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Uganda Education System Challenges

The school system has 2 long breaks, in November/December/January and then again in August/September, with a shorter break in May. To assist the community in keeping children engaged during this time, WMI launched a supplemental tutoring program with interns. The tutoring program is not quantitative - it's not about specific subject matter progress.  It's about the essence/experience of having the opportunity to learn. It’s about someone caring enough to take an interest.  It is very challenging to manage the large number of interested students (about 100).  There is assistance from some parent volunteers.
 Automatic Promotion

Ugandan public schools operate with a system of automatic promotion. This means that children may have no concept of the alphabet and may not know how to write their own names, but as long as they are 10 years old, they can be in 5th grade. As such, public schools are full of children who are old enough to be in a certain grade, yet have failed to master the skills they should have learned by that grade level.

Vernacular education in grades 1-3

Ugandan public schools operate in vernacular (local language) from 1st through 3rd grade. Until 4th grade, children are not expected to understand, speak, read, or write English.  In 4th grade, the system switches and they are expected to follow an entire school day in English without any preparation.

This particular protocol causes an immense problem.  End-of-term examinations are in English, and many students fail, but are promoted.
This educational approach honors important tribal roots, but perpetuates class distinctions which leave the country very divided. Private schools are always taught in English, those who can afford it send their children to private schools.  Those children later obtain the better jobs in the country.
WMI Tutoring Program Initial Assessment
Overall Initial Assessment


The WMI tutoring program was launched as an experiment in May 2009, by interns Tobin Jones and Dani Straith.  The interest level of both the children and the parents is high, and there is a lot of local support for the program. Ideally, the program should be sustainable and utilize a standard curriculum and local instructors, with interns providing support.

Program Positives
· Level of Interest

· The level of interest from the children is very apparent.  There is a large turn out for the program (about 100 children), and all the children attend with the intention of learning. Community-wide, there is an emphasis on education, and in turn, the children are appreciative of the opportunity to further their education. Motivated students make instruction easier and enjoyable.
· Adult support and participation

· There is a high level of support from parents as evidenced by the willingness of the parents to pay a small fee for the program.  Parents view education as a vehicle to obtain a better future for their children. This participation and support allows for the future development of teacher-parent support groups such as PTAs. Parental involvement in students’ academics should help improve student performance.

· Several parents/adults are eager to work with the tutoring program. This is beneficial not only for the aforementioned reasons, but also for managing the number of children attending the tutoring sessions. It is time consuming, but essential, to divide the children into groups based on ability.  Some of the 3rd graders don’t yet know their ABC’s; others can read; still others know only a few words of English. 

· The eagerness of the parents to help should be capitalized upon, to maximize the benefits of the program.

· Children’s Books

· The addition to the WMI library is a positive asset to the program. It provides age and ability appropriate reading material for instruction.
· Meeting Space

· The new WMI building provides an excellent meeting place for the tutoring program. It is large enough to house all the students, and is nice compared to local standards. 
· Daily Schedule

· The daily time schedule of 9 am to 1 pm during school holidays is an appropriate time schedule for the program. As the program is intended to be a tutoring program and not a full day of school, the length of time is long enough to accomplish daily goals, but short enough to maintain student attention and interest throughout. 
Challenges
· Coordinating with local schools - Without coordination from local schools, significant time is spent assessing each student’s individual abilities and academic level and dividing them into groups.  Input from local teachers would expedite and improve this process. 
· Utilizing local teachers– The program is currently designed to provide children with supplemental education during the regular holiday breaks from school.  WMI interns and local parents are extremely helpful.  They would be more productive if local teachers were trained and involved in the tutoring.
· Establish a Set Curriculum and Goals – Interns can work on creating an easy to follow curriculum.


· Wide Range of Student Ages and Abilities – It is difficult to design lessons that meet the needs of a student functioning at a kindergarten level while also meeting the needs of a student preparing for middle school. This problem is relative to the number of instructors available, and easily rectified by more teachers.

· Lack of Educational Resources - The program is hindered by the lack of resources.  It is tedious and time consuming to instruct only by lecturing.  Students need to be engaged. Usable chalk boards are essential.  Any additional resources would be an improvement.

Further Suggestions for Improvement of Tutoring
· Program Structure

· Structure the program as a supplemental program with a focus on English literacy and basic mathematics. These two areas will provide the greatest future rewards for the students in the program. Being able to read and write and perform basic calculations are invaluable skills for everyday life.

· Structured as a supplemental program, instruction would be independent of whatever is taught in school. The curriculum will either reinforce existing knowledge and provide additional practice, or remediate existing deficiencies.  The curriculum should be developed assuming only basic prior knowledge.  Segregation of the students, by ability, is essential. 

· Develop a Program Curriculum

· Develop a tutoring curriculum based on existing school learning standards. Tailor it to meet specific student learning objectives. The curriculum should provide structure for unit and lesson planning, as well as a daily time schedule for each.

· Train and Employ Local Teachers

· This is probably the most important step to enabling the local sustainability of the program.  Locally based teachers are more culturally aware, and understand the instructional styles that best suit the students.  Once program goals and a curriculum are established, local teachers can be integrated into the program and it can operate smoothly each school break. Ideally, the best candidates for this position are the local teachers from the school.  Most likely, these teachers would have to be compensated.  Local teachers working in conjunction with local volunteers would be the ideal situation. 

· Student Mentors
· Another suggestion for managing class size and remedying the shortage of instructors would be to have older students mentor the younger students. This would have potential for growth as well. As the older students move on to secondary school, they would be able to return to continue mentoring during their same breaks.  It also may develop into a general role-model system, which has its own separate benefits.   It would be wonderful if they could be paid a small stipend.
· Interns
· Interns have been vital to the development of the tutoring program.  They have introduced it, helped structure it, and are really driving its development.  Ongoing student interns are a bridge to the community. They bring an unquantifiable essence. The students are infatuated with the foreign visitors who are taking an interest in improving the local education system.  Just having the interns in the village raises awareness about the WMI loan program and the interns’ dedication is a source of pride for everyone in Buyobo who is associated with the loan program.

· Supplies


Tutoring would be greatly enhanced by supplies, such as paper, pencils, crayons, 


chalkboards, bulletin boards, math manipuables for showing math concepts, art supplies, 


and general classroom supplies of any kind.
Further Suggestions for Improvement of Local Education
· Improve Schoolhouse Building
· The schoolhouse is dilapidated.  Replacing the building should be a priority.  The parents have taken up collections and made some improvements.  The most important priority would be a separate room for the 7th graders, who must pass exams to go on to secondary school.
· Start a Formal PTA
· Parents are very concerned about education, but are not organized effectively.  They need a structure to channel their efforts to improve local education.
· Work With the School Teachers and Local Council
· Many NGOs focusing on education in developing countries raise funds for, and then start, private schools rather than working with the existing public school system.  This creates another layer of privilege and divides villages.  Primary education is very much a local affair.  The teachers and Local Council can be effective in making improvements if given the resources.  Meet with them and prioritize needs.  Do not expect any help from the government.
· Start a WMI Education Committee
· Some of the most active people in the community are the experienced WMI borrowers.  Let them take the lead on making recommendations and proposing solutions to the education problems.  Empowerment has to come from the bottom up.
· Obtain Resources for the Teachers

· Quite simply, the schoolhouse is bare.  The chalk board is not even functional. Any teaching resources would be a huge improvement. 

· Obtain Stipends for Teaching Assistants

· One of the biggest problems is the number of children per class.  More help is needed. Local parents could develop into teaching assistants with a small amount of training.  Training a core group and providing them with a small stipend would build infrastructure and provide a reliable teaching team.  Start the teaching assistants, even one parent per grade, as soon as possible, and then build on their performance to seek funding from foundations focusing on education in developing countries.  Funding to expand existing programs is easier to obtain than funding to launch a program.
· Start a Pre-school in the WMI Building
· Early intervention is best.  Start children learning English as soon as possible in school. 
· Younger children are typically cared for by slightly older siblings, or of their siblings are in school, they follow their mothers throughout the day.  They are not engaged.

· A pre-school could introduce some very basic exploration and awareness lessons using the limited resources available:



- listening to and discussing storybooks 



- understanding that written words have a meaning 



- scrawling with crayons and imitating writing



- learning words and rhyming 



- Identifying letters and sounds



- matching games



-labeling things 


- rereading favorite stories and letting children tell what’s going to happen



- language games



- sharing concepts, working cooperatively, group play that requires team work
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