reflect on 

the process and outcomes of the PAR study. In this workshop some other VET 

practitioners, VET students, employers, community leaders, educationists, parents and 

members of the community who were not participants in the study were also invited to 

attend. The findings of the study, as well as our experiences and reflections were shared 

and many of the new participants, especially the VET practitioners could identify with 

the findings. 

 
5.3.4 Data collection and analysis 
 

The process and findings reported in this study are based on data that were 

collected at every stage of the research project through observation, interviews, field 

notes, minutes of feedback committee meetings and transcripts of workshop proceedings. 

What was discussed in feedback committee meetings and in the workshops were also 

taken as data and used in the analysis. Data analysis was done thematically following 

issues that emerged from the interviews and discussions that were held at various stages 

of the project. Summaries of key findings from every stage were presented and discussed 

with participants in feedback committee meetings and workshops for verification and 

further input. During the final workshop a summary report on the findings of the research 

project was presented and discussed by all the participants.  

 
5.4 Key outcomes of this PBE-PAR project  
 

Action research projects normally start with a problem-situation (Gilmore, Krantz, 

Ramirez, 1986; Van Strien, 1997) and the goal of such projects is to engage in a process 

and actions that lead to improvement in the immediate problematic situation (Brydon-

Miller, 1997; Creswell, 2008; Tromp, 2008). The current study aimed at improving VET 

skills for ESLs who are marginalised in the labour market and in livelihood opportunities 

due to lack of the required skills. Therefore the participants in this PAR project 

committed themselves to study the VET system in Mbarara and to collaborate with the 
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VET practitioners to work towards a desirable situation by producing PBE which 

produced the following results by the end of the project: 

In the first place, the project created a lot of awareness about VET and its 

importance in building the skills of marginalised youth and improving their life chances. 

This led to a change of attitude of many participants towards VET. As noted earlier in 

this paper, one of the major problems with VET in Uganda has been a negative attitude 

and stigma surrounding VET. The interaction, discussions and exchanges between the 

different stakeholders helped to change the image of VET among the participants. The 

narratives of VET graduates particularly played a crucial role in changing the attitude of 

participants towards VET. Though some had struggled to get jobs or to start their own 

trades those who eventually managed to acquire a job or start their own small businesses 

had compelling stories to tell. For instance, in one of the workshops a young lady who 

had gone through training in one of the four participating VET programmes had this to 

say: 

 
From the skills I got in training, I am now able to make these bags [she raised several 

handbags of different designs]. The bags are marketable and from them I am able to get 

income to look after myself and my siblings. I will not go on the street to beg. I beg the 

parents to send their children to vocational schools instead of leaving them at home or 

sending them to the streets. 

(Female VET graduate) 
 

There were a number of stories like these from the young VET graduates but also 

from their teachers. For example in another workshop one VET teacher remarked: 

 
Many people despise VET but with my vocational skills I was able to set up a workshop 

in town. I now earn more money than most university graduates. We technical people are 

the ones holding the economy of this country. We make all the furniture that you use in 

your houses; we build the houses that you live in … 

(Male VET teacher) 
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Participating in this research project was not only an “educational and liberating” 

(Reason et al., 2011, p. 10) experience but also transformative (Koch & Mann, 2008; 

Brydon-Miller, 1997). By the end of the project most participants testified that they could 

now comfortably send their children to VET or recommend it to other young people. I 

(first author and facilitating researcher) can also confess that before this research I had 

my own misconceptions about VET (such as thinking that it is the second-best option and 

good for children of the poor who cannot afford costs for mainstream academic 

education) but having gone through this project I have learnt a lot and my view of VET is 

changed. However, this is not to say that everything has now become a garden of roses; 

participants still have issues about VET policy implementation, infrastructure and 

facilities inadequacy and how to transfer the learning that has taken place in this project 

to the wider community. They are concerned that in the current climate where there 

seems to be a lack of political will to fully implement the proposals in the BTVET Act, 

the potential benefits of VET are highly unlikely to be realised. 

One of the many ways to increase VET’s potential is through generating 

‘actionable knowledge’ that VET practitioners can use to improve their practice. The 

second outcome of this PAR project was the generation of knowledge that is useful to 

VET practitioners. Bringing together VET practitioners, employers, and VET graduates 

to dialogue on the best way to equip young people with VET skills produces PBE that 

will assist the practitioners improve their practice. The employers were able to inform the 

practitioners of what is needed on the demand side and the VET graduates gave feedback 

to the practitioners on what works in the real world of work. For example, the employers 

and the graduates insisted that the training in VET institutes be made more practical and 

tailored to the realities in the labour market than just to follow the laid down curriculum.  

 
When we get these students from you, after they complete their courses, they have theory 

in their heads but they cannot apply it to practical problems in the workplace. We get 

students have trained in brick laying and concrete practice but when you put them on a 
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building, they don’t know what to do. In school they only build models … you need to 

give them more exposure to real building sites through internship placements. 

(Employer – Building contractor) 
 

The VET graduates also had advice for their former schools in addition to 

thanking them for the training they received: 

 
… You tell us that we should be job creators and not job seekers … to employ ourselves 

and be self-reliant but you don’t teach us how to start a business or where to get start-up 

capital from. So immediately we finish the training we go on the streets to look for jobs. 

(Male VET graduate) 
 

This feedback from the demand side of VET is very crucial for the VET 

practitioners if they are to improve their practice and the outcomes of VET. Through such 

feedback they were able to learn what they are currently doing well and where they need 

to improve. Prior to this research project, only one of the four programmes had a kind of 

follow-up programme for their graduates; the rest knew that it was important but due to 

lack of resources and motivation, they never did it. This was also the first time that these 

VET programmes were seriously engaging employers to hear and learn about what they 

think about their products. The practitioners have now committed themselves to forge 

partnerships with employers to continue learning from each other as they attempt to make 

VET more responsive to the needs of the individual ESLs and those of the labour market. 

A critical remaining worry especially for the formal VET institutions is that some of 

these partnerships would need approval from higher authorities and some changes in the 

current practice and curriculum need the involvement of policy makers at higher levels 

and increased financial resources which issues are beyond their capacities. 

Last but not least, during the course of the research project, there was some change 

in attitude in the way things are done at the institutional level. The teachers committed 

themselves to creating a conducive learning environment for the students and enhancing 

the role of guidance and counselling, and putting more emphasis on practical sessions 

during training. For example, one teacher commented: 
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Having listened to these young people, I now understand how using a bad language 

further dents their self-worth … I will now endeavour to always be good to them, listen 

to their problems and try to contribute to the practical skills development. There are 

things we cannot change on our own but there are small things we can … for example 

making my teaching methods more problem-based so that they develop problem-solving 

skills.  

(Female VET teacher) 
 

Such commitments are good because such practices can begin with individual 

teachers and eventually become the norm in the institution. However, most of the 

challenges facing VET are more of macro level issues that individual institutions may not 

change and therefore this research could not change. Nonetheless, this is a good starting 

point as the knowledge generated through this PAR project will inevitably cause some 

changes in the four participating VET programmes and the participants’ attitude towards 

VET is slowly changing towards the positive direction. These changes will slowly trickle 

down to the community and to neighbouring programmes. The participants have a desire 

to see their experiences in this project disseminated and one of the district education 

officials, an active member of the feedback team is organising that a team from the 

project get an opportunity to share the findings of the study with the district council so as 

to influence policy at that level. As the PhD project has ended, some participants have 

organised themselves into a group to continue with VET awareness activities. 

 
5.5 Reflections on the project and implications for PAR 
 

This PAR project provided a forum for the different VET stakeholders to share 

“their individual and collective realities” (McIntyre, 2008, p. 68) freely and to gain new 

“experiences and understandings” (Liamputtong & Ezzy, 2005, p.182) by contributing 

their “unique skills and knowledge” (Brydon-Miller, 1997, p. 661). The process and 

outcomes presented above were not as smooth as they appear in writing. As Josif, 

Barclay, Bar-Zeev, Kildea and Brittin (2012) observed, PAR can be a challenging 
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undertaking. It requires substantial mobilisation, energy, team work and resources. When 

we embarked on this research project, the first challenge we had to deal with were the 

“overstretched” (Van der Linden & Zeelen, 2008, p. 191) expectations of the participants. 

Some thought that being invited into a research project meant a significant amount of 

money, especially that the project involved meetings and workshops and was long-term. 

In Uganda, due to the culture of NGOs and government departments giving lots of money 

(in form of per diems) to meetings and workshops participants, usually if one organises 

such without the money people will not participate. Now here we were inviting people 

into this long-term project but without money for per diems and allowances. Secondly, 

the VET institutions invited into the research project thought that we would solve their 

physical infrastructure and facilities’ problems and some parents thought that we were an 

NGO coming to build vocational schools where their children would study for free.  

To compound the situation, the facilitating researcher was from the University; 

therefore some participants thought that he knew everything and was coming to teach 

them. And of course, as Cunningham (2008, p. 380) notes “collaborative initiatives 

between academically based researchers and practice-based personnel involve the 

intersection of two different worlds” where much energy is needed to create a common 

working ground. All these challenges meant that more effort had to be invested in 

explanations, dialogue, and building of relationships in the initial phases of the project. 

Whereas the participants appreciated the issue being researched and the participatory 

method used, they still expected individual and institutional benefits from the project. 

Therefore a fair amount of preparatory work and dialogue was needed to bring everybody 

at par with the goals of the project. The informal meetings, initial visits to the VET 

programmes, and the fact that the facilitating researcher and assistants were from the area 

and were conversant with the local context and culture helped a lot in building the 

necessary relationships and getting everyone attuned to the goals of the project and to 

participate voluntarily. Building such relationships and developing a deep mutual trust 

and commitment of everyone is essential for the success of a PAR project (Boog, 2008; 
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Brydon-Miller, 1997) and can be “enormously complex” (Arieli, Friedman & Agbaria, 

2009, p. 288). 

Besides investing time and energy in extensive preparatory work in order to build 

relationships, mutual trust, and commitment, we had also to create a secure 

conversational space (Zeelen, 2004) or what other authors have called a communicative 

space (Bodorkós & Pataki, 2009; Josif et al., 2012; Wicks & Reason, 2009). This means 

providing an understanding attitude that is not judgemental and discriminatory which is 

important for building trust and confidence (Angucia, Zeelen & De Jong, 2010) among 

the participants. This research project brought together various stakeholders who 

included young and old people and also people of different status in the community. This 

automatically brought into play issues of power, conflicting interests, and cultural 

tensions.  

For instance, during the initial workshop the power issue manifested itself very 

strongly when one of the district education officials felt that participants were “unfairly” 

accusing government of negligence and lack of commitment in tackling the issue of 

ESLg and supporting VET, tried to dominate the discussion and vehemently defended the 

government actions. There was a danger of the dialogue turning into a blame game and 

the facilitating researcher and research assistants had to regularly intervene to remind the 

participants of the goal of the research and to appeal to the participants to listen to each 

other, trust one another and keep focussed on the desired outcomes of the study. 

Eventually, after building mutual trust and participants knowing that we were all in the 

project to work towards a common goal and that all of us were important stakeholders 

bringing into the group different skills and knowledge to achieve the goal, the 

conversations became more honest and fruitful. The district education official who was 

previously disturbed by people’s comments eventually calmed down, liked the research 

project and became one of its main pillars. Throughout the entire research process, the 

facilitating researcher had to be a good listener, had to respect and understand people’s 

points of view and to behave in a socially and culturally appropriate way to help the 

participants build trust and good working relationships. These difficult tasks and 
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challenges illustrate the importance of the facilitator possessing good interpersonal and 

communication skills as well as being a person of integrity. As expressed in the words of 

one participant, it is only when people develop trust in the researcher (s) that they can 

fully participate and work towards the achievement of the research project’s main goal. 

 

The first time you approached me to join this research I thought that you were like the 

others who come, ask us to fill-in their questionnaires or answer their questions 

[interview] and go away … sometimes organisations pay them much money to do this 

research but as a respondent you get nothing out of it. In the beginning I was not sure, but 

after like two meetings, and seeing how you people [facilitating researcher and the 

research assistants] care and listen to us, even involve us in presenting and interviewing 

people, I was convinced that this is a different kind of research. People from University 

to sit and listen to us and accept what we are saying … this is not normal. I want to work 

in this research so that our children get a good future. 

 

(Male Parent Participant) 

 
The other things that helped to create a conversational space included the use of 

the local language where everyone felt at ease and was able to express himself/herself 

freely. This was important especially for the participating ESLs and parents who were not 

fluent in English. Also allowing participants to chair sessions, lead discussion groups, get 

involved in the writing of the newsletter, participate in interviewing people, and in the 

organisation of meetings and workshops not only enhanced participation but also the 

communicative space. Particularly, the youth felt very comfortable being interviewed by 

fellow youth and appreciated being given opportunity to share their experiences. As 

McIntyre (2008, p. 12) acknowledges, “many participants in PAR projects have not had 

the opportunity to speak their truth into public life and therefore must be provided with 

space to do so”. Accordingly, ESLs and the people in VET who always feel marginalised 

because of the negative social perceptions and stigma surrounding ESLg and VET 

appreciated the opportunity given to them to tell their stories and participate in a project 
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intended to improve their plight. Constant communication through the YOMBEKA 

newsletter and telephone text messages was also crucial in maintaining the research 

process and working relationships. This study affirms Stringer’s (2007) view that good 

communication is important for the accomplishment of action research projects.  

Last but not least, the feedback team played a crucial role in the planning and 

implementation of the project. This group of participants did the extra work in form of 

attending regular meetings, thinking and planning with the facilitating researcher and 

research assistants, crosschecking what had been recorded and written, and identifying 

the gaps in the research process. This team ensures that the “decisions in the process of 

knowledge-creation [are] not arbitrarily made by the researchers but [are] influenced by 

the ideas of the participants” (Angucia et al., 2010, p. 224) and it becomes easy for the 

project innovations to be implemented (Van der Linden & Zeelen, 2008). The committee 

included volunteers and people chosen in the first workshop to represent various 

stakeholders. They had good knowledge of the local context and realities and were in 

constant touch with other project participants which meant that their comments and 

suggestions gave relevant information that guided the research process. For instance, they 

advised on which relevant VET programmes and employers should be included in the 

research, and the best time for meetings and workshops. The VET practitioners on the 

committee gave important information about their practice and what the possibilities and 

challenges were of introducing certain innovations to improve their practice. Having 

regular feedback meetings and several workshops at different stages of the research 

ensured the cyclical nature of action research. Without this committee the researchers 

would have got some things wrong especially in regard to getting practice-based 

evidence. 

 
5.6 Conclusion 
 

This paper describes the process and outcomes of a PAR process that was initiated 

to work towards the improvement of VET for marginalised youth in Mbarara district, 

south-western Uganda. This came against the backdrop of a noted mismatch between the 
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skills training received by young people in VET programmes and what is needed in the 

labour market. There were also identified entrenched negative social perceptions and 

stigma about VET in the community in particular and in the country in general. Through 

a PBE approach, the PAR project enabled various stakeholders, including VET 

practitioners, VET graduates, ESLs, parents, educationists, and policy makers, 

representatives from NGOs and local community leaders to collaborate in a knowledge 

generating process and actions that led to new understandings of VET and plans for its 

improvement. The PBE from the research created awareness and led to a change of 

attitude of participants towards VET and established links between VET practitioners and 

employers (between the supply and demand sides of VET). It is envisaged that the 

knowledge generated through this PAR project will enable the VET practitioners in the 

four participating programmes to improve their practice and to increase VET outcomes 

for ESLs. It is also important to note that some challenges of VET such as infrastructure 

development, training of teachers, major curriculum changes, and improvement of 

teachers’ remuneration are far beyond the means and intervention of such a small 

research project and will require government intervention.  
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Young people have the potential to develop capacities [capabilities] and they have the 

right to education which fosters their abilities to do so. 

 
Harreveld and Singh (2008)  
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Chapter 6 

 

General discussion 
 
6.1 Introduction 
 

This final chapter begins with an introduction that recaps the key issues in the 

study and its rationale. Thereafter, the findings of the study are summarised, followed by 

reflections and recommendations and finally, areas for further research are proposed. 

As articulated in the general introduction (Chapter 1), education is an important 

resource for personal and societal development. The United Nations Educational, 

Scientific and Cultural Organisation [UNESCO] (2013) asserts that education transforms 

lives by promoting employment opportunities, empowerment of women, saving mothers’ 

and children’s lives, creating social cohesion, boosting economic growth, and saving the 

environment. To reiterate the importance of education, Schargel and Smink (2001) state 

that “its potential benefits extend beyond the individual, the family, the local community 

and transcend state and national boundaries. [Therefore] the world cannot afford to deny 

its children this fundamental human right” (p. 239). Cremin and Nakabugo (2012) 

conclusively declare that “education is both a goal of development and a means to its 

achievement” (p. 505). The recognition of the importance of education has made Uganda 

and many other Sub Saharan Africa (SSA) countries implement policies (such as 

Education for All [EFA] (UNESCO, 2000) and the Millennium Development Goals 

[MDGs] (United Nations, 2000)) and national development plans to provide access to 

education to the children, especially in the last two decades. Accordingly, access to 

education and enrolment rates have remarkably improved. For example, in Uganda 

primary school enrolments have increased sharply in the last two decades, from 2.7 

million in 1996 to 8.7 million in 2010 and secondary school enrolments from 0.5 million 

in 2000 to 1.5 million in 2010 (UBOS, 2010).  
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However, this achievement has not been accompanied by quality education and 

retention of students. Many young people are leaving school prematurely without skills 

for life and for work (Majgaard & Mingat, 2012). SSA has the lowest primary education 

completion rate of any region (The World Bank, 2009, p. 6) and in Uganda, only about 

half of the children that start primary 1 reach primary 7, indicating that another half do 

not complete basic education (African Economic Outlook, 2012). 

The high rates of early school leaving (ESLg) are undermining the role and 

benefits of education. Having inadequate education has consequences for both the 

individual and the society (Belfield & Levin, 2007; Ulicna, Nevala & Hawley, 2012). 

The early school leavers (ESLs) are more likely to suffer from marginalisation and social 

exclusion later in life (Bridgeland, DiIulio & Morison, 2006; Tukundane, Zeelen, 

Minnaert & Kanyandago, 2013; Ulicna, Nevala & Hawley, 2012; Zeelen, Van der 

Linden, Nampota & Ngabirano, 2010). This marginalisation is often due to the 

inadequacy or lack of the necessary skills for life and work, as the time spent in school 

and the quality of learning is insufficient to equip the students with the required skills. 

ESLs are more likely to be unemployed, engaged in low-paid jobs, dependants, lacking 

self-esteem and self-efficacy, engaged in anti-social behaviour and to have health 

problems (Belfield & Levin, 2007; Prevatt & Kelly, 2003; Ulicna, Nevala & Hawley, 

2012). And the World Bank (2009) adds that “unskilled youth workers are more 

vulnerable to economic shocks, less likely to find work, more likely to get stuck in low 

quality jobs with few opportunities to develop their human capital, and are also more 

vulnerable to demographic changes” (p.17). Society will also suffer negative 

consequences in terms of foregone national income, lower economic growth, inactive 

citizens and lack of social cohesion (Belfield & Levin, 2007; Zeelen et al., 2010). 

To respond to issues of social exclusion, marginalisation and lack of skills among 

ESLs, government, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and community 

organisations often put in place support intervention programmes to offer education and 

training aimed at improving the skills, competences and capabilities of ESLs. Key among 

these support interventions is vocational education and training (VET) (Blaug, 2001; 
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Jjuuko, 2012; Lamb, Markussen, Tesse, Sandberg & Polesel, 2011; Muyobo, 2012) 

which is believed to offer practical hands-on skills for employment and livelihoods 

improvement.  

In view of this, the present study aimed to gain deeper insight into the lived 

realities of ESLs and interventions that try to help them to acquire the necessary skills 

and competences for their integration into the labour market and for taking advantage of 

other livelihood opportunities. It was conducted in Mbarara district in Uganda, the 

country with the highest youth unemployment (share of unemployed youth among the 

total unemployed is over 80%) in the world and also the youngest population in the world 

(The World Bank, 2009). The country is also one of the countries in SSA with the highest 

rates of ESLg (see Majgaard & Mingat, 2012). 

 
6.2 Major findings 
 
6.2.1 Experiences and lived realities of ESLs 
 

Empirical studies exploring lived experiences are not customary at all. As the full 

character of the daily lives of ESLs is even less understood in literature (Tilleczek et al., 

2008) and also in Uganda, this study commenced with an exploration of the lived realities 

of ESLs by listening to their stories of experience (Chapter 2). Using a narrative-based 

qualitative method, we sought ESLs experiences concerning their life at school and 

eventual leaving, their feelings about leaving school, their life and work in the 

community, and their future aspirations. The findings indicated that ESLg is a complex 

process linked to a number of socio-economic factors concerning the individual, family, 

school and community environment. The ESLs’ experiences are not homogeneous; they 

differ according to their socio-economic background, reasons for leaving school and life 

chances. Nonetheless, with the exception of a few ESLs, most of them regard education 

as a very important asset that they would like to possess and many of them were unhappy 

to have left school early. This study revealed that household income, social class, 

poverty, and gender play a big role in determining educational access and attainment. 
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Most ESLs described ESLg as a bad and traumatising experience which 

undermined their sense of self-worth. They told of their experiences of exclusion and 

marginalisation where they are reduced to low-paying jobs, menial jobs, working in 

difficult conditions, having limited life opportunities and choices, and feeling a lack of 

belonging. At the same time, the study found that some ESLs can have positive 

experiences, as in the case of Jose, the businesswoman who told her story of success in 

chapter 2. However, such experiences seem to be rare and determined by ones’ character, 

background, social networks, and chance. Many of them have aspirations of finding or 

continuing in a training programme to acquire skills to improve their life chances and 

opportunities. They dream of future employment careers in both the formal and informal 

sectors, self-employment, starting trades and businesses, and becoming leaders in their 

communities. Indeed the stories of ESLs gave intriguing insights into their lived realities 

that are very useful to practitioners and policy makers designing and implementing 

support interventions for this group of young people. For example, support interventions 

that seek to build on the aspirations, talents and competences of ESLs, and to re-build 

their self-image and equip them with relevant practical skills are more likely to be 

effective. The young people’s views in this study are contrary to some earlier findings 

which indicated that young people leave school because they lack interest (see, e.g. 

Kanyandago, 2010; UBOS, 2006).  Their views illustrate that if school and community 

attitude, as well as household incomes were improved, many young people would likely 

remain in school. In that respect, the role of parents, teachers, government and the 

specific role of guidance and counselling in creating an enabling environment cannot be 

overemphasised. 

 
6.2.2 Enabling factors in support intervention programmes 
 

Since our main interest in the study was to gain deeper insight into support 

intervention programmes for ESLs and to explore how to improve their outcomes for the 

participants, we conducted a literature study to identify and describe enabling factors in 

support intervention programmes that enhance the acquisition of knowledge, skills, 
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competences and capabilities of ESLs (Chapter 3). The literature study revealed that 

effective support intervention programmes are those that address the multiple 

disadvantages and needs of ESLs through flexible and holistic approaches which 

cautiously work towards combating marginalisation and social exclusion by building and 

expanding young people’s opportunities and choices. 

Specifically, the study identified nine key enabling factors that make intervention 

programmes effective. Key among them is the flexibility of the programmes in terms of 

accommodating the diverse needs of ESLs by offering a diversified curriculum with a 

skills-based rather than a subject–based approach, a combination of theory and practice, 

flexible schedules and timetables, flexible teaching methods, and possibilities for lifelong 

learning through part-time or distance learning opportunities. Additionally, effective 

programmes do offer intensive support through counselling, guidance and follow-up of 

the learners. These are very essential in addressing the pressures, difficulties and 

challenges that ESLs face in school, the community and in support interventions; they 

also help to enhance the competences, skills and capabilities of ESLs as they learn. The 

literature showed that learner-centred curricula, delivered in a conducive environment 

and in a holistic way to build not only competences and skills but also personal character 

and self-esteem, academic achievement and professional career are more likely to be 

beneficial to ESLs. Effective intervention programmes endeavour to link their training to 

the needs of the labour market and to provide a link to possible further education for 

those who are interested in continuing with education. Linking the training to the job 

market and to further education helps to provide relevant education and expansion of 

opportunities and choices for ESLs. Effective programmes are also those that constantly 

monitor and evaluate their practice and seek to recognise and certify the skills and 

qualifications gained by ESLs. Last but not least, the literature study revealed that 

adopting a work method involving all stakeholders in a community in identifying, 

designing, implementing, monitoring and evaluating the interventions yields beneficial 

results.  
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It is acknowledged, however, that no single support intervention programme can 

have all the enabling factors embedded in it. A combination of a few of these factors, in a 

particular context and in specific conditions will determine the effectiveness of an 

intervention programme. For example, in SSA in general, and Uganda in particular, 

specific contextual factors that have to be considered in designing and implementing 

support intervention programmes for ESLs include the local economy, power relations, 

the role of gender, culture, language, economic status and local labour market skills 

requirements.  

 
6.2.3 Examination of existing support intervention programmes 
 

With the above identified enabling factors in mind, we conducted a strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) analysis on existing support interventions 

to ascertain their health. The results of this analysis are reported in chapter 4. We 

examined the existing support interventions in the context of vocational education and 

training (VET) because of two reasons, namely, VET is one of the major support 

interventions often used to address the problems of ESLs as it is expected to offer skills 

and competences for life and work that the ESLs require; secondly, all the four 

programmes that were studied are trying to offer VET skills in one way or another. 

Moreover Blaug (2001) emphasises that ESLs should be drawn into VET to gain 

certificates of competence. Therefore VET presents a good case study for support 

intervention programmes for ESLs. The findings showed that VET can improve access to 

the labour market, self-employment and livelihood opportunities, but also that there are a 

number of areas that require improvement in the existing support interventions. This 

finding is consistent with findings from other recent studies on VET in Uganda (see, e.g. 

Blaak, Openjuru & Zeelen, 2013; Elsdijk, 2012; Jjuuko, 2012). Nonetheless, the present 

study does not look at a single specific aspect of VET but rather examines the practice 

from a programme level and identifies its strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 

as a support intervention for ESLs. 
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While a number of VET graduates were happy about their experience of VET 

because they were able to get a job after the training or to start their own trade, the study 

showed that currently the level of VET that trains ESLs leads to lower cadre and low-

paying jobs. There were indications that the current VET practice does not help the ESLs 

to realise their full potential and to gain capabilities that expand their opportunities and 

choices. The other problem with VET in Uganda is the stigma resulting from the negative 

attitude attached to it. It is considered a second class option for academic failures. The 

prevailing negative mind-set about VET has translated into inadequate funding, poor 

infrastructure and facilities, few and often inadequately trained teachers, and poor skills 

training. The programmes tend to be delinked from the realities of the labour market and 

the local conditions. The teaching, especially in formal VET, is teacher-centred and 

mostly theoretical which does not facilitate practical skills acquisition. The formal 

programmes also tend to have rigid entry requirements, curricula, schedules, timetables 

and delivery methods; these practices do not necessarily address the diverse needs of the 

ESLs. Guidance, counselling and individualised support to the participants is also lacking 

in most programmes. For example, of the four programmes that participated in this study, 

only one had guidance and counselling services included for the participants. It was very 

clear from the study that VET in Uganda still has a long way to go before the 

enhancement of skills, capabilities, opportunities and choices of ESLs is accomplishable. 

 
6.2.4 Improving support intervention programmes 
 

To contribute to the improvement of support intervention programmes for ESLs, 

during the course of the study, we initiated a practice-based evidence (PBE) participatory 

action research (PAR) project to work towards the improvement of VET skills for ESLs. 

Together with key VET stakeholders we held meetings, workshops, interviews, 

observations and visitations to VET programmes to explore ways of improving the image 

of VET and to create an environment for the practitioners to reflect on their practice. This 

research project generated PBE that created more awareness about VET among the key 

stakeholders and helped the VET practitioners to evaluate their current practice. In this 
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project VET practitioners willingly worked with other stakeholders towards ameliorating 

their VET skills training programmes.  

 

One other outcome of this project was the establishment of links between VET 

practitioners and employers. Through this project both the supply and demand side of 

VET skills were able to share their experiences, needs and expectations which are 

important in the development of relevant skills. The experiences and lessons learned from 

this participatory research project suggest that using participatory approaches and 

involving relevant stakeholders from the community in the design and implementation of 

support interventions for ESLs is likely to improve the outcomes of skills training 

programmes. A study by Irwanto, Hendriati and Hestyanti (2001) also found that 

involving the community and people from the business world enhances the effectiveness 

of VET training programmes. However, for all these efforts to succeed, the government 

has a decisive role to play especially with regard to providing financial support, 

infrastructure development and teacher training. Additionally, most of the initiatives 

undertaken in this small and short-term PAR project require more time and continued 

commitment of the stakeholders for the full range of results to be achieved.  

 
6.3 Reflections and recommendations on the study 
 

This thesis is based on case studies in a small area of Mbarara in south western 

Uganda. The main purpose of the study was not to make generalisations but to gain 

deeper insight into support interventions for ESLs and to explore how to improve their 

outcomes for the beneficiaries. Nevertheless, on the basis of these cases and experiences 

of the study participants, we can draw some lessons that are crucial in enhancing 

education and skills development for ESLs in Uganda. The lessons learned and 

recommendations made are considered at different levels, namely, programmes level, 

theory and practice level, and public discourse and policy level. Hopefully, these lessons 

could also be useful for other countries that are confronted with large scale and/or 

growing numbers of ESLs in SSA. 
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6.3.1 Support intervention programmes 
 

Unlike in the Western world, ESLg in SSA in general, and in Uganda in particular, 

happens on a large scale and mainly in the lower levels of basic education (see Majgaard 

& Mingat, 2012). This means that many young people leave school without foundational 

skills such as literacy and numeracy, and learning skills and strategies (of course in 

Uganda there are also those who complete the basic cycle and still don’t possess these 

skills). Consequently, for support intervention programmes to be effective and for the 

ESLs to be adequately empowered for life and work, it is necessary that the learning of 

basic skills be incorporated in the training programmes. For lack of basic skills and 

qualifications, some ESLs are excluded from certain courses and levels of training which 

further disadvantages them. For example, we found out that those who leave school 

before completing the primary cycle cannot be enrolled in the lowest level of formal 

technical education. They can only enrol in non-formal vocational training programmes 

and informal apprenticeships. For this reason, those who would want to pursue further 

education to widen their opportunities and choices cannot do so because quite often, these 

are terminal training programmes. In this regard, equivalency programmes that would 

give this group of ESLs a qualification equal to a primary leaving certificate are a 

welcome undertaking. Then they can be able to enrol in formal VET.  

The large numbers of ESLs also means that it is difficult for government and 

NGOs to cater for all ESLs because they lack funds and other means to roll out large 

scale support intervention programmes for ESLs. And as the findings of this study have 

indicated (Chapter 4), where support intervention programmes charge fees for the 

training, it becomes difficult for some ESLs to enrol and stay in the training. Therefore 

support intervention programmes are likely to remain on a small scale, serving only a 

small number of ESLs with some permanently excluded from education. Large-scale 

implementation of support intervention programmes may be required if a significant 

number of ESLs is to be reached. However, without governmental support, long-lasting 

effects will not be obtained. The government needs to join hands with NGOs and other 
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development partners to find the necessary resources for such an undertaking. 

Alternatively, as it is also argued in section 6.3.3 below, more effort can be put on 

preventive programmes to reduce the numbers of ESLs and to integrate vocational skills 

into mainstream education so that when young people leave school, they have some skills 

for life and work. 

As the SWOT study in chapter 4 indicated, current formal VET is very academic, 

theoretical, and rigid and trains for passing national examinations and acquisition of 

certificates, while giving inadequate attention to practical and occupational skills 

development. This situation arises partly because there is an implicit effort to try and 

compete with the mainstream education by training students to pass exams to go to higher 

levels of technical and vocational training and acquire certificates of recognition and 

status without acquiring the skills that this kind of training is meant to offer. If VET is to 

offer the desired outcomes, it has to be given its due recognition and support. The 

government should pay adequate attention to the VET sector and allocate the necessary 

resources, develop infrastructure, train VET teachers, and put in place a regulatory 

framework for both public and private VET institutions. There is a necessity to make 

VET attractive to young people by remunerating VET graduates well, giving them 

incentives such as start-up capital to facilitate them to initiate trades and self-employment 

projects, and providing mechanisms for them to re-join mainstream education if they so 

wish. Most importantly, the government would do a good service to the VET sector, the 

training of ESLs, and society, if it fully implemented the proposals contained in the 

Business, Technical, and Vocational Education and Training (BTVET) Act (Ministry of 

Education and Sports [MoES], 2008) and the BTVET Strategic Plan 2011-2020 (MoES, 

2011) concerning funding, building of community polytechnics at every sub county, 

teacher training, supervision and monitoring, etcetera. 

Similar to the World Bank’s (2009) acknowledgement, this study found that 

informal apprenticeships and non-formal VET are the more likely options for skills 

training for disadvantaged youth such as ESLs. However, these programmes also lack 

guidance and support in learning processes and regulation. In general, the study found 
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that support intervention programmes which are supposed to offer skills for the labour 

market and for livelihood opportunities are not well connected with the needs of the 

labour market and aspirations of ESLs. This confirms assertions already made in 

literature that gaps exist between what the current VET offers and what the labour market 

requires, as well as what the learners expect and the objectives of VET (see, e.g. African 

Economic Outlook, 2012; Bidwell et al., 2008; Palmer, 2009; Baqadir, Patrick & Burns, 

2011; Sekwati & Narayana, 2011). Consequently, some graduates of VET cannot find 

suitable jobs or have to do training on the job to obtain practical skills needed for the job. 

Therefore for VET to be an effective support intervention, links between training 

programmes and the needs of the labour market, local businesses and the local economy 

have to be established so that the training and the skills become relevant. This requires 

the involvement of key stakeholders from these key sectors in the design and 

implementation of the curricula and a constant assessment of needs and requirements in 

the labour market and local economy (UNESCO, 2012). The implication is that the 

curriculum (or parts of it) needs to be flexible and to change regularly in order not to 

teach obsolete skills (Ssekamwa, 2000). However, according to the World Bank (2012), 

this has to be done cautiously because sometimes skills mismatches are a result of market 

distortions.  

This study showed a general dislike of agricultural training courses among VET 

participants because agriculture is seen as being ‘dirty’, low-paying and suitable for the 

‘illiterate’. This is a tragedy because agriculture is the mainstay of the Ugandan economy 

and current major employer (see Chapter 1). Most ESLs would find jobs or be self-

employed in agriculture after their training but this attitude confines them to traditional 

technical courses such as brick laying and concrete practice, carpentry and joinery, 

tailoring, mechanics and electrical installation. There is an urgent need for deliberate 

effort from government and the private sector to make agriculture an attractive and 

rewarding venture through agribusiness and value chain addition, and better remuneration 

of agricultural employees. To expand the opportunities and choices of participants, 

training programmes should also diversify their curricula and courses from the traditional 
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ones to include other relevant ones like information and communications technology, 

mobile phone repairs, motorcycle (boda-boda) repair, agribusiness skills, creative arts 

etcetera. A deliberate effort must also be made to eliminate gender stereotyping so that 

girls are given equal opportunity when it comes to the choice of courses/trades in support 

intervention programmes. Currently they are mostly limited to the so called ‘female 

courses’ such as tailoring, embroidery, cooking and hotel management, and secretarial 

studies. This only can serve to perpetuate their marginalisation and exclusion.  

 
6.3.2 Theory and practice  
 

The present study indicates that most VET and other support intervention 

programmes in Uganda are training from the human capital perspective. They are trying 

to train young people to perform certain functions in the society and to be productive in 

the labour market. The training and skills acquired are inadequate to expand the 

opportunities and choices of ESLs and are not in tune to the aspirations of ESLs. As 

Dejaeghere and Lee (2011) rightly affirm, empowerment from a capabilities approach is 

more than an individual aspiring to be educated; societal conditions and structures must 

be addressed to make sure that the individual’s aspirations and broader equity concerns 

for achieving well-being are met. For example, young people’s aspirations for self-

employment are hampered by the lack of entrepreneurial skills and social skills which 

most support interventions do not offer, as well as lack of start-up capital. The poor 

image of VET and lack of guidance and counselling do not help to improve the self-

esteem and assertiveness of ESLs. According to Blaak et al. (2013), “practical 

empowerment would include acquiring marketable skills and business skills, but also 

decision-making skills, knowledge to make informed decisions, social skills to manage 

social support, awareness of one’s position and rights in society [and] also strong self-

esteem and assertiveness (p. 95). For support interventions to empower ESLs and 

enhance their well-being and freedoms according to the ideas of Freire (1996) and Sen 

(2001), societal and institutional structures that lead to a poor image of VET, gender 
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stereotyping, inadequate funding and infrastructure and insufficient skills development 

must be addressed.  

This study revealed that most current support programmes are terminal 

programmes and that generally, participants in these programmes are not given tools that 

enable them to become lifelong learners.  The transfer of learning method commonly 

used in support programmes stifles the learner’s creativity, innovation, and independent 

learning. Societal and labour market structures are also not attuned to a system of 

lifelong/lifewide learning.  Accordingly,  support intervention programmes would also 

have to adopt the culture of ‘lifelong learning’ (Jarvis, 2007) or ‘learning as becoming’ 

(Hager & Hodkinson, 2009) to enable the participants to become continuous learners, to 

learn not only when they are participating in the intervention programme but also 

learning from their daily experiences and social interaction throughout their lives. Sen’s 

capability approach and Freire’s idea of empowerment through a process of 

conscientisation are useful theoretical frameworks for ESLs’ skills development and 

promotion of their well-being and quality of life. However, in the context of SSA in 

general, and Uganda in particular, it is imperative that these theoretical frameworks be 

systematically complemented by practice-theories in the areas of career guidance, work-

identity development, and workplace learning in order to enable ESLs realise their full 

potential and overcome social exclusion. 

 
6.3.3 Public discourse and policy 
 

As we have indicated elsewhere in this study, the Ugandan education system in 

general is facing challenges of ensuring quality education, retention of students, 

infrastructure development, and motivation of teachers. These challenges are threatening 

the gains made in access and enrolment of children in school. Poor quality education 

means that young people leave school without the necessary skills, competences and 

capabilities for life, work and active citizenship. The ESLg problem requires 

interventions at both the prevention and support levels. Preventive interventions would 

ensure that children remain in school longer to attain foundational and transferable skills 
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because these skills are necessary for their future life. Accordingly, the factors that lead 

to ESLg stated in this study must receive the attention of parents, teachers, and the 

government; the school and community culture must change and the government must 

provide the necessary resources to facilitate children to stay in school. Prevention of 

ESLg demands proper planning, policy and reliable information. There is need for an 

information system to monitor truancy and students at risk and risk factors to be able to 

prevent students from leaving school. At the moment Uganda lacks such a system and it 

is difficult to follow-up on students at risk and real ESLs. For those who get out of the 

system with inadequate or lacking skills for life and work, relevant support interventions 

would be useful in equipping them with the required skills. That is why the BTVET 

programme is a welcome undertaking. Without addressing the question of quality, 

retention, skills and competences, Uganda’s goal of investing in education for national 

integration and development (The Republic of Uganda, 1992) will be eroded. 

This study suggests that VET has potential for equipping ESLs with the necessary 

skills and competences for life and work. However, as indicated by Elsdijk (2012) and in 

this study, VET in Uganda is stigmatised as a choice for academic misfits and rejects 

from mainstream education. Accordingly, most young people only chose it as a second or 

third choice and the motivation of many students and teachers is always low. As Singh 

(2001) observed, the low regard for VET as opposed to mainstream education leads to a 

rather arbitrary dichotomy between knowledge and skills. Although the vocational-

academic divide exists all around the world (SAIDE, 2003; Young, 1993), it is more 

pronounced in some countries than others. In Uganda mainstream education tends to be 

overly academic and theoretical (and so young people graduate without the required skills 

for life and work) and VET is expected to offer practical skills, abilities, and technical 

know-how that are necessary for labour market and other livelihood opportunities. 

Nonetheless, the negative mind-set and modest place given to VET in the Ugandan 

society does not promote appropriate skills development and innovation. The public 

discourse in Uganda about VET must be intensified at all levels to improve the image of 

VET. Our participatory action research project reported in chapter 5 demonstrates that 

144



 

 
 

with such a public discourse involving the key stakeholders can change the current 

negative attitude about VET.  

Last but not least, it is important to emphasise that “though education is essential 

to development, … neither education generally, nor a specific type of education, is a 

magic tool to overcome all obstacles” (Van Beilen, 2012, p. 18). Therefore support 

intervention programmes on their own will not solve the problem of ESLs’ 

marginalisation and social exclusion or lead to Uganda’s development. These have to be 

supplemented by broader policy interventions that ensure macro-economic stability and 

improvement of household incomes, keep children in school, create jobs and livelihood 

opportunities and reduce poverty. Also the government of Uganda may have to think of 

integrating vocational and entrepreneurial skills in primary and secondary schools so that 

when children leave school they would have gained some skills for life and work. A 

mindful, deliberate effort to strengthen the informal sector through relevant, locally-

informed and people-centred approaches that allow enterprises to start, grow and succeed 

is vital in promoting jobs and opportunities for young people.  

On the other hand, businesses and companies have also a responsibility to find 

new and innovative ways of integrating new entrants into the workplace so that they can 

easily adapt to job requirements. For example, new workplace learning approaches where 

tailor-made training is provided to new and prospective company workers may be needed 

and will require strong partnerships between companies and trainers (see, e.g. Langer, 

2004; 2013) who could be from within the companies or from training institutions. One 

cannot forget to mention that the entire education system in Uganda needs an overhaul to 

deal with issues of inappropriate curriculum, teachers’ demotivation and lack of the 

required skills, as well as infrastructural problems. Low teacher morale due to poor pay 

and working conditions, and the resultant teacher absenteeism and strikes that have 

become frequent in Uganda are precursors to behavioural and learning problems and to 

the phenomenon of ESLg. As Minnaert (2013) affirms, teacher motivation has great 

influence on instructional practice and educational outcomes. Nevertheless, in a nutshell, 

we agree with Harreveld and Singh (2008) that all young people “have the potential to 
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develop capabilities and they have the right to education which fosters their abilities to do 

so” (p.224).  

 
6. 4 Recommendations for further research 
 

This study has provided important insights into the world of ESLs in Uganda and 

the interventions that try to support them to overcome vulnerability, marginalisation and 

social exclusion. However, more research is needed in this crucial area of ESLg in 

Uganda and support intervention programmes. One of the areas is to conduct longitudinal 

studies to measure the outcomes of specific intervention programmes. The present study 

took a qualitative approach and conducted a SWOT analysis of the selected support 

interventions but did not go into the measurement of intervention outcomes. Secondly, it 

is essential to study how the enabling factors identified from the review of international 

literature (Chapter 2) work in the Ugandan context and which ones are the most relevant 

and effective.  

It would also be of interest to extend the research to non-VET interventions such 

as entrepreneurship training programmes, adult literacy, farmer field schools to ascertain 

how they prepare ESLs for life and work. It is crucial that such studies are carried out 

within the context of partnerships between universities (and other research organisations) 

and  businesses, companies and communities to ensure that the processes and outcomes 

of the studies are relevant and appropriate to the needs and requirements of the ESLs, the 

labour market, and specific communities.  

Lastly, this study has indicated that the problems found in mainstream learning 

(such as curriculum rigidity and irrelevancy, teacher-centred approaches to learning, 

learning being theoretical and examination-oriented, failure to equip learners with hands-

on practical skills, inadequately trained teachers etcetera) tend to be reproduced in some 

support intervention programmes for ESLs which are supposed to provide the opposite. 

This is a pointer to a failing education system. There is need for more research (on a 

macro level) on how the education system as a whole can be improved.  
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Summary 
 

This study is about education and skills development for early school leavers in 

Uganda. Education and skills are crucial for individual, community and national 

development. Accordingly, in the last two decades, Uganda has implemented national 

and international education policies aimed at increasing access to education for children 

and youth. Consequently, the country has registered impressive school enrolment figures 

at both the primary and secondary school levels. Primary school enrolment rose from 2.7 

million pupils in 1997 to 8.7 million in 2010 and secondary school enrolment increased 

from 0.5 million students in 2000 to 1.5 million in 2010. However, despite this 

remarkable growth in enrolment figures, Uganda is facing the challenge of providing 

quality education and keeping children in school. About 60% of the children that enrol in 

primary school do not reach the last grade of the primary cycle and approximately 50% 

of students that enrol in lower secondary school do not complete this level. The transition 

rates from primary to secondary school and from secondary school to tertiary education 

are very low. This means that the country has a huge number of early school leavers. 

Poor quality education and large numbers of early school leavers have contributed to the 

high youth unemployment that Uganda is experiencing and to the marginalisation and 

social exclusion of young people. This is because most early school leavers lack the 

necessary skills and competences for their integration into the labour market and for 

taking advantage of other livelihood opportunities.  

Unlike in other parts of the world such as Europe, Australia and the United States 

of America, interventions to encourage early school leavers’ re-entry into mainstream 

education are limited in Uganda, as they are generally in Sub Saharan Africa. Young 

people who leave school early are either permanently excluded from education or enrol 

into support intervention programmes and/or second chance programmes to acquire skills 

necessary for the labour market or for self-employment. In the Ugandan context, most of 

these programmes are vocational education and training (VET) programmes. Support 

intervention programmes are expected to remedy the skills deficit problem among early 
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school leavers by providing practical hands-on skills for employment and livelihoods 

improvement. In view of this, the present study aimed to gain deeper insight into support 

interventions for early school leavers and to explore how to improve their outcomes for 

the beneficiaries. To this end, the study focussed on four specific objectives, namely: 

 

1. To explore the experiences and lived realities of early school leavers.  

2. To identify and describe enabling factors in support intervention programmes that 

enhance the acquisition of knowledge, skills, competences and capabilities of early 

school leavers.  

3. To examine existing support interventions for early school leavers and assess their 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats.  

4. To explore appropriate ways of developing and implementing effective support 

intervention programmes for early school leavers. 

 

The study takes a broader view of education and skills development into account 

and builds on the concepts of capabilities, empowerment, well-being, and lifelong/life-

wide learning. Support intervention programmes for early school leavers are seen as key 

contributors in the fight against marginalisation and social exclusion as they aim to equip 

young people with the necessary skills, competences, and capabilities for life and work, 

thus expanding their freedoms, opportunities, choices, and life chances. The study 

adopted an interpretive qualitative methodology. A narrative method was used to explore 

the lived realities and experiences of early school leavers, a multiple case study design to 

assess existing interventions and a participatory approach to explore appropriate ways of 

developing and implementing effective support intervention programmes. 

The findings indicated that early school leaving is a complex process linked to a 

number of socio-economic factors related to the individual, family, school and 

community environment. The early school leavers’ experiences are not homogeneous; 

they differ according to their socio-economic background, reasons for leaving school and 

life chances. Nonetheless, with the exception of a few early school leavers, most of them 
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regard education as a very important asset that they would like to possess and many of 

them were unhappy to have left school early. This study revealed that household income, 

social class, poverty, and gender play a big role in determining educational access and 

attainment. Most early school leavers described early school leaving as a bad and 

traumatising experience which undermined their sense of self-worth. They told of their 

experiences of exclusion and marginalisation where they are reduced to low-paying jobs, 

menial jobs, working in difficult conditions, having limited life opportunities and choices, 

and feeling a lack of belonging. At the same time, the study found that some early school 

leavers can have positive experiences and succeed in life. However, such experiences 

seem to be rare and determined by ones’ character, background, social networks, and 

chance.  

The findings have also revealed that effective support intervention programmes 

are those that address the multiple disadvantages and needs of early school leavers 

through flexible and holistic approaches which cautiously work towards combating 

marginalisation and social exclusion by building and expanding young people’s 

opportunities and choices. Specifically, the study identified nine key enabling factors that 

make intervention programmes effective although no single programme is expected to 

have all the nine embedded in it. Flexibility of the programmes in terms of 

accommodating the diverse needs of early school leavers by offering a diversified 

curriculum with a skills-based rather than a subject–based approach, a combination of 

theory and practice, flexible schedules and timetables, flexible teaching methods, and 

possibilities for lifelong learning through part-time or distance learning opportunities is 

very important. Effective programmes also do offer intensive support through 

counselling, guidance and follow-up of the learners. Equally important are learner-

centred curricula, delivered in a conducive environment and in a holistic way to build not 

only competences and skills but also personal character and self-esteem, academic 

achievement and professional career of the early school leavers. Linking the training to 

the job market and to further education helps to provide relevant education and expansion 

of opportunities and choices for early school leavers. Effective programmes are also 
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those that constantly monitor and evaluate their practice and seek to recognise and certify 

the skills and qualifications gained by early school leavers. Furthermore, it was found 

that involving relevant stakeholders in identifying, designing, implementing, monitoring 

and evaluating the support intervention programmes yields beneficial results for early 

school leavers.  

An examination of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of existing 

VET programmes revealed that VET can improve access to the labour market, self-

employment and livelihood opportunities for early school leavers, but also that there are a 

number of areas that require substantial improvement. While a number of VET graduates 

were happy about their experience of VET because they were able to get a job after the 

training or to start their own trade, the study showed that currently the level of VET that 

trains early school leavers leads to lower cadre and low-paying jobs. There were 

indications that the current VET practice does not help the early school leavers to realise 

their full potential and to gain capabilities that expand their opportunities and choices. 

There exists a strong negative mind-set about VET in Uganda which affects enrolment 

and skills training in VET institutions. The programmes tend to be delinked from the 

realities of the labour market and the local conditions. The teaching, especially in formal 

VET, is teacher-centred and mostly theoretical which does not facilitate practical skills 

acquisition. The formal programmes also tend to have rigid entry requirements, curricula, 

schedules, timetables and delivery methods; these practices do not necessarily address the 

diverse needs of the early school leavers. Guidance, counselling and individualised 

support to the participants is also lacking in most programmes. 

The participatory action research project showed that involving relevant 

stakeholders from the community in the design and implementation of support 

interventions for early school leavers is likely to improve the outcomes of skills training 

programmes. This is particularly important in changing the image of VET and creating 

links between VET practitioners and employers. It also helps support intervention 

programmes to provide relevant and practical skills.  
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Based on these findings, it is recommended that the government of Uganda and 

development partners put more effort and resources in both preventive and support 

intervention programmes for early school leavers. Preventive programmes are required to 

keep children in school longer to enable them acquire basic and transferable skills which 

are important for life, work and further training. Equivalency programmes that would 

give early school leavers a qualification equal to a primary leaving certificate are a 

welcome undertaking as they will enable them to enrol in formal VET. There is also a 

necessity to integrate vocational skills training into mainstream education so that when 

young people leave school, they will have acquired some skills for life and work. With 

the current huge numbers of early school leavers, large-scale implementation of support 

intervention programmes may be required if a significant number of early school leavers 

is to be reached. However, without governmental support, long-lasting effects will not be 

obtained. If VET is to offer the desired outcomes, it has to be given its due recognition 

and support. The government should pay adequate attention to the VET sector and 

allocate the necessary resources, develop infrastructure, train VET teachers, and put in 

place a regulatory framework for both public and private VET institutions. Links between 

training programmes and the needs of the labour market, local businesses and the local 

economy have to be established so that the training and the skills become relevant. This 

requires the involvement of key stakeholders from these key sectors in the design and 

implementation of the curricula and a constant assessment of needs and requirements in 

the labour market and local economy. There is a necessity to make VET attractive to 

young people by remunerating VET graduates well, giving them incentives such as start-

up capital to facilitate them to initiate trades and self-employment projects, and providing 

mechanisms for them to re-join mainstream education if they so wish.  

To expand the opportunities and choices of participants, training programmes 

should also diversify their curricula and courses from the traditional ones to include other 

relevant ones such as information and communications technology, mobile phone repair, 

motorcycle (boda-boda) repair, agribusiness skills, entrepreneurial skills, creative arts 

etcetera. A deliberate effort must also be made to eliminate gender stereotyping so that 
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girls are given equal opportunity when it comes to the choice of courses/trades in support 

intervention programmes. For support interventions to empower early school leavers and 

to enhance their well-being and freedoms, societal and institutional structures that lead to 

a poor image of VET, gender stereotyping, inadequate funding and infrastructure and 

insufficient skills development must be addressed. Support intervention programmes 

would also have to adopt a culture of ‘lifelong learning’ or ‘learning as becoming’ to 

enable the participants to become continuous learners, to learn not only when they are 

participating in the intervention programme but also learning from their daily experiences 

and social interaction throughout their lives. Genuine empowerment of early school 

leavers means acquiring not only technical and marketable skills but also soft skills such 

as decision making skills and interpersonal skills. It would also promote early school 

leavers’ self-esteem, assertiveness, and sense of belonging. The role of guidance and 

counselling cannot be overemphasised in bringing about such desirable attributes. 

In conclusion, early school leaving is a problem that affects not only individuals 

but also communities and the country as a whole. Therefore support intervention 

programmes are of paramount importance in combating the marginalisation and social 

exclusion of early school leavers as well as for promoting individual, community and 

national development. However, support intervention programmes on their own will not 

solve the problem of early school leavers’ marginalisation and social exclusion or lead to 

Uganda’s development. These have to be supplemented by broader policy interventions 

that ensure macro-economic stability and improvement of household incomes, keep 

children in school, create jobs and livelihood opportunities and reduce poverty. A 

mindful, deliberate effort to strengthen the informal sector through relevant, locally-

informed and people-centred approaches that allow enterprises to start, grow and succeed 

is vital in promoting jobs and opportunities for young people. Last but not least, there is 

need to rethink, if not overhaul, the education system in Uganda so that it is able to pass 

on relevant education and skills that promote individual, community and national 

development. 
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Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 
 

Deze studie gaat over onderwijs en beroepsvaardigheden voor voortijdig 

schoolverlaters in Oeganda. Onderwijs en beroepsvaardigheden zijn essentieel voor 

ontwikkeling op individueel, gemeenschaps- en nationaal niveau. In de afgelopen twee 

decennia heeft Oeganda nationaal en internationaal onderwijsbeleid geïmplementeerd om 

de toegang tot onderwijs voor kinderen en jongeren te vergroten. Als gevolg daarvan 

heeft het land indrukwekkende instroomcijfers voor basis- en middelbaar onderwijs 

kunnen registreren. De deelname aan het basisonderwijs nam toe van 2,7 miljoen 

leerlingen in 1997 tot 8,7 miljoen in 2010 en de deelname aan het middelbaar onderwijs 

van 0,5 miljoen in 2000 tot 1,5 miljoen in 2010. De uitdagingen waar Oeganda ondanks 

deze opmerkelijke cijfers voor staat, zijn het aanbieden van kwalitatief goed onderwijs en 

het voorkomen dat kinderen en jongeren voortijdig van school gaan. Ongeveer 60 % van 

de kinderen die instromen in het basisonderwijs, bereikt de laatste klas van dit 

onderwijstype niet en hetzelfde geldt voor 50 % van de jongeren die instromen in het 

lager middelbaar onderwijs. De doorstroomcijfers van basis- naar middelbare scholen en 

van middelbaar naar tertiair onderwijs zijn laag. Dit betekent dat het aantal voortijdig 

schoolverlaters groot is. Het kwalitatief slechte onderwijs en de grote aantallen voortijdig 

schoolverlaters dragen bij aan de hoge jeugdwerkloosheid en aan de marginalisering en 

sociale uitsluiting van de jeugd in Oeganda. De meeste schoolverlaters ontberen namelijk 

de vereiste vaardigheden en competenties voor integratie in de arbeidsmarkt en voor 

andere mogelijkheden om in hun levensonderhoud te voorzien. 

In Oeganda is er slechts een beperkt aantal interventieprogramma’s, dat voortijdig 

schoolverlaters stimuleert om opnieuw deel te nemen aan het reguliere onderwijs. Hierin 

verschillen Oeganda en de omringende landen van andere delen van de wereld zoals 

Europa, Australië en de Verenigde Staten. De meeste jongeren die in Oeganda voortijdig 

de school verlaten, worden voorgoed uitgesloten van onderwijs. Slechts enkelen nemen 

deel aan interventieprogramma’s en/of tweede kans programma’s om zich vaardigheden 

eigen te maken, die vereist zijn voor de arbeidsmarkt of een eigen onderneming. Dit zijn 
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meestal beroepsopleidingen en beroepsgerichte trainingen. Van deze 

interventieprogramma’s wordt verwacht dat zij voortijdig schoolverlaters praktische 

vaardigheden verschaffen om werk te vinden of anderszins in hun levensonderhoud te 

voorzien. Het doel van dit onderzoek is inzicht te verschaffen in het functioneren van 

deze interventieprogramma’s en te verkennen hoe de resultaten van deze programma’s 

verbeterd kunnen worden. Hiertoe richt de studie zich op vier aspecten, namelijk: 

 

1. Het verkennen van de ervaringen en van de werkelijkheid zoals die beleefd wordt 

door de voortijdig schoolverlaters; 

2. Het identificeren en beschrijven van factoren in interventieprogramma’s die het 

verwerven van kennis, vaardigheden, competenties en capabilities door voortijdig 

schoolverlaters, positief beïnvloeden; 

3. Het onderzoeken van bestaande interventieprogramma’s voor voortijdig 

schoolverlaters en het beoordelen van hun sterktes, zwaktes, mogelijkheden en 

bedreigingen; 

4. Het verkennen van passende manieren om effectieve interventieprogramma’s voor 

voortijdig schoolverlaters te ontwikkelen en te implementeren. 

 

De studie gaat uit van een brede kijk op onderwijs en vaardigheden en bouwt voort 

op de concepten capabilities, empowerment, well-being, en lifelong/lifewide learning. 

Interventieprogramma’s voor voortijdig schoolverlaters worden gezien als essentieel in 

de strijd tegen marginalisering en sociale uitsluiting, omdat deze programma’s jonge 

mensen uitrusten met de benodigde vaardigheden, competenties en capabilities voor hun 

leven en werk. Zodoende kunnen ze hun keuzes en kansen vergroten. De gebruikte 

methodologie is interpretatief en kwalitatief van aard. Persoonlijke verhalen zijn gebruikt 

om de werkelijkheid en ervaringen van voortijdig schoolverlaters te verkennen. 

Bestaande interventies zijn onderzocht met behulp van een meervoudige case study om 

effectieve interventieprogramma’s te ontwikkelen en te implementeren is een 

participatieve benadering gehanteerd.  
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De onderzoeksresultaten wijzen erop dat voortijdig schoolverlaten een complex 

proces is, gerelateerd aan een aantal sociaal economische factoren, die het individu, de 

familie, de school en de sociale omgeving beïnvloeden. De ervaringen van 

schoolverlaters zijn niet homogeen. Zij verschillen naar gelang hun sociaal economische 

achtergrond, de redenen voor het verlaten van school en de toekomstmogelijkheden. Op 

enkele schoolverlaters na, zien de meesten onderwijs als een groot goed en velen zijn dan 

ook niet gelukkig met hun onafgemaakte opleiding.  

Deze studie laat verder zien dat inkomen, sociale klasse, armoede en gender een grote rol 

spelen bij de toegang tot onderwijs en het behalen van goede schoolresultaten. De meeste 

voortijdig schoolverlaters beschrijven het van school afgaan als een negatieve, 

traumatische ervaring, die hun gevoel van eigenwaarde ondermijnde. Ze vertellen over 

hun ervaringen van uitsluiting en marginalisering, die leidden tot kleine baantjes, 

minderwaardig werk, werk in moeilijke omstandigheden met weinig 

toekomstmogelijkheden en het gevoel nergens thuis te horen. Tegelijkertijd blijken 

enkele voortijdig schoolverlaters positieve ervaringen te hebben opgedaan en hun leven 

wel op de rails te hebben gekregen. Deze ervaringen komen echter niet vaak voor en 

worden bepaald door karakter, achtergrond, sociale netwerken en kansen.  

De onderzoeksresultaten laten zien dat interventieprogramma’s effectief zijn als ze 

de achterstand op verschillende levensgebieden evenals de behoeften van voortijdig 

schoolverlaters centraal stellen. Met behulp van flexibele en holistische benaderingen, 

gericht op het vergroten van de mogelijkheden en kansen van de jongeren, werken deze 

programma’s toe naar het bestrijden van marginalisering en sociale uitsluiting. Het 

onderzoek identificeert negen factoren die de effectiviteit van interventieprogramma’s 

bevorderen. Hierbij moet vermeld worden dat van geen enkel programma verwacht kan 

worden dat het op alle negen factoren scoort. Heel belangrijk is de flexibiliteit van de 

programma’s. Daarbij is het relevant dat er rekening wordt gehouden met de 

verschillende behoeften van voortijdig schoolverlaters. Het curriculum dient gevarieerd te 

zijn en niet alleen gericht op het leren van schoolvakken, maar juist ook op het leren van 

vaardigheden, waarbij theorie en praktijk gecombineerd worden. Andere voorwaarden 
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zijn flexibele lesroosters en planningen, flexibele onderwijsmethoden en mogelijkheden 

voor levenslang leren met behulp van in deeltijd leren of afstandsonderwijs. Effectieve 

programma’s bieden bovendien counseling, supervisie en intensieve begeleiding van de 

studenten. In het onderwijsprogramma, dat aangeboden wordt op een holistische manier 

in een aantrekkelijke omgeving, dient de student centraal te staan. Het is niet alleen 

gericht op competenties en vaardigheden, maar ook op de persoon zelf, zijn eigenwaarde, 

schoolprestaties en zijn loopbaan. Het verbinden van het leren op school met de 

arbeidsmarkt en met vervolgonderwijs resulteert in relevant onderwijs, dat de kansen 

voor schoolverlaters vergroot. Effectieve lesprogramma’s zullen voortdurend gevolgd en 

geëvalueerd moeten worden waarbij de door de schoolverlaters verworven vaardigheden 

en kwalificaties worden erkend en gecertificeerd. Ten slotte blijkt het betrekken van 

relevante stakeholders bij het bedenken, opzetten, implementeren en vervolgens 

onderzoeken en evalueren van interventieprogramma’s positieve effecten te hebben voor 

de schoolverlaters. 

Uit een analyse op sterkte, zwakte, bedreigingen en kansen van bestaande 

programma’s van beroepsopleidingen blijkt dat deze programma’s de toegang tot de 

arbeidsmarkt, mogelijkheden voor ondernemerschap en levensonderhoud vergroten, maar 

ook dat er essentiële aspecten zijn die verbeterd kunnen worden. Hoewel enkele 

afgestudeerden tevreden waren met hun opleiding omdat ze werk vonden of een eigen 

onderneming startten, laat het onderzoek ook zien dat hun opleidingsniveau vaak leidt tot 

laagbetaald werk en lagere functies. Het onderzoek toont aan dat de huidige 

beroepsopleidingen voortijdig schoolverlaters te weinig voorbereiden op het realiseren 

van hun potenties en het ontwikkelen van hun mogelijkheden. Er bestaat in de Oegandese 

samenleving een sterke negatieve houding ten opzichte van beroepsopleidingen. Dit 

beïnvloedt de deelname aan en de vaardigheidstraining in instituties voor 

beroepseducatie. De meeste programma’s kenmerken zich door ontkoppeling van de 

werkelijkheid van de arbeidsmarkt en de lokale situatie. Het onderwijs, vooral in de 

reguliere beroepsopleidingen, is gecentreerd rond de leraar. Het is sterk theoretisch van 

aard, wat het verwerven van praktische vaardigheden niet ten goede komt. De meeste 
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reguliere opleidingen hebben rigide toegangsregelingen, curricula, roosters, planningen 

en onderwijsmethodes, die niet aansluiten bij de behoeften van schoolverlaters. 

Begeleiding, counselen en individuele ondersteuning van de deelnemers is afwezig in de 

meeste programma’s. 

De gebruikte participatory action research benadering laat zien dat het betrekken 

van stakeholders uit de omringende gemeenschap bij het opzetten en implementeren van 

interventies, leidt tot betere resultaten van schoolverlaters. Dit is vooral belangrijk om het 

imago van beroepseducatie te veranderen en verbindingen te creëren tussen 

afgestudeerden en werkgevers en draagt ook bij aan het opnemen van relevante 

praktische vaardigheden in de lesprogramma’s.  

Gezien deze onderzoeksresultaten luidt het advies aan de regering van Oeganda en 

de ontwikkelingspartners om meer aandacht en middelen te besteden aan zowel 

preventieve programma’s als aan ondersteunende programma’s voor voortijdig 

schoolverlaters. Preventieve programma’s zijn nodig om kinderen en jongeren langer op 

school te houden zodat zij zich basale vaardigheden eigen kunnen maken, die belangrijk 

zijn voor leven, werk en vervolgopleidingen. Tevens kunnen equivalentieprogramma’s 

(dit zijn programma’s die een vergelijkbare kwalificatie opleveren als het basisonderwijs) 

de toelating tot reguliere beroepsopleidingen mogelijk maken. Beroepsgerichte praktische 

vaardigheden zullen in het curriculum van het reguliere onderwijs opgenomen moeten 

worden zodat jongeren als zij van school gaan, vaardigheden voor leven en werk hebben 

verworven. De huidige grote aantallen voortijdig schoolverlaters vereisen op grote schaal 

het implementeren van interventieprogramma’s. Zonder maatregelen van de overheid 

zullen echter geen duurzame effecten worden bereikt. Van belang is dat 

beroepsopleidingen erkenning en steun krijgen. De overheid zal voldoende aandacht aan 

deze sector moeten geven, zoals de benodigde middelen toekennen, infrastructuur 

ontwikkelen, leraren trainen en een wettelijk kader voor zowel publieke als private 

instellingen instellen. Verbindingen tussen trainingsprogramma’s en de behoeften van de 

arbeidsmarkt, lokale ondernemingen en de lokale economie moeten tot stand gebracht 

worden om de relevantie van training en vaardigheden te bevorderen. Dit veronderstelt de 
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betrokkenheid van stakeholders bij het opzetten en implementeren van de curricula en 

een continue evaluatie van de behoeften en vereisten van de arbeidsmarkt en de lokale 

economie. Beroepsopleidingen moeten aantrekkelijk gemaakt worden door 

afgestudeerden goed te belonen, hen met een startkapitaal voor het opzetten van een 

onderneming uit te rusten en mechanismes in werking te stellen waardoor zij door 

kunnen doorstromen naar het regulier onderwijs, als zij dat wensen. 

Om de mogelijkheden en kansen van deelnemers te vergroten, zouden 

trainingsinstituten hun curricula moeten diversifiëren en aanvullen met andere relevante 

cursussen, zoals informatie- en communicatietechnologie, reparatie van mobiele 

telefoons, reparatie van brommers en motoren (boda-boda), landbouwtechnieken, 

ondernemingsvaardigheden en kunstnijverheid. Er zal gelet moeten worden op het 

voorkomen van stereotypering van jongens en meisjes. Meisjes zullen gelijke kansen 

moeten krijgen om cursussen in bepaalde bedrijfstakken te volgen. Om voortijdig 

schoolverlaters in hun kracht te zetten en hun welbevinden en vrijheden te vergroten, 

zullen sociale en institutionele structuren aangepakt moeten worden. De cultuur van 

interventieprogramma’s moet er één zijn van lifelong learning of learning as becoming 

zodat de deelnemers zich kunnen blijven ontwikkelen. Voor echte empowerment dienen 

voortijdig schoolverlaters zich niet alleen technische en ondernemersvaardigheden eigen 

te maken, maar ook softe vaardigheden zoals besluitvormende en interpersoonlijke 

vaardigheden. Van belang is tevens het vergroten van hun eigenwaarde, assertiviteit en 

het gevoel erbij te horen. De rol van begeleiding en counselen kan niet genoeg benadrukt 

worden om de ontwikkeling van deze gewenste eigenschappen te stimuleren. 

Concluderend kan gesteld worden dat voortijdig schoolverlaten een probleem is 

dat niet alleen individuen, maar ook gemeenschappen en het gehele land raakt. 

Interventieprogramma’s zijn van doorslaggevende betekenis voor de bestrijding van 

marginalisering en sociale uitsluiting van voortijdig schoolverlaters alsook voor de 

ontwikkeling op individueel, gemeenschaps- en nationaal niveau. 

Interventieprogramma’s alleen zullen echter het probleem van de marginalisering en 

sociale uitsluiting van schoolverlaters niet oplossen of leiden tot de verdere ontwikkeling 
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van Oeganda. Deze programma’s moeten aangevuld worden met bredere 

beleidsinterventies, die macro-economische stabiliteit en inkomensverhoging garanderen, 

kinderen op school houden, banen en mogelijkheden voor levensonderhoud scheppen en 

armoede verminderen. Van cruciaal belang voor het scheppen van banen en andere 

mogelijkheden voor jonge mensen, zijn weloverwogen en gerichte acties ter versterking 

van de informele sector. Deze acties dienen gebaseerd te zijn op lokale kennis waarin de 

mens centraal staat, waarin ondernemingen van start kunnen gaan en vervolgens kunnen 

groeien en slagen. Ten slotte is het noodzakelijk om het onderwijssysteem in Oeganda 

opnieuw onder de loep te nemen en misschien zelfs drastisch te veranderen, zodat in alle 

vormen van onderwijs relevante theoretische kennis en praktische vaardigheden 

overgedragen worden om ontwikkeling op individueel, gemeenschaps- en nationaal 

niveau te bewerkstelligen.  
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