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Executive Summary 
 

Chapter 1: Introduction and background  

1. What is the role played by private 

education in Sierra Leone, especially 

amongst the urban poor? And are 

there differences between different 

types of private school? The study 

investigated the quantity of private 

schools, and their academic quality, 

relative both to government schools and amongst the different types of private schools.  

2. The focus was on schools serving primary level children in Western Area (Freetown 

Peninsula), that part of Sierra Leone which includes the national capital Freetown and its 

environs. The research was a collaboration between Newcastle University and the 

People’s Educational Association. It was funded by the John Templeton Foundation and 

was part of a larger project looking also at private education in South Sudan and Liberia.  

3. Phase 1 (reported in Chapters 2 to 7) surveyed the region’s schools, exploring different 

management types. Phase 2 (Chapters 8 to 13) tested children sampled across the 

school types in key subjects in order to elicit comparisons.  

Chapter 2: Schools and pupils 

1. The systematic mapping of Western Area found 967 schools serving primary level 

students, with over 240,000 students at this level. While 90 percent of these schools 

were under private management, government schools were typically larger, enrolling 17 

percent of pupils, compared to 83 percent in private schools.  

2. Private schools came in six types, those owned by private proprietors, non-government 

organisations (NGOs), communities, independent churches, established churches and 

mosques. These can be put into two categories – for profit (proprietors) and non-profit 

(the other five types).  

3. The largest proportion of schools is provided by private proprietors, who manage one 

third of all schools. The second highest proportion is managed by established churches 

(16.5 percent), followed by Community schools (12.9 percent) and Mosques (12.8 

percent).  

4. The largest proportion of pupils, however, is found in schools run by established 

churches, enrolling 23.1 percent of all pupils. Mosques enrol 18.3 percent and private 

proprietors 17.1 percent. Government schools (including REC) enrol 16.9 percent of all 

pupils, about the same as private proprietors.  

5. To put it another way, for profit private schools enrol 17.1 percent of all children, while 

non-profit private schools enrol 56.9 percent of all children.  
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6. Many private schools receive government assistance – that is, some or all of the teacher 

salaries are paid by government. In total, 40 percent of private schools are assisted. 

However, these schools are generally larger than non-assisted schools, so 55.8 percent 

of all children attend assisted private schools, while 27.4 percent are in non-assisted 

private schools (the remaining 16.9 percent are in government schools).  

7. Only 10 percent of schools run by private proprietors are government assisted. At the 

other extreme, 77 percent of schools run by mosques receive government assistance. 

Schools run by established churches are closer in proportion of those receiving 

assistance to the mosques, while those run by independent churches are closer to the 

proprietor schools.  

Chapter 3: Gender  

1. There are more girls than boys in primary school in Western Area. This is true for every 

grade of primary schooling (primary 1 to primary 6).  

2. In every management type (with the exception of REC government schools) there are 

more girls than boys. In schools managed by NGOs, there are 55.3 percent, while 53.9 

percent of children are girls in schools managed by established churches. In private 

proprietor (for profit) schools, there are 51.0 percent girls, the same proportion as in 

schools managed by mosques. In government schools, 52.0 percent of children are girls. 

3. (Gender issues are also covered in Chapters 4, 6, 10, 11 and 13).  

Chapter 4: Absentees and attenders 

1. To check the proportions of children in different school management types, we 

physically counted all children present in each school on the day of the research visit.  

2. For the 950 schools for which we had enrolment and attendance figures, the proportion 

of children attending for each management type was roughly comparable with the 

proportion of children enrolled. For instance, 17 percent of children attending were in 

government schools, the same percentage as were enrolled.  

3. However, absenteeism rates were higher in the non-profit than for profit private 

schools. There were 14.8 percent of children absent in for profit private schools, 

compared to 18.5 percent in non-profits and 18.6 percent in government.  

4. Across all classes, there were more girls attending than boys. Girls are also generally not 

more absent than boys. However, in government schools, the proportion of girls absent 

is higher than that of boys, with the difference most marked in higher classes. 

Conversely, in for profit private schools, overall the proportion of girls absent (14.4 

percent) is the lowest of all, considerably lower than the 19.4 percent of girls absent in 

government schools.  
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Chapter 5: Fees 

1. Overall, the highest annual median fees (including all costs and levies) are in non-

assisted private proprietor schools, ($43.02), followed by independent churches 

($33.95) and established churches ($25.70). At the lower end, non-assisted community 

schools charge $15.12 per year, mosque schools only $8.14, and NGO schools $3.98.  

2. Assisted schools are dramatically less expensive. No type of assisted school has median 

annual fees above $5 per year (the highest are those run by private proprietors at $4.65 

per annum. Government schools have median fees (levies) of $2.56 per annum.  

Chapter 6: Affordability  

1. How affordable are private schools? Using the suggestion that poor families should not 

be spending more than 10 percent of their total income on schooling fees for all their 

children, we define schools in the following way:  

a. lowest cost private schools are those affordable to families on the 

internationally accepted $1.25 (PPP) 2005 per person per day poverty line 

b. low cost are those affordable to families on $2 (PPP) per person per day (also 

defined internationally as poor) 

c. medium cost are affordable for families on $4 (PPP) per person per day  

d. high cost are only affordable for families on above $4 per person per day. 

 

2. The vast majority (84.5 percent) of schools found is lowest cost, with only 8 percent low 

cost, 7 percent medium cost and less than one percent high cost.  

3. Regarding for profit private schools, 66 percent are lowest cost, 15 percent low cost, 18 

percent medium cost and less than two percent high cost. As only 10 percent of for 

profit private schools are assisted by government, (all of which are lowest cost), this 

means that 56% of all for profit schools are lowest cost and not assisted by government.  

4. Looking at pupil enrolment, 13 percent of all children are in lowest cost for profit 

schools, compared to 63 percent in lowest cost non-profit, and 15 percent in (lowest 

cost) government schools. Only 4 percent of all children are in low-cost schools, 4.2 

percent in medium cost and less than 1 percent in high cost schools. 

5. There is no evidence that parents choose lower (or indeed higher) cost schools for their 

girls.  

6. For profit private schools have the lowest pupil-teacher ratio – overall of 20.6:1 – 

compared to 34.4:1 in government schools and 32.3:1 in established church schools. 

This is still true when cost bands of schools are investigated: for the lowest cost private 

for profit schools, the pupil-teacher ratio is 23.0:1, compared to 33.0:1 for (lowest cost) 

government schools. 
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Chapter 7: An educational peace dividend? 

1. Since the civil war ended in 2002, the number of schools has doubled. Different 

management types show differing rates of growth:  

a. The number of NGO schools is relatively small, and their rate of growth is slow. 

b. Government schools show slow but steady growth, averaging about 1.5 new 

schools per year over the last 20 years. 

c. Mosques and church schools show steady growth, at about 5 and 10 new 

schools per year respectively. 

d. Private proprietor schools show the fastest growth. They are growing at more 

than 20 per year in each of the last seven years, with a massive 1,250 percent 

increase since 1990.  

2. The growth of private proprietor schools could well be considered an educational peace 

dividend.  

3. New schools – those created since 2000 – are much less likely to be government 

assisted than schools created before 2000.  

Chapter 8: Seven steps to comparisons 

1. The second phase of the research focused on children in primary 4, and tested these 

children in English, using individual reading and group spelling tests developed by GL 

Assessment, and in mathematics using a GMADE test (excluding questions involving 

language).   

2. Questionnaires were given to pupils, their families and teachers to elicit background 

variables. A team of 50 researchers spent six days in schools; data was entered in 

Freetown and analysed in Newcastle. 

Chapter 9: The sample 

1. A total of 139 schools were selected, randomly within the three management categories 

of for profit (53 schools), non-profit (52) and government (34). The aim was to give 

roughly equal numbers of pupils in each management category.  In the end, 32.4 

percent of the sample was in for profit schools, 39.9 percent in non-profit and 27.7 

percent in government schools.  

Chapter 10: How would an average child perform in public and private schools?  

1. We can consider an “average” child from the sample, that is one with the mean 

characteristics for each of the variables (except gender). Using the multilevel models 

created (as described in Chapters 11 to 13), we can “put” the average child in each of 

the three management categories, and see how well he or she would do.  
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2. In English (reading), in a government school, a boy would achieve 15.5 percent, while a 

girl would achieve 10.8 percent. In a low-cost private school (accessible to poor 

families), the boy’s result would nearly double, to 29.8 percent in for profit or 30.8 

percent in a non-profit, while the girl’s result would nearly triple, to 30.2 percent in for 

profit or 29.0 percent in a non-profit.   

3. In lowest cost private schools, accessible to families on or below the poverty line, the 

achievement is also significantly higher than in government schools. It is also 

significantly higher in schools that are not government assisted.  For girls, their results 

would double if they were in a non-assisted, lowest cost private school, to 21.8 percent 

(for profit) or 20.8 percent (non-profit). In an assisted, lowest cost private school, the 

scores would be 17.3 percent (for profit) or 14.8 percent (non-profit).  The results for 

boys are comparable. 

4. These scores may appear low, but they could reflect real differences in life chances. 

Converting scores to reading ages (normed for England), shows that a girl in a low-cost 

private school would be reading one and a quarter years ahead of the same girl if she 

had been schooled in a government school. A girl in an unassisted lowest cost private 

school would be three-quarters of a year ahead of the same girl in a government school.  

Significant improvements are also clear for boys.  

5. In English (spelling), an average girl would more than double her score if she was in a 

low-cost private school than if she was in a government school, while an average boy 

would nearly double his score. Even in the lowest cost private schools, an average girl 

would increase her score by 59 percent if she was in a for-profit school compared to in a 

government school. Similarly, a boy in a lowest cost, for profit school would also 

increase his score by 49 percent over what he would achieve in a government school.  

6. In mathematics, predicted results are closer, (but differences still statistically significant 

between government and for profit private schools).  A girl would achieve nearly 13 

percentage points higher (a 31 percent advantage) in a low cost for-profit school than in 

a government school. Similarly, a boy would achieve a 29 percent advantage in a low 

cost for-profit school than a government school. Even in lowest cost private schools, 

boys and girls would achieve around a 15 percent advantage in these. 

7. In general, boys and girls are always predicted to do worse in government than private 

schools, and are generally predicted to do worse in assisted than non-assisted schools. 

The predicted difference between for profit and non-profit private schools varies. 

Sometimes for profits are better (e.g., girls, reading; boys and girls, mathematics). Other 

times non-profits are better (e.g., boys, reading). Or sometimes there doesn’t appear to 

be much difference between them (e.g., spelling).  

Chapter 11: Cost effectiveness 

1. One way of looking at cost-effectiveness is to compare teacher salaries across the 

different management types. Only teachers in for profit, high cost private schools are 
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paid as much as those in government schools. Teachers in all other management types 

are paid significantly less.  

2. On average, at all cost levels, teachers in for profit schools are paid more than those in 

non-profit.  

3. In general, government assistance significantly raises teacher salaries. In assisted, lowest 

cost, for profit schools, teachers on average earn 74 percent of average salaries in 

government schools. In the same type of non-assisted schools, on average they earn 

only 49 percent.  

4. In low cost private schools, teacher are paid only half of what teachers are paid in 

government schools, while even in medium and high cost (non-profit) private schools, 

teacher salaries are only four-fifths those in government schools.  

5. In other words, private schools appear not only to be more effective than government 

schools, they are achieving this for only a fraction of the teacher salary cost. 

6. A simple approach to quantifying this cost-effectiveness advantage for reading 

achievement shows that typically private schools are twice as cost effective as 

government schools. Putting it another way, for the same unit of salary, lowest cost, for 

profit schools can deliver around two times more achievement in reading than a 

government school, for the same child.  

Chapter 12: Creating a statistical model 

1. The outcome variables are children’s achievement scores in English (reading), English 

(spelling) and mathematics, which were standardised with a mean of 100 and standard 

deviation of 15. Background variables were collected through the questionnaires to 

pupils, teachers, parents and the school. Using factor analysis the number of variables 

was reduced to make the analysis manageable.  

2. The model used multilevel modelling in order to overcome the problem that children 

were clustered into schools rather than randomly selected from the population at large. 

In the final model, 20 variables were used, including school-based, pupil-based and 

interaction terms.  

Chapter 13: Private and public school comparisons: Detailed results 

1. This chapter gives the full statistical analysis behind the snapshot conveyed in Chapter 

10. Some key findings are: 

a. Children in for profit schools perform better in all subjects when compared to 

children in government schools. The effect is particularly large in English. 

b. Non-profit schools perform better in spelling and reading compared to 

government schools. 

c. Mean class IQ and the presence of basic school facilities have significant positive 

effects in all assessments.  

d. Girls perform less well than boys in all assessments; that difference is smaller for 

maths than reading or spelling.  
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e. For profit schools tend to perform better with higher IQ children across all 

assessments. 

f. The only teacher variables that is significant concerns teacher experience, and 

this is only for reading. Teacher training/qualification level was not a significant 

variable in any of the models. 

Chapter 14: Conclusions 

1. The research has identified a considerable success story: social entrepreneurs and other 

socially-minded groups have set up private schools, many affordable to even the 

poorest families, which are serving significant proportions of the population. Children in 

these schools typically do better than those in government schools, for a fraction of the 

cost.  

2. The rise of for profit private schools is particularly noticeable. Rather than 

consternation, however, this rise could be celebrated as showing how entrepreneurs are 

ready and able to make a positive contribution to the development of Sierra Leone. 
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1. Introduction and background 
The aim of the research was to explore the role that 

private providers are playing with respect to 

primary education in Sierra Leone, specifically 

investigating Western Area (urban and rural). We 

were interested in both quantity of private 

provision, as well as its quality relative to 

government schools, and also comparing different 

types of private school.  

The context is current interest in the private sector 

as a potential partner in meeting the educational needs of all and the Millennium Development 

Goal education targets.  Indeed, research has highlighted the way private schools are playing a 

role in meeting the educational needs of citizens, including the poor, across various countries in 

sub-Saharan Africa.  For instance, to take three recent examples:  

 In Nairobi, Kenya, large numbers of poor pupils are enrolled in low-cost private schools, 

even after the introduction of free primary education in government schools (Oketch et 

al, 2010).   Private school usage was found to be highest amongst the poorest families: a 

higher proportion (43%) of families from the poorest quintile living in the slums sent 

their children to private schools than the proportion (35%) from the richest quintile not 

living in the slums (p. 28).  

 In rural Ghana, researchers note the ubiquity of low-cost private schools and suggest 

that their growth “requires policies that bring them under the umbrella of strategies to 

improve access for all” (Akaguri and Akyeamapong, 2010, p. 4).  In particular, they 

suggest that the poorest parents could be helped to attend low-cost private schools, 

often preferred over the government alternative, through “direct public assistance” (p. 

4). 

 In Lagos State, Nigeria, the Education Sector Support Programme (ESSPIN) conducted a 

comprehensive survey of private schools across the whole of Lagos State (Härmä 2011a, 

b). It found 12,098 private schools catering to around 60 percent of total enrolment. 

Just over half of enrolment in the private schools was girls. Around three quarters of the 

private schools are unapproved, which probably indicates the number of low-cost 

private schools. In general, in terms of quality indicators, ‘private schools are ahead of 

the public sector in terms of provision of water and sanitation facilities’, and have a 

superior pupil-teacher ratio over government schools.’ (2011a, pp. 21-2).  

How does education in Sierra Leone fit into this picture? The current study, funded by the John 

Templeton Foundation, investigated the role of private schools in meeting educational needs of 

people, including the poor, in the capital cities and adjoining rural areas of three post-conflict 

countries, Sierra Leone, Liberia and South Sudan. This paper reports on Sierra Leone only.  
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The focus is on the Western Area (Freetown Peninsula), that part of Sierra Leone which includes 

the national capital Freetown and its environs. With an area of 557 km2, it is divided into two 

districts, Urban and Rural.  We were concerned with two major research questions:  

 What proportion of children is in private education, compared to that in government 

schools? We were especially interested in distinguishing between different types of 

private provider here, especially what might be termed ‘for profit’ and ‘non-profit’ 

providers.  

 How does academic achievement compare in the different types of private schools and 

government schools? Our focus here was on achievement in language and mathematics, 

and we were also interested in comparisons of cost effectiveness.  

Exploring the first research question was the first phase of the research, the second question 

made up the second phase.  

Perhaps the most important phase was the second, to compare academic achievement across 

the different school types, and thus be able to make recommendations about the relative merits 

with respect to educational efficiency and cost-effectiveness of the different management 

types. However, a crucial prelude to this was the first phase. Our work in other countries has 

shown a considerable number of private schools that are not registered by government, and it 

was important for us to find all of these schools. However, as we were completing Phase 1 of 

this research we realised that the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology had 

themselves conducted a comprehensive School Census, financially and logistically supported by, 

amongst others, UNICEF, the World Bank, the UK Department for International Development 

(DFID), the Swedish International Development Aid Agency (SIDA), the Japanese International 

Cooperation Agency (JICA) and the Deustche Gesselschaft für International Zusammenarbeit 

(GIZ), (MEST, 2012, p. iv). This study was aimed at exploring, inter alia, the first research 

question, and not just for Western Area, but for the whole country. The resulting report (MEST, 

2012) is an excellent and comprehensive study; below we compare our own results with those 

given within it.  

The current research project was a collaboration between Newcastle University’s E.G. West 

Centre, directed by Professor James Tooley, and the People’s Educational Association based in 

Freetown, under the directorship of Dominic Simbo.  A team of 50 researchers was recruited for 

the first phase of the project. Grouped in pairs, each was equipped with maps and 

questionnaires. They carried out a systematic mapping of the localities assigned to them, 

searching in every street, alleyway and path for schools, whether or not these were registered 

or on government lists. Our aim was to find all schools catering to primary school children across 

the whole of Western Area. The researchers worked during a one-week period in November 

2011.  Some of the schools found also catered to nursery or junior high school children. If they 

did, then information on these sections was also recorded, but the main focus was on primary 

schools. In all, some 967 schools serving primary children were located. In each of these schools, 

the researchers conducted an interview with the school manager or headteacher, and visited all 
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classrooms to count children, to have a physical check on enrolment figures given by school 

management.  

The second question required probing in further detail a sample of these schools. More details 

are given about the sampling method in Chapter 9. In brief, a team of 50 researchers, again in 

pairs, visited a sample of 139 schools, during a week in January 2013, with the aim of testing 

roughly equal numbers of children in for profit, non-profit and government schools. (Phase 2 of 

the research was delayed several times as we were not given permission to conduct the 

research in the run up to, or after the 2012 election).  In all, 3,129 children were tested, in 

mathematics, language and cognitive ability, and questionnaires were given to children, their 

families and teachers in order to elicit relevant background variables.  

What did the researchers find?  This report is divided into two parts, reflecting the two major 

research questions. The first part (chapters 2 to 7) outlines the major findings on numbers of 

schools and pupils in each management type, and explores issues concerning gender, and the 

growth in private schools. The second part (chapters 8 to 13) introduces findings concerning 

relative academic achievement in the different school types, outlining the statistical model used 

to find these results. Chapter 14 offers brief conclusions. 
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2. Schools and pupils 
In the systematic mapping of Western Area, we found 

967 schools that served primary level students, with 

over 240,000 students enrolled at primary level (All 

graphs and tables unless otherwise indicated focus on 

primary children only, i.e., they exclude children in these 

schools who attend nursery or junior secondary 

sections.) 

We can look at this total number of schools usefully in 

four different ways, focusing on whether schools are 

privately or publicly managed, what particular types of 

management are featured, including distinguishing 

between “for profit” and “non-profit” private schools, 

and finally whether or not schools receive government assistance.  

Distinguishing different types of management  

First, we can say that the vast majority (90 percent) of schools is private (that is, privately 

managed). Only 10 percent is managed by government.  The government schools in general are 

larger, with 17 percent of pupils enrolled, compared to 83 percent in the private schools.  

Second, we can see in more detail the different kinds of management subsumed under these 

labels ‘private’ and ‘government’.  Eight distinct management types seemed worth 

distinguishing (Table 1). We’ve distinguished two types of government schools: those managed 

by Freetown City Council and by the REC (Rural Education Committee).  

For private schools, we distinguished six categories, those managed by private proprietors, non-

government organisations (NGOs), communities, independent churches, established churches 

and mosques. In the MEST report, four different types of private school management are 

distinguished: private (our “private proprietor”), religious missions (i.e., the three categories of 

independent and established churches and mosques), communities (the same as our category) 

and “other agencies” (presumably our NGO category).  

From our observations on the ground and discussions in Freetown, it did seem important to 

distinguish the larger number of private management categories: for instance, there appeared 

to be a difference between schools run by established churches (such as the Catholic, Methodist 

or Anglican churches) and those that were run by small independent groups. In practice, 

however, it was clear that some schools were hard to classify. Some in particular had misleading 

names – several schools with names sounding as if they should be church schools were in fact, 

we were informed by their owners, owned by individual proprietors. Other schools had histories 

where they had moved from one category to another, perhaps started by an individual, then 

moving to a NGO for support before being taken up by the community. In the first phase, just 

over 10 percent of the total schools were followed up with a further visit or telephone 

conversation after the initial research visit in order to clarify issues like these. We are confident 
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that the final classification made is accurate. Table 1 and Figure 1 show the proportion of pupils 

in each of these management types.  

From Table 1 we can see that the largest proportion of schools is provided by private proprietors 

– who manage one third of all schools. The second highest proportion is managed by established 

churches (16.5 percent), followed by Community schools (12.9 percent) and Mosques (12.8 

percent). As noted, governments manage 10 percent of schools.  

Regarding pupil numbers, it will be seen that the schools vary in mean size, so the proportions 

are different from above. In particular, schools run by private proprietors are the smallest. The 

largest proportion of pupils is found in schools provided by established churches (23.1 percent), 

followed by Mosques (18.3 percent) and private proprietors (17.1 percent). Government schools 

(including REC) have 16.9 percent of all pupils, slightly less than in private proprietor schools.  

Table 1 Schools and pupils: Management type  

School Management 

Type 

Number 

of Pupils 

Number 

of 

schools 

Mean 

school 

size 

Std. 

Deviation 

% total 

pupils 

% total 

schools 

Private Proprietor 41,669 317 131.45 122.996 17.1% 33.1% 

NGO 9,821 34 288.85 236.927 4.0% 3.5% 

Community 31,851 124 256.86 229.539 13.1% 12.9% 

Independent Church 18,583 106 175.31 164.984 7.6% 11.1% 

Established Church 56,268 158 356.13 295.149 23.1% 16.5% 

Mosque 44,660 123 363.09 232.844 18.3% 12.8% 

Government 30,959 62 499.34 360.485 12.7% 6.5% 

REC (Government) 10,210 34 300.29 208.413 4.2% 3.5% 

Total 244,021 958 254.72 246.18 100.0% 100.0% 

Note: Missing data from 9 schools 
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Figure 1 Pupils by management type 

 

 

For profit or non-profit? 

There is some discussion in the education and development literature about the place of for 

profit schooling, especially for the poor. Some believe that if private education is permitted, 

then it should be non-profit only – indeed, this is the legal position in some countries (e.g., 

India). We wanted to contribute to this discussion, so thought it worthwhile classifying private 

school management in this way.  

Schools run by proprietors we classified as ‘for profit’. (This would also have been true if schools 

were run by education companies, but none of these was found). This is not to say that these 

proprietor-run schools make large or even any surpluses. It is simply to indicate that if any 

surpluses are made, then these are available to the person who owns the school to use as he or 

she wants. This often includes reinvesting in the school, but could also include for personal use. 

Typically for-profit schools do not have any outside source of funding other than student fees, 

(except they can raise outside investment, to be repaid if loans, or on which dividends need to 

be paid if provided as equity). 

All other management types (NGO, community, both types of church and mosque) we classified 

as non-profit. Under non-profit management, any surpluses made are only available to be used 

in the school. Non-profit management can also readily solicit funding from outside bodies, 

which they do in order to supplement income from student fees.  
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Table 2 shows the findings. Again, while 37 percent (317 out of 862) of private schools are for 

profit, these schools are generally smaller than the non-profit (mean size of 131 pupils 

compared to 296). Hence, private for profit schools serve less than one fifth of all pupils (Figure 

2) but make up one third of all schools.   

Table 2 For profit and non-profit schools 

School Management 

Type 

Number 

of Pupils 

Number 

of 

schools 

Mean 

school 

size 

Std. 

Deviation 

% total 

children 

% total 

schools 

Private for Profit 41,669 317 131.45 122.996 17.1% 33.1% 

Private non-Profit 161,183 545 295.75 251.257 66.1% 56.9% 

Government 41,169 96 428.84 328.157 16.9% 10.0% 

Total 244,021 958 254.72 246.18 100.0% 100.0% 

Note: Missing data from 9 schools 

Figure 2 Pupils in for profit and non-profit schools 

 

 

 

Comparison with MEST figures 
The MEST Census found 832 primary schools in Western Area, with 205,753 children enrolled at 

primary level (Table 3), compared to our 967 schools and 244,021 children. The discrepancy 

Private for Profit, 
17.1% 

Private non-Profit, 
66.1% 

Government, 
16.9% 



 

 

8 Private Primary Education in Western Area, Sierra Leone 

September 2013 

between school numbers is easily explained. We included in the school number figure all 

schools that included a primary school section, whereas MEST included only those that were 

formally approved (or, for non-approved schools, classified themselves thus) as primary schools. 

Unfortunately, we are unable to compare our figures directly with theirs at the school level. 

However, at the enrolment level, the figures can be compared: MEST recognises that other 

schools, formally pre-primary or secondary, often have primary school children in them, and 

classified these children as primary school children even if they weren’t in what they termed 

primary schools.   

How is the discrepancy explained between the number we found (244,021) and MEST’s 

205,753? This could be because we found more schools during our search than they did, or that 

their “validation” method adjusted enrolment by about that amount. (We discuss their 

validation method below in Chapter 4; interestingly when we physically counted children in all 

the schools for attendance, one of the validation methods they used for a sample only, we came 

up with a figure more or less identical to their validated enrolment figure).  

The discrepancy between numbers of private schools of different management types can also 

be explained.  First, as noted above, there was difficulty classifying some schools in part because 

some seemed to change their status over time, so we are ready to admit that the classification 

given to us by the school manager/owner (and checked again in 10 percent of the cases) may 

not have been the one on the government record. In this regard, MEST notes that school owners 

“have become more assertive and some have indicated to MEST their intention to make some of 

their institutions private” (MEST, 2012, p. 7), that is, in their definitions, move from what we’ve 

termed non-profit to for profit status.  This was a sentiment that was also expressed to us in 

research visits. So it is very likely that, since the MEST research, some of the schools have 

become private proprietor schools rather than the non-profit category that they were in 

previously. Moreover, it is also very likely that some schools are in a disputed status – for 

example, where the school owner believes he or she is a private proprietor, but where the 

school is classified in government records as a non-profit. In our data, we give the status as 

reported by the school owner/manager.   

The discrepancy in numbers of GOSL schools is also easy to explain. In several cases a school 

which we counted as only one was recorded as two or more schools. An extreme case is the 

school we recorded as Wilberforce Army Primary School, which on government lists we had 

access to is recorded as four schools: Wilberforce Army Municipal Junior Primary School, 

Wilberforce Army Municipal Primary (Infant), Wilberforce Army Municipal Primary (Junior), 

Wilberforce Army Municipal Primary (Non-infants).  It is important to note that we were 

consistent in our numbering of schools across public and private sectors.   
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Table 3 Primary schools and children: comparison between MEST and our study 

 MEST study Our study MEST study Our study 

Management  Schools %  Schools %  Students % Student

s 

%  

GOSL 126 15.1% 96 10.0% 38,504 18.7% 41,169 16.9% 

Private 233 28.0% 317 33.1% 27,235 13.2% 41,669 17.1% 

Community 97 11.7% 124 12.9% 24,411 11.9% 31,851 13.1% 

Missions 368 44.2% 387 40.4% 111,948 54.4% 119,511 49.0% 

Other 

Agencies 

8 1.0% 34 3.5% 3,655 1.8% 9,821 4.0% 

All 832 100.0% 958 100.0% 205,753 100.0

% 

244,021 100.0% 

Source: MEST (2012), p. 5 and Annex 4, and current study 

 

Government assistance 

Whether schools are privately or publicly managed does not exhaust the ways in which 

government is involved. Government also provides assistance to schools, generally through 

funding some or all of teacher salaries.  A school can, or at least could, apply to have some of its 

teachers put on the Government pay-role; if this is accepted, then teachers are paid directly by 

government. (As a condition the school is no longer allowed to charge fees at primary level; 

some schools get around this by charging various levies).  We asked school managers whether 

their school was assisted by government or not (Table 4).  It is important to bear in mind that 

the answer did not reflect a consistent amount of assistance – it varied dramatically from school 

to school, from one teacher receiving a government salary to the majority of the staff receiving 

support.  

While 60 percent (519 of 862) of private schools are not assisted, in general these are smaller 

than assisted schools (a mean size of 129 pupils in non-assisted compared to 397 in assisted 

schools). Thus 56 percent of children are in private assisted schools, while 27 percent are in non-

assisted private schools (Table 4).  

 Table 4 Government assistance  

School 
Management Type 

Number 
of Pupils 

Number 
of schools 

Mean 
school size 

Std. 
Deviation 

% total 
children 

% total 
schools 

Private non-
assisted 

66,751 519 128.61 99.071 27.4% 54.2% 

Private assisted 136,101 343 396.8 268.178 55.8% 35.8% 

Government 41,169 96 428.84 328.157 16.9% 10.0% 

Total 244,021 958 254.72 246.18 100.0% 100.0% 
Note: Missing data from 9 schools. 
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Figure 3 Government assistance, percentage of pupils 

 

 

Government assistance and private management 
The Ministry of Education, Science and Technology (MEST) suggests that “religious missions, 

communities and other agencies should be referred to as ‘establishers’ of schools”, rather than 

providers of schools, “as almost all schools belonging to those categories of proprietors end up 

as ‘government-assisted’ and hence ‘public’ schools” (MEST, 2012, p. 10, emphasis added).  

MEST doesn’t quantity ‘almost all’, but their tables and figures (Table 1.1.9 and Chart 1.1.3) put 

all the schools managed by religious missions, communities and other agencies as public, leaving 

only the private proprietor schools as private, or five  percent of schools.  Even in their own 

terms, this seems a slight sleight of hand – moving from ‘almost all’ to ‘all’ is not reasonably 

justified in this context. We found something slightly different when interviewing school 

managers:  

Perhaps not surprisingly, different types of private management have varying levels of 

government assistance (Table 5). Only 10 percent of private proprietor (that is, for profit 

private) schools receive any government assistance, while at the other extreme, 78 percent of 

private schools managed by mosques receive government assistance. Schools managed by 

independent churches are closest to for profit schools (31 percent receive government 

assistance) while those managed by established churches are closest to mosque schools (66 

percent receive government assistance).  These figures can be compared with the ‘almost all’ 

reported in MEST (2012). Only Mosque schools come close to that. Moreover, if we look at pupil 
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numbers rather than simply schools, we see that it is the larger of both types of private school 

(for profit and non-profit) that receive government assistance. The mean size of a private for 

profit school that receives government assistance is 311 pupils, compared to 111 pupils (for 

profit schools that don’t receive assistance). Similarly for non-profit private schools, those 

receiving assistance average 406 pupils, compared to 150 for those that don’t.  In size, these 

schools are now much closer to government schools than other private schools. Figure 5 shows 

graphically the proportion of schools in the different categories which are assisted.  

Table 5 Private management types and government assistance 

  Government Assisted  

  No Yes Total 

Private Proprietor Number 285 33 318 

% 89.6% 10.4% 100.0% 

NGO Number 15 19 34 

% 44.1% 55.9% 100.0% 

Community Number 69 56 125 

% 55.2% 44.8% 100.0% 

Independent Church Number 74 33 107 

% 69.2% 30.8% 100.0% 

Established Church Number 54 105 159 

% 34.0% 66.0% 100.0% 

Mosque Number 28 97 125 

% 22.4% 77.6% 100.0% 

Total Number 525 343 868 

% 60.5% 39.5% 100.0% 

Note: Data from 868 private schools 
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Figure 4 Private management types and government assistance 

 

 

Table 6 Pupils in for profit and non-profit schools and government assistance 

 Government 

assisted? 

Number 

of pupils 

Number 

of 

schools 

Mean 

school 

size 

Std. 

Deviation 

% 

man. 

type 

% of all 

pupils 

Private for 

profit  

No 31,392 284 110.54 83.871 75.3% 12.9% 

Yes 10,277 33 311.42 223.371 24.7% 4.2% 

Private non-

profit 

No  35,359 235 150.46 111.104 21.9% 14.5% 

Yes  125,824 310 405.88 271.241 78.1% 51.6% 

Government Yes 41,169 96 428.84 328.157 100.0 16.9% 

 Total 244,021 958 254.72 246.18  100% 

Note: Data missing from 9 schools 
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Figure 5 Schools by management category and government assistance 
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3. Gender 
It is often assumed that girls are 

disadvantaged when it comes to places in 

private schools in particular, and in schooling 

in general. We asked the school managers 

for numbers of boys and girls in each class, 

and checked this by counting boys and girls 

separately when we went around the 

classrooms. The conclusion is clear: there 

does not seem to be a problem with girls in 

Western Area in schools in general, or in 

private schools in particular.  This is the same 

conclusion reached in MEST (2012), where they find overall more girls than boys in Western 

area in primary school.  

Gender and management type 

First, regarding schools as a whole, Figure 6 shows more girls than boys in every grade of 

primary schooling, from primary 1 to primary 6. (This also continued into junior high school, 

although as we didn’t intend to find all such schools, we will not discuss this further).  

Overall, there were 51.9 percent girls in the schools, with the highest proportion in primary 4 

(52.3 percent) and the lowest (51.4 percent) in primary 5.  

Figure 6 Registered girls and boys in primary classes 

 

Whichever way you slice this data, in general there are always more girls than boys. For 

instance, following headings from the previous section, looking at the different management 

types of private and public schools, in each type with the exception of the REC (rural 
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government) schools, which only cater for small numbers in any case, girls are in the majority 

(Table 7). The highest proportion is in schools managed by NGOs (55.3 percent girls), (amongst 

the NGO schools there are two FAWE schools for girls; there are no boys only NGO schools), 

while 53.9 percent of children are girls in schools managed by established churches. In private 

proprietor (for profit) schools, there are 51.0 percent girls, the same proportion as in the schools 

managed by mosques. In government schools in general 52.0 percent of children are girls.  

Or creating three categories – private for profit, private non-profit and government also shows 

more girls than boys in each management category and at each grade (Table 8). For instance, in 

for profit private schools, there are 51.0 percent girls overall, rising to 52.4 percent in primary 4, 

and not falling lower than 50.0 percent (in primary 5).  

Or finally, looking at assisted and non-assisted private schools, (not shown in table form), 50.6 

percent of children are girls in non-assisted and 52.6 percent in assisted schools.  

Perhaps the gender problem is that girls may be registered or enrolled in schools, but are in fact 

absent more frequently than boys? We examine this issue in the next section.  

Table 7 Percentage girls by management type 

 Sum Number 

of schools 

Number of 

girls 

Number 

of boys 

% girls 

Private Proprietor 41,279 316 21,064 20,215 51.0% 

NGO 9,820 34 5,430 4,390 55.3% 

Community 31,851 124 16,153 15,698 50.7% 

Local Independent Church 18,583 106 9,436 9,147 50.8% 

Established Church 56,267 158 30,317 25,950 53.9% 

Mosque 44,670 123 22,761 21,909 51.0% 

Government 30,959 62 16,105 14,854 52.0% 

REC (Government) 10,210 34 5,072 5,138 49.7% 

Total 243,639 957 126,338 117,301 51.9% 

Note: Data missing from 10 schools 
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Table 8 Girls in for profit and non-profit schools, by class and total 

 Private for profit Private non-profit Government Total 

 % boys % girls % boys % girls % boys % girls % boys % girls 

Primary 1 49.6% 50.4% 48.2% 51.8% 48.5% 51.5% 48.5% 51.5% 

Primary 2 48.6% 51.4% 47.7% 52.3% 49.2% 50.8% 48.1% 51.9% 

Primary 3 48.7% 51.3% 47.6% 52.4% 48.1% 51.9% 47.9% 52.1% 

Primary 4 47.6% 52.4% 47.7% 52.3% 47.7% 52.3% 47.7% 52.3% 

Primary 5 50.0% 50.0% 47.9% 52.1% 49.3% 50.7% 48.5% 51.5% 

Primary 6 49.4% 50.6% 47.7% 52.3% 48.6% 51.4% 48.1% 51.9% 

         

Total 49.0% 51.0% 47.8% 52.2% 48.6% 51.4% 48.1% 51.9% 

Note: Data missing from 10 schools 
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4.  Absentees and attenders  
When researchers called on a school, 

they asked permission of the school 

manager to visit each classroom and 

count the numbers of boys and girls 

physically present in each class. The 

reason for doing this was primarily to 

seek some corroboration of the 

registration/enrolment proportion for 

each management type, as given 

above. In other country contexts there 

have been fears that some school 

types systematically exaggerate their pupil numbers, a fear also expressed by MEST for Sierra 

Leone. However, more than this corroboration was not sought, e.g., in deciding what real 

enrolment actually was in different school types. The research was conducted over a period of a 

whole week, rather than on an individual day, so we cannot rule out easily explicable differences 

in attendance on particular days for reasons of weather or religious festivals, for instance. 

Moreover, we do not know what a reasonable absenteeism rate would be in the schools, 

particularly in poorer areas, so no legitimate way of adjusting attendance to reflect genuine 

enrolment.  Those caveats notwithstanding, the results gained do suggest confidence in the 

enrolment proportions reported earlier.  

Checking enrolment proportions 

There were 950 schools for which we have both enrolment (registration) and attendance data. 

For these 950 schools only, the numbers and percentages in each school type are shown in 

Table 9. We can also use the categorisations of for profit and non-profit (Table 10). The figures 

look somewhat similar. For instance, for registered schools, 17 percent of students were in 

government schools, and we found the same proportion when counting attendance. Similarly, 

regarding registration, private for profit schools had nearly 17 percent of all students, while for 

attendance the figure was 17.5 percent.  

The conclusion is that we can feel fairly confident that the enrolment proportions given in Table 

1 roughly reflect the reality on the ground; that is, no management type of school is 

exaggerating their enrolment to any large degree, or all are doing so to roughly the same extent.   
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Table 9 Comparing attendance and registration, by school management type 

  Pupils Schools Mean school 
size 

% of pupils 
 R

eg
is

te
re

d
 

Private Proprietor 40,702 313 130.0 16.8% 

NGO 9,056 32 283.0 3.7% 

Community 31,851 124 256.9 13.2% 

Independent Church 18,583 106 175.3 7.7% 

Established Church 56,111 157 357.4 23.2% 

Mosque 44,647 122 366.0 18.4% 

Government 30,959 62 499.3 12.8% 

REC (Government) 10,210 34 300.3 4.2% 

Total 242,119 950 254.9 100.0% 

 A
tt

en
d

in
g 

Private Proprietor 34,670 313 110.8 17.5% 

NGO 7,427 32 232.1 3.7% 

Community 25,669 124 207.0 12.9% 

Independent Church 15,172 106 143.1 7.7% 

Established Church 45,577 157 290.3 23.0% 

Mosque 36,400 122 298.4 18.4% 

Government 25,870 62 417.3 13.0% 

REC (Government) 7,507 34 220.8 3.8% 

Total 198,292 950 208.7 100.0% 

 

Table 10 Comparing registered and attending, by for profit and non-profit  

  Pupils Schools Mean school 

size 

% of pupils 

 R
eg

is
te

re
d

 Private for Profit 40,702 313 130.0 16.8% 

Private Non-Profit 160,248 541 296.2 66.2% 

Government 41,169 96 428.8 17.0% 

Total 242,119 950 254.9 100.0% 

 A
tt

en
d

in
g 

Private for Profit 34,670 313 110.8 17.5% 

Private Non-Profit 130,245 541 240.7 65.7% 

Government 33,377 96 347.7 16.8% 

Total 198,292 950 208.7 100.0% 

 

Varying absenteeism rates 

The figures on attendance have proved useful in corroborating the enrolment proportions. 

However, they have another useful purpose: they can provide a tentative answer to the 

question, ‘Do different school management types have different rates of absenteeism?’  Figure 7 



 

 

19 Private Primary Education in Western Area, Sierra Leone 

September 2013 

shows that the lowest absenteeism rate on the day the researcher visited the school was in the 

private proprietor schools, while the highest was in the rural government (REC) schools. Looking 

at only three categories, Table 11 shows that overall the non-profit private and government 

schools have the same levels of absenteeism (18.5 and 18.6 percent respectively), considerably 

higher than the for profit private (14.8 percent).  

 

Figure 7 Varying absenteeism rates by school management type 

 

 

Table 11 Varying absenteeism rates by management categories 

 Registered Attending Percentage Absent 

Private For Profit 40,710 34,670 14.8% 

Private Non-Profit 159,904 130,245 18.5% 

Government 41,027 33377 18.6% 

Total 241,641 198,292 17.9% 

Note: Only those 950 schools with enrolment and attendance data included 

 

MEST’s validation process 

In the section above it is implicitly assumed that absentee rates of 15 to 19 percent may not be 

unreasonable, especially in some of the poorer communities in Western Area. However, MEST’s 

assumption may have been slightly different. The report notes: “As had happened in the past, 

many heads of schools inflated the enrolment data they submitted for the 2010 national school 

census. Some of the inflation was spotted and corrective measures taken during the data 

collection stage but many more only came to light at the time of the preliminary analysis of the 
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data.” (MEST, 2012, p. 25). This time, in early 2011, “the decision was taken … to carry out a 

field validation exercise. Such was the scale of the inflation that the validation exercise had to be 

large scale, involving a minimum of 15% of schools at all levels in all council areas. A stratified 

representative sample of schools from all local council areas was taken and their enrolment 

validated in terms of their true enrolment numbers in November 2010.” (p. 25). Moreover, “The 

validation exercise involved experienced staff from MEST and Statistics Sierra Leone visiting 

sampled schools and relying not only on the class registers for attendance at the time of the 

census and statements from the heads of schools but also doing some random physical checks 

as well as asking students about recollections of how many had left and/or arrived in the class 

since November 2010.” (p. 25, emphasis added).  This “validated data” was then extrapolated to 

schools at large, “to arrive at the revised enrolment numbers” given in the report (p. 25). In 

other words, this validation process appeared somewhat similar to the physical checks on 

attendance that we carried out in the schools (except we aimed to conduct these in 100 percent 

of the schools).  As it happens, the overall figure of around 200,000 children in primary 

education that MEST estimated after correcting for this validation process is more or less 

identical to the figure we obtained when counting actual attendance.  

Gender and absenteeism 

Earlier we showed that there were more girls than boys across all grades of schooling and all 

management types (except REC government), indicating that there was not a problem with girls’ 

enrolment, including in private schools. Moreover, using the figures obtained by counting 

children in each school (with the caveats noted above about this taking place over a week 

period rather than a single day), it seems in general that girls are not absent more than boys, so 

this is also not where any possible gender problem arises.  

Looking at all schools, Figure 8 shows attendance on the day of the visit across all primary 

classes. In each case, there were more girls present than boys. But as we’ve seen there are more 

girls than boys in each class, so what about the percentage of absentees? Figure 9 shows the 

percentage, by class, of girls and boys absent out of the total for each gender enrolled. Overall, 

boys are more frequently absent than girls, although in class 5 only, a higher percentage of girls 

is absent, while in class 6 the proportions are equal.  
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Figure 8 Attendance in schools by class and gender 

 

Figure 9 Absenteeism by level and gender 

 

Do the same levels of absenteeism persist across different school types? In fact, there are 

differences between management categories. Looking at the three categories of school 

management, in government schools the proportion of girls absent is higher than that of boys, 

with the difference most marked in higher classes (Figure 10). Conversely, in private for profit 

schools, overall the proportion of girls absent (14.4 percent) is the lowest of all, slightly lower 

than that of boys in for profit schools (14.9 percent) and considerably lower than the proportion 

of girls from government schools (19.4 percent).  In primary 1 and 6, however, a higher 

percentage of girls than boys were absent on the day of inspection (Figure 11).  (Non-profit 

private schools featured between these two extremes).  
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Figure 10 Percentage absence in government schools, by gender and class 

 

 

Figure 11 Percentage absence in private for profit schools, by gender and class 
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5. Fees  
During the first phase of the research, the researchers 

totalled up the total annual fees to parents by asking 

school managers questions about different types of costs, 

such as termly school fees, registration fees, development 

or building levies, sports fees, PTA fees, exam fees, report 

card fees, and graduation levies. (Likewise, in the second 

phase we asked the same of parents of primary 4 children, 

and triangulated the responses, bearing in mind that the 

second phase took place the following school year). 

Officially there are no “fees” for pupils at government or 

assisted primary schools, but we probed about any 

“charges” or “levies” required of parents, and included 

these in the same calculation as if they were fees.  

We see that government assistance has a large impact on the fees charged in the different 

management types, with government assistance dramatically lowering the fees charged (Table 

12 and Figure 12).  

Overall, the highest annual median fees (including all costs and levies) are in non-assisted 

private proprietor schools, ($43.02), followed by independent churches ($33.95) and established 

churches ($25.70). At the lower end, non-assisted community schools charge $15.12 per year, 

mosque schools only $8.14, and NGO schools $3.98.  

Assisted schools are dramatically less expensive. No type of assisted school has median annual 

fees above $5 per year (the highest are those run by private proprietors at $4.65 per annum. 

Government schools have median levies of $2.56 per annum.  

Table 12 Annual school fees by school management type and government assistance 

Gov. 

assisted? 

Management type No. of 

schools 

Median 

Fees 

(SLL) 

Median 

Fees (US 

$) 

Mean 

Fees 

(SLL) 

Mean 

Fees (US 

$) 

St. Dev. 

of Fees 

(SLL) 

St. Dev. 

of Fees 

(US $) 

No Private Proprietor 255 185,000 $43.02 266,751 $62.04 228,908 $53.23 

 NGO 11 17,100 $3.98 68,918 $16.03 132,417 $30.79 

 Community 57 65,000 $15.12 85,965 $19.99 77,736 $18.08 

 Independent Church 64 146,000 $33.95 184,047 $42.80 178,950 $41.62 

 Established Church 48 110,500 $25.70 155,242 $36.10 162,683 $37.83 

 Mosque 22 35,000 $8.14 102,809 $23.91 126,430 $29.40 

 Total 457 135,000 $31.40 207,821 $48.33 208,227 $48.42 
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Gov. 

assisted? 

Management type 

 

No. of 

schools 

Median 

Fees 

(SLL) 

Median 

Fees (US 

$) 

Mean 

Fees 

(SLL) 

Mean 

Fees (US 

$) 

St. Dev. 

of Fees 

(SLL) 

St. Dev. 

of Fees 

(US $) 

Yes  Private Proprietor 21 20,000 $4.65 81,476 $18.95 109,279 $25.41 

 NGO 15 15,000 $3.49 20,467 $4.76 22,516 $5.24 

 Community 46 14,050 $3.27 25,785 $6.00 36,078 $8.39 

 Independent Church 23 20,000 $4.65 45,178 $10.51 51,173 $11.90 

 Established Church 76 15,000 $3.49 32,691 $7.60 53,451 $12.43 

 Mosque 72 10,000 $2.33 17,114 $3.98 24,655 $5.73 

 Government 40 11,000 $2.56 23,050 $5.36 35,728 $8.31 

 REC (Government) 29 10,000 $2.33 10,448 $2.43 12,252 $2.85 

 Total 322 13,000 $3.02 28,524 $6.63 48,706 $11.33 

 

Figure 12 Median primary 4 annual school fees, by management type and assistance 

 

Further indication of the impact of government assistance is seen when comparing median fees 

across classes for assisted schools (Figure 13). Where government assistance does not apply, 

i.e., in nursery and junior high school classes, the fees are around five or six times higher than 

those for assisted classes.  

It is also interesting to note that, in non-assisted schools, there is a fall in fees from the final year 

of nursery to first year of primary school (Figure 14). This may reflect the different competition 
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that occurs at nursery, where fees are generally high (and no schools receive assistance) and at 

primary level, where non-assisted schools are competing with “free” assisted schools.  

Figure 13 Median total fees, assisted schools only, by class 

. 

Figure 14 Median total fees, assisted and non-assisted schools, by class 
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6.  Affordability 
Children in Western Area are predominantly using 

private schools. But how affordable are these 

private schools, particularly to poor families?  The 

phenomenon of “low-cost” or “low-fee” private 

schools is often now a focus of discussion (see 

e.g., Srivastava 2013). However, there is no 

agreed definition on what this means, and some 

dispute about whether “low cost” really does 

mean affordable to the poor (see e.g., Härmä, 

2009, 2010).  In this section we offer a definition 

of “low-cost” (and other categories) of private 

schools precisely in terms of their affordability to 

the poor.  

Defining “Low-cost” private schools 

To explore affordability, first we use the standard poverty line income of $1.25 per person per 

day, (at 2005 exchange rate and purchasing power parity, PPP).  Converted to Leones in 2011 

(when the first phase of the research was conducted) this is SLL 3,736.4 per person per day (see 

the first rows of Table 13 for this calculation). In Western Area, an average household has eight 

members, four of whom are school aged children. If this family is living on the poverty line of 

$1.25 per person per day, then their daily income will be SLL 29,891 (i.e., 3736.4 × 8). Their 

yearly income will be SLL 10,910,288 (Table 13).  

It has been suggested that a maximum of around 10 percent of family income of the poor could 

or should be spent on school fees (Lewin, 2007), a figure that we will use in our calculation here. 

That is, if total schooling costs for all of a family’s children come to around 10 percent of total 

family income, then this will be considered affordable for that family.  

For a family on the poverty line in Sierra Leone, 10 percent of SLL 10,910,288 is SLL 1,091,029. 

This amount is available for total school fees for the four children. That is, SLL 272,000 is 

available for total school fees for each child per year. (See the lower part of Table 13 for this and 

the next set of calculations).  

Hence, schools charging SLL 272,000 for total fees, we’ll define as “lowest cost” private schools. 

They are affordable by families on the poverty line. Many private schools charge lower than this 

and so these are affordable by families below the poverty line.  

Similarly, for a family living on $2.00 per person per day (PPP, 2005 exchange rate), still 

considered poor by the international development community, then the corresponding 

calculation gives an amount of SLL 436,000 for annual fees. We’ll define schools at that level as 

“low cost” private schools.  
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Finally, at the “middle class” level of $4.00 per person per day (PPP, 2005 exchange rate), the 

amount is SLL 870,000. Hence schools between SLL 436,000 and SLL 870,000 we define as 

“medium cost” private schools, while those with total fees above SLL 870,000 per annum we 

define as “high cost” private schools.  

 

To summarise:  

 “lowest cost” private schools are defined as those schools affordable by families on or 

below the $1.25 poverty line 

 “low cost” are those schools affordable by families earning up to the $2.00 poverty line 

 “medium cost” are those affordable to families up to the middle class $4.00 per person 

per day.  

 “high cost” private schools are those affordable only by families of above middle class 

incomes.  

 

Table 13 Calculations for low-cost private schools 

  PPP per day PPP per year  

US$ $1.25 $2.00 $4.00 $456.25 $730.00 $1,460.00  

SLL 3736.40 5978.24 11956.48 1,363,786 2,182,058 4,364,115  

 

 
  

Total 
fees per 
annum 
(SLL) 
per 
child 

Total 
family 
income 
($1.25 
PPP) 

% family 
income 
($1.25 
PPP) for 
four 
children 
in school 

Total 
family 
income ($2 
PPP) 

% family 
income 
$2 PPP 
for four 
children 
in school 

Total 
family 
income ($4 
PPP) 

% family 
income 
$4 PPP 
for four 
children 
in school 

Lowest cost 272000 10,910,288 10.0%         

Low cost 436000     17,456,461 10.0%     

Medium cost 870000         34,912,922 10.0% 

Family with 8 members, 4 in school 

 

Using these definitions, we see overall that the vast majority (84.5 percent) of schools found is 

lowest cost, with around 8 percent low cost, 7 percent medium cost and less than one percent 

high cost (Table 14, bottom row).  Not unexpectedly, all government schools are lowest cost, 

and the vast majority of non-profit (94 percent) are lowest cost. Regarding for profit schools, 66 

percent are lowest cost, 15 percent low cost, 18 percent medium cost and less than two percent 

high cost.  Recall only 10 percent of for profit private schools are assisted by government, all of 

which are lowest cost. This means that concerning for profit schools, 56 percent are lowest cost 

and not assisted by government. 
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Disappointingly, a large number of schools (185) did not give us this information; this was 

proportionately higher in the non-profit than for profit schools. Table 15 shows the percentage 

of children and schools in each management type, by cost category. This shows 91 percent of all 

children are in the lowest cost school category, with 4 percent each in low and medium cost 

schools, and less than one percent of children in high cost schools. Looking at management 

categories, 13 percent of all children are in lowest cost for profit schools, compared to 63 

percent in lowest cost non-profit, and 15 percent in (lowest cost) government schools. Only 4 

percent of all children are in low-cost schools, 4.2 percent in medium cost and less than 1 

percent in high cost schools.  

Table 14 Schools by cost and management categories 

  Lowest 
Cost 

Low 
Cost 

Medium 
Cost 

High Cost Total 

Private for Profit Number 182 41 49 5 277 

 %  65.7% 14.8% 17.7% 1.8% 100.0% 

Private Non-Profit Number 409 18 7 1 435 

 %  94.0% 4.1% 1.6% 0.2% 100.0% 

Government Number 70 0 0 0 70 

 %  100.0% 0.0% 0.0% 0.0% 100.0% 

Total Number 661 59 56 6 782 

 %  84.5% 7.5% 7.2% 0.8% 100.0% 
Note: Data missing from 185 schools 
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Table 15 Fee bands and management type: pupils and schools 

School Fee 
Band 

Management 
Type 

Number 
of 
children 

Number 
of 
schools 

Mean 
size of 
school 

Std. 
Deviation 

% of 
children 

% of 
schools 

Lowest Cost Private for 
Profit 

23,916 182 131.41 125.28 12.6% 23.3% 

 Private Non-
Profit 

119,693 408 293.37 237.674 63.0% 52.2% 

 Government 29,256 70 417.94 310.706 15.4% 9.0% 

 Total 172,865 660 261.92 239.183 91.0% 84.5% 

Low Cost Private for 
Profit 

4,903 41 119.59 81.831 2.6% 5.2% 

 Private Non-
Profit 

2,633 18 146.28 111.199 1.4% 2.3% 

 Total 7,536 59 127.73 91.63 4.0% 7.6% 

Medium 
Cost 

Private for 
Profit 

6,397 49 130.55 84.468 3.4% 6.3% 

 Private Non-
Profit 

1,625 7 232.14 162.887 0.9% 0.9% 

 Total 8,022 56 143.25 101.344 4.2% 7.2% 

High Cost Private for 
Profit 

1,134 5 226.8 117.965 0.6% 0.6% 

 Private Non-
Profit 

308 1 308  0.2% 0.1% 

 Total 1,442 6 240.33 110.596 0.8% 0.8% 

Total Private for 
Profit 

36,350 277 131.23 113.541 19.1% 35.5% 

 Private Non-
Profit 

124,259 434 286.31 234.224 65.4% 55.6% 

 Government 29,256 70 417.94 310.706 15.4% 9.0% 

 Total 189,865 781 243.1 227.559 100.0% 100.0% 
Note: Data missing from 186 schools 

 

Gender and affordability  

There is no evidence that parents choose lower (or indeed higher) cost schools for their girls. 

Table 16 shows the proportion of girls in all schools. In each case, the percentage of girls is 

between 50 to 51 percent. A Chi squared test indicates that there is no evidence that there are 

different proportions of boys and girls in the different fee bands. (χ2 = 5.2 with 3 degrees of 

freedom gives a p value of 0.16, well above the significance level of 0.05). 
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Table 16 Gender and affordability  

Numbers of Boys and Girls in different Fee Bands. 

 
Boys Girls Total % Girls 

Lowest Cost 84,467 88,395 172,862 51.14% 

Low Cost 3,781 3,755 7,536 49.83% 

Medium Cost 3,905 4,036 7,941 50.82% 

High Cost 710 732 1,442 50.76% 

Total 92,863 96,918 189,781 51.07% 

 

Pupil-teacher ratio and affordability 

How well are different types of schools staffed? Dividing the number of pupils in the whole 

school by the number of teachers gives a crude indication of pupil-teacher ratio. Table 17 shows 

in general that private proprietor (private for profit) schools have the lowest pupil-teacher ratio 

– overall of 20.6:1 – compared to 34.4:1 in government schools and 32.3:1 in established church 

schools. This is still true when cost bands of schools are investigated: for the lowest cost private 

for profit schools, the pupil-teacher ratio is 23.0:1, compared to 34.4:1 for (lowest cost) 

government schools. 

Something else interesting emerges when looking at pupil-teacher ratios (Figure 18). It will be 

observed that when private schools are assisted by government, their pupil-teacher ratio 

becomes much closer to government schools, and away from the ratio in private schools. For 

instance, a lowest cost, for profit private school has mean pupil-teacher ratio of 21.2:1, jumping 

to 30.4:1 if it is assisted, very similar to the 34:4 ratio for government schools. Non-profits move 

even closer to the government ratio. It is hard to explain why this should be the case.  
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Table 17 Pupil-teacher ratio by management type and cost 

  Pupils Number 
of 
schools 

Teachers Pupils 
per 
teacher 

Lowest Cost Private Proprietor 32919 182 1430 23.0 

 NGO 8088 25 273 29.6 

 Community 30409 101 916 33.2 

 Local Independent 
Church 

16253 76 666 24.4 

 Established Church 45583 115 1381 33.0 

 Mosque 33999 92 1162 29.3 

 Government 32161 70 934 34.4 

 Total 199412 661 6761 29.5 

Low Cost Private Proprietor 7928 41 430 18.4 

 Community 245 2 19 12.9 

 Local Independent 
Church 

1365 8 83 16.4 

 Established Church 2117 7 85 24.9 

 Mosque 124 1 6 20.7 

 Total 11779 59 624 18.9 

Medium Cost Private Proprietor 10148 49 591 17.2 

 NGO 281 1 10 28.1 

 Local Independent 
Church 

917 3 36 25.5 

 Established Church 837 2 38 22.0 

 Mosque 100 1 8 12.5 

 Total 12283 56 683 18.0 

High Cost Private Proprietor 1764 5 107 16.5 

 Local Independent 
Church 

432 1 32 13.5 

 Total 2196 6 139 15.8 

Total Private Proprietor 52759 277 2562 20.6 

 NGO 8369 26 283 29.6 

 Community 30654 103 935 32.8 

 Local Independent 
Church 

18967 88 817 23.2 

 Established Church 48537 124 1504 32.3 

 Mosque 34223 94 1176 29.1 

 Government 32161 70 934 34.4 

 Total 225670 782 8210 27.5 
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Table 18 Pupil teacher ratio, lowest cost schools 

School Fee 
Band 

Assisted Management type Pupils Teachers Pupils per 
teacher 

Lowest Cost No Private for Profit 24643 1161 21.2 

Private Non-Profit 36240 1363 26.6 

Total 60883 2524 24.1 

Yes Private for Profit 8276 273 30.4 

Private Non-Profit 98092 3032 32.4 

Government 32161 934 34.4 

 Total 138529 4238 32.7 
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7.  An educational peace dividend? 
We were interested in when each school was 

established, especially to explore the number of 

schools of each management type that have 

been created after the civil war ended. We asked 

managers for date of establishment of their 

school.  At least one school has been established 

each year since 1970, with increasing numbers 

over the two decades.  

Given these different rates of growth, we have 

tried (Figure 17) to predict likely school numbers 

if these rates continued.  One way of finding a 

line of “best fit” gives the scenario where NGO, 

government and mosque schools maintain their 

steady linear increase, while church and private proprietor schools continue to demonstrate 

accelerating growth. If this kind of growth was continued, then we may arrive at the figures in 

Table 19 by 2015 (using the size of school found in our study as the estimate). The largest 

proportion of children will still be in church schools (35 percent). However the second largest 

proportion will be in private proprietor schools (22 percent). 

Figure 15 shows the cumulative number of schools since 1990, and indicates the year that the 

civil war ended. Since the civil war ended in 2002, we can see that the number of schools has 

doubled.  

More usefully, we can disaggregate the different school management types, as in Figure 16. 

Here we see how the various management types have established different numbers of schools 

over the last few decades:  

 The number of NGO schools is relatively small and their rate of growth is also slow. 

 Government schools show a slow but steady growth, averaging about 1.5 new schools 

per year over the last 20 years.  

 Mosques and church schools also show steady growth, at about four and 10 new 

schools per year respectively.   

 Private proprietor schools show the fastest growth, with a growth rate that has 

increased over the last two decades from about three per year in the early 1990s to 

more than 20 per year over each of the last seven years.  

Overall, (not taking into account schools that may have closed during this period), the number of 

private proprietor schools has grown by 1,250 percent since 1990. It is also the case that while 

private proprietor schools were increasing in numbers before the civil war ended, the rate of 

increase accelerates after 2002 (Figure 16). This may indeed be part of the peace dividend, the 

growth of social entrepreneurs desiring to help educate the new citizens of Sierra Leone. 
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Given these different rates of growth, we have tried (Figure 17) to predict likely school numbers 

if these rates continued.  One way of finding a line of “best fit” gives the scenario where NGO, 

government and mosque schools maintain their steady linear increase, while church and private 

proprietor schools continue to demonstrate accelerating growth. If this kind of growth was 

continued, then we may arrive at the figures in Table 19 by 2015 (using the size of school found 

in our study as the estimate). The largest proportion of children will still be in church schools (35 

percent). However the second largest proportion will be in private proprietor schools (22 

percent). 

Figure 15 Cumulative number of schools by date of establishment 
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Figure 16 Cumulative number schools, by establishment date and management type 

 

 

 

Table 19 Predicted schools and pupils, by management type, in 2015 

 Number of 
schools 

% of 
schools 

Estimate 
pupils per 
school 

Total 
pupils 

% pupils 

Private proprietor 440 41.7% 131.45 57,838 21.8% 

Church 330 31.3% 283.53 93,564 35.2% 

Mosque 145 13.7% 363.09 52,648 19.8% 

Government 100 9.5% 499.34 49,934 18.8% 

NGO 40 3.8% 288.85 11,554 4.4% 

Total 1055 100.0%  265,538 100.0% 
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Figure 17 Project school numbers for 2015, by management type 

 

Government assistance and year of establishment 
We classify schools that were established after 2000 as “new” while those established prior to 

2000 as “old” schools. Around 60 percent of the schools are “new” (Table 20, bottom row). 

Analysis shows that “new” schools are far less likely to receive government assistance than 

those established prior to 2000.  Only one third of schools that are government assisted were 

established after 2000. Conversely, four fifths of schools that are not government assisted were 

established after 2000. There seem to be various possible reasons why this should be the case. 

Newer schools may want assistance, but have not yet managed to apply for and/or receive the 

assistance that they desire. Or assistance may not be so forthcoming from the government for 

new schools. Finally, it may be that school managers who have created new schools are not 

looking for government involvement in their schools. Some school managers explained to us 

how difficult it was getting new teachers on to existing government assistance schemes, 

pointing to unofficial payments that had to be paid to facilitate this. They suggested that starting 

from scratch and getting a new school to receive assistance would be much harder.  

Table 20 Government assistance and new and old schools 

Government Assisted Pre-2000 Post-2000 Total 

Yes Number 288 137 425 

% 67.8% 32.2% 100.0% 

No Number 98 420 518 

% 18.9% 81.1% 100.0% 

Total Number 386 557 943 

% 40.9% 59.1% 100.0% 
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8.  Seven steps to comparisons 
The second phase of the research set out to 

compare academic standards in the different school 

management types, and to make some comparisons 

concerning cost-effectiveness.  This phase required 

seven major steps:  

First, we needed to decide which schools to examine 

and which grade of primary schooling. We wanted to 

choose as high a primary grade as possible, so that 

children would be old enough to be able to answer 

simple questions about their home-life, to help elicit 

background information for the analysis. But we 

didn’t want too high a grade, as this would eliminate 

many of the newer schools that seemed to be 

emerging and building themselves one grade at a 

time. We chose primary 4 as a suitable compromise.  

We wanted to compare achievement in the different types of school management that we’d 

found in the first phase of the research. Rather than taking all eight management types, we 

compromised by focusing on the three broad categories of for profit private, non-profit private 

and government.   

Second, we needed a sample of children.  We selected a random sample of schools from within 

each of these categories from our larger ‘population’ obtained in the first phase of the research. 

We were aiming for roughly equal numbers of children in each category, so used the number of 

children predicted in class primary 4 to determine how many schools we needed; as 

government schools were typically larger than other types, this meant fewer government 

schools were selected. To avoid skewing the data towards larger schools, we restricted 

ourselves to a maximum of thirty children in primary 4 from each of these randomly selected 

schools. If there were more than thirty children, then the required number was randomly 

selected using a counting method from the school register (aiming for equal boys and girls and 

suitably adapted if there were more than one primary 4 class).  

The randomly selected schools were approached before the research began and asked if they 

were willing to have two researchers in their school for one whole day to conduct tests and 

questionnaires. If a school refused, then a further randomly selected school was used as a 

substitute.  

Third, we needed data on children’s academic achievement that would be easy enough to 

administer, relevant to the curricular context, and reliable enough for our analysis.  After 

discussions with teachers and education experts in Freetown, we chose, for English, 

standardised individual reading and group spelling tests developed by GL Assessment (formerly 

NFER-Nelson). For mathematics we used a standardised GMADE (Group Mathematics 
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Assessment and Diagnostic Evaluation) test. We also needed a proxy for prior attainment, so 

chose the Non-Verbal Reasoning (NVR) test developed by GL Assessment.  

Fourth, we needed data on background variables that other research had suggested might be 

significant for achievement.  These were collected through the following questionnaires that 

were designed and modified by the teams in Newcastle and Freetown. (In each case, as 

throughout the research, all respondents were guaranteed anonymity, and other ethical 

procedures mandated by Newcastle University were followed): 

 Pupil questionnaires – these were given to the whole class after they had done the tests, 

with researchers explaining every question to the children, and helping children where 

appropriate. This was often done on a one-to-one basis. The questionnaires explored 

basic facts about the child and their family background.  

 Family questionnaires – again these were explained to students, who were asked to take 

them home to give to their parents or guardians, and if necessary to seek help from 

older siblings or other relatives.  These questionnaires were very brief, asking mainly 

about parental education levels and employment and used multi-choice answers.  The 

children were asked to return their questionnaires the next day to one of the 

researchers, who would reward the return with a small gift.  

 Teacher questionnaires – the primary 4 class teacher(s) were given questionnaires 

exploring their experience, education and training levels and other basic facts about the 

class and learning equipment availability. It also asked about their salaries. (We already 

had data from the school level which we had gained during component 1 of the 

research. If the school had subject- rather than class-teachers at primary 4, researchers 

would select the English teacher).  

 School information – we gave follow-up questions to the researchers and/or supervisors 

where clarification was needed for items raised in the school questionnaire from the 

first phase. 

Fifth, a team of 50 researchers (mainly the same as had taken part in component 1) and the 

same five supervisors were trained over a two-day period. It was a complex procedure – the 

reading tests required assessing children individually, while other tests were done in groups. 

Questionnaires were also administered to the whole class, while one member of the team had 

to pick up family questionnaires the next morning and give out gifts, before moving on to the 

next school. The testing took place over a six day period. At the end of each day in the schools, 

the researchers returned to ‘base camp’ with completed tests and questionnaires (including 

family questionnaires from the previous day) for checking.  

Sixth, data from the tests and questionnaires were entered into Excel by a data entry team at 

the People’s Educational Association offices. (The spelling tests were marked, but the Maths and 

NVR Tests were ‘automatically’ marked by the software, so no markers were needed).  

Finally, seventh, data were analysed in Newcastle. Data were transferred to SPSS for cleaning 

and preparatory work, including factor analysis and creating descriptive statistics. During this 
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time there was frequent back and forth between Newcastle and Freetown to clarify any issues 

that arose, usually by checking inconsistencies against the actual questionnaires or test papers. 

Data were then transferred to MLwiN for multilevel modelling analysis.  

These seven steps were planned to follow fairly soon after the research for component 1 

reported in the earlier chapters. However, having completed the first three steps and prepared 

the questionnaires, we were advised against and eventually not permitted to actually carry out 

the research process (steps four and five) during the election year of 2012. The final steps were 

thus carried out at the beginning of 2013.  
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9.  The sample  
Table 21 shows the number of schools and pupils in 

primary 4 selected for this phase of the research. As 

noted, we were seeking roughly equal numbers of 

children in each management category, and on the basis 

of the predicted numbers in primary 4, selected fewer 

government schools. However, in the end we had fewer 

government school children than planned, for two 

reasons. First, there was higher absenteeism in the 

government schools than private – we hadn’t analysed 

the component 1 data before conducting the research, 

so had not allowed for this eventuality. Second, a small 

number of the schools randomly selected as belonging to 

the government category turned out, once we had time 

for more detailed due diligence during this second 

research phase, to be government-assisted schools 

under non-profit private management.  

In total there were 139 schools in the sample, 53 for profit, 52 non-profit and 34 government. A 

total of 3,129 children were tested, a third in for profit schools, just over a third in non-profit 

and just under a third in government schools. The number of children tested in each 

management category was adequate to conduct the required statistical analysis. The 50 

researchers, working in 25 pairs were able to cover most of the 138 schools in five days, with a 

few teams continuing into a sixth day.  

Table 21 Schools and pupils in component 2 

  Number of 
schools 

Number 
of Pupils 

% schools 
in sample 

% pupils in 
sample 

% of schools in 
Western Area 

For Profit 53 1014 38.1% 32.4% 16.7% 

Non-Profit 52 1247 37.4% 39.9% 9.4% 

Government 34 868 24.4% 27.7% 34.0% 

Total 139 3129 100.0% 100.0% 14.3% 

 

As noted earlier, government involvement with education is more than providing government 

schools, so an important variable to consider was whether or not schools were in receipt of 

government assistance.  However, the question of government assistance was proving a vexed 

question that required further investigation in many schools, and the exigencies of research 

timing meant that they we had to create  the sample before we had fully resolved this issue. In 

any case, in theory it seemed that a systematic sample from each of the two private categories 

(for profit, non-profit) would produce a sample of each that was representative of the 
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proportion of those which were assisted.  It turned out (Table 22) the proportion of assisted for 

profit schools that were eventually sampled was consistent with the proportion in the 

population, although the proportion of assisted non-profit schools was slightly higher in the 

sample than in the population.  

Table 22 Government assisted schools in the sample 

 For Profit Non-Profit 

Government Assisted 6 34 

Not Government Assisted 47 18 

Total 53 52 

% Assisted in Sample 11% 65% 

% Assisted in Component 1 10% 56% 
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10.  How would an average child perform 

in public and private schools?  
More detailed information on the statistical methods 

used and more technical results are given in Chapters 

10 to 13. In this section, we jump straight to a 

simplified way of presenting the results. The detailed 

analysis that follows this chapter enables us to 

predict what results identical same children would 

obtain if they were in different school types: 

Suppose we consider an “average” child from the 

total sample – that is, a child with the average (mean) 

characteristics for each of the variables. For instance, 

the child has the mean number of siblings, mean 

number of years of mother’s education, etc. The 

exception here is that we will look at boys and girls 

separately. The question we explore is: What would this average boy or girl score if they were 

educated in a government school, or in different categories of private school?  

In the results here, we look only at the lowest cost and low cost private schools (as defined in 

Chapter 5, and revisited below). There were very few medium and high cost private schools, and 

the small numbers made it difficult to find variables which were statistically significant. In any 

case, the results showed that the more expensive the private school the better its results, and 

we doubt if many readers will have much difficulty in accepting this. However, what we are 

most interested in is how lower cost private schools compared with government schools. It is 

these schools which are serving lower income families. It is these schools which will be of most 

interest in debates about whether or not private education is meeting the educational needs of 

the poor. Our analysis includes only these types of private schools. Moreover, in the lowest cost 

category there were sufficient numbers of both government assisted and not assisted schools 

for us to be able to make distinctions between these. It is also important to note that there were 

only two low cost, non-profit private schools. The results are included for the sake of 

completeness, but caution must be taken when interpreting results concerning these schools. 

English – reading 

First, how would our average boy or girl achieve in reading? Table 23 shows the results. In a 

government school, a boy would achieve 15.5 percent, while a girl would achieve 10.8 percent. 

In a low-cost private school (accessible to poor families), the boy’s result would nearly double, to 

29.8 percent in for profit or 30.8 percent in a non-profit, while the girl’s result would nearly 

triple, to 30.2 percent in for profit or 29.0 percent in a non-profit.   

In the lowest cost private school, accessible to very poor families, the achievement would also 

be significantly higher than in government schools. But it is also significantly higher in schools 

that are not government assisted than in those which are. For girls, their results would double if 
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they were in a not government assisted lowest cost private schools. In an assisted private 

school, their results would certainly be better than in a government school, but lower than in 

the non-assisted. The same is true for boys.  

Figure 18 shows the same results graphically (this time using standardised scores), put in the 

order of how well girls are doing in each management and cost category.  

It might be observed that, while better than in government schools, predicted scores for private 

schools are still very low. This could be countered by saying that the incentives for private 

schools to further improve are very real, whereas they might not be so readily available in the 

government schools. In any case, the reading results do show genuine differences in 

achievement that could make real differences in life chances: 

We can convert the children’s predicted scores into “reading ages” (Table 24).  These ‘ages’ are 

those calculated by the reading test publisher to show how an average child in England 

performs. The average age of a boy in our sample is 10 years 7 months, while for a girl it is 10 

years 5 months. It is not unexpected that they would be reading at a lower level than their 

English counterparts, whose first language would be predominantly English (although our guess 

is that the level of reading required for the school curriculum is probably much higher than the 

level the children are actually at). However, it is important to note that a girl in a low-cost 

private school would be reading fully one and a quarter years ahead of the same girl if she had 

been schooled in a government school.  

Even the differences in the lowest cost private schools are likely to make a real difference in life 

chances – and, importantly, the ability to understand the curriculum as it progressively gets 

harder. A girl in an unassisted lowest cost private school would be three-quarters of a year 

ahead of the same girl in a government school. If she was in an assisted lowest cost private 

school, the difference would be reduced to half a year (or profit) and a quarter of a year (non-

profit).  

Table 23 Predicted reading scores (%), by management categories, gender and cost 

   Boys Girls % 

advantage 

over gov’t. 

school 

(boys) 

% 

advantage 

over gov’t. 

school 

(girls) 

Government   15.5% 10.8% 0% 0% 

Lowest Cost Not Assisted For profit 24.3% 21.8% 57% 102% 

  Non-profit 25.5% 20.8% 65% 92% 

 Assisted For profit 21% 17.3% 35% 60% 

  Non-profit 20.5% 14.8% 32% 37% 

Low Cost  For profit 29.8% 30.2% 92% 178% 

  Non-profit 30.8% 29.0% 99% 168% 
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Table 24 Predicted reading ages, by management categories and cost 

 Boys Girls 

Government 5¾ 5¼ 

Lowest Cost 

Not Assisted 
For profit 6¼ 6 

Non-profit 6¼ 6 

Assisted 
For profit 6 5¾ 

Non-profit 6 5½ 

Low Cost 
For profit 6½ 6½ 

Non-profit 6½ 6½ 

 

Figure 18 Predicted standardised reading scores, management categories, by gender and cost  

 

 

English – spelling  

How would the average boy or girl achieve in spelling? Table 25 gives the results. An average girl 

would more than double her score if she was in a low-cost private school than if she was in a 

government school. An average boy would nearly double his score. Even in the lowest cost 

private schools, an average girl would increase her score by 59 percent if she was in a for-profit 

non-assisted school compared to in a government school. Similarly, a boy in a lowest cost, for 

profit, non-assisted school would also increase his score by 49 percent over what he would gain 
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in a government school. Again, these differing results are likely to make real differences in life 

chances. Figure 19 shows the same data to illustrate the predicted achievement of boys and girls 

as they move away from government schools.  

 

Table 25 Predicted spelling scores (%), by management, cost and gender 

  Boys Girls % 
advantage 
over gov’t 
school 
(boys) 

% advantage 
over gov’t school 
(girls) 

Government 27.2 22.2 0% 0% 

Lowest Cost For profit assisted 37.2 32.1 37% 45% 

Non-profit assisted 37.1 29.2 36% 32% 

For profit 40.4 35.3 49% 59% 

Non-profit 40.3 32.4 48% 46% 

Low Cost For profit 51.6 46.5 90% 109% 

Non-profit 51.4 43.6 89% 96% 

 

Figure 19 Predicted spelling scores (%), by management, cost and gender 
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Mathematics 

In mathematics, predicted results are closer, (but differences still statistically significant 

between government and for profit private schools).  A girl would achieve nearly 13 percentage 

points higher (a 31 percent advantage) in a low cost for-profit school than in a government 

school. Similarly, a boy would achieve a 29 percent advantage in a low cost for-profit school 

than a government school. Even in lowest cost private schools, boys and girls would achieve 

around a 15 percent advantage in these (Table 26 and Figure 20).   

 

Table 26 Predicted mathematics score (%), by management and gender 

    Boys Girls % 
advantage 
over gov. 
school 
(boys) 

% 
advantage 
over gov. 
school 
(girls) 

Government 42.4 39.8 0% 0% 

Lowest Cost For profit (assisted) 44.3 41.7 4% 5% 

Non-profit (assisted) 42.7 40.2 1% 1% 

For profit (not assisted) 48.4 45.8 14% 15% 

Non-profit (not assisted) 46.8 44.3 10% 11% 

Low Cost For profit 54.8 52.3 29% 31% 

Non-profit 47.3 44.8 12% 13% 

 

Figure 20 Mathematics % scores, by management, cost and gender 
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In general …  

For all three subjects, we can see the following:  

 Boys and girls are always predicted to do worse in government than private schools. 

 Boys and girls are generally predicted to do worse in assisted than non-assisted schools. 

 The predicted difference between for profit and non-profit private schools varies. 

Sometimes for profits are better (e.g., girls, reading; boys and girls, mathematics). Other 

times non-profits are better (e.g., boys, reading). Or sometimes there doesn’t appear to 

be much difference between them (e.g., spelling).  

 Boys typically are predicted to do better than girls. 

Later chapters give more detail concerning the statistical models used to derive them, and give 

further findings. But first, we need to give consideration of cost effectiveness and value for 

money. 
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11.  Cost effectiveness 
The previous chapters have suggested that low and 

lowest cost private schools in Western Area, Sierra 

Leone, may be more academically effective than the 

government schools serving similar populations. A 

typical challenge at this point may be to say that 

these schools are able to achieve better results 

because they are better resourced.  We obtained 

data from teachers themselves (in the teacher 

questionnaire) on what is the most significant 

element of school resourcing – teacher salaries.  

Table 27 and Figure 21 show the results.  

One result may be worth highlighting at the outset: 

Taking government school teacher salaries as the 

baseline, we see that only teachers in for profit, high 

cost private schools are paid as much! Teachers in 

every other school type are paid only a fraction of government salaries.  

Notice too that in general, at each level, teachers in for profit schools are paid higher than those 

in non-profit – the opposite may have been expected given criticisms about for profit education 

in the literature, where it is sometimes argued that such schools will always be acting to 

maximise their profits, so screw tightly down on their teacher salaries. (The only exception here 

is when the schools are government assisted, when on average, non-profits have higher teacher 

pay than for profits. However, this may be a function of the way the data was collected – not all 

teachers in government-assisted schools are paid by government, some are ‘private’ teachers. 

This figure then probably reflects that in non-profit schools, more teachers are paid by 

government than in for profit schools).  

In general, government assistance makes a huge impact on salaries. On average in government 

assisted schools teachers are paid much higher than in non-assisted schools. In the assisted 

lowest cost for profit schools, on average teachers are paid 74 percent of government teacher 

salaries, but in the same type of non-assisted school, on average they are paid 49 percent. 

Similarly, in the non-profit lowest cost private schools, government assistance means average 

teacher salary exactly doubles.  

Finally, in low cost private schools, teachers are paid only around half of what teachers are paid 

on average in the government schools, while even in medium and high cost (non-profit) private 

schools, teacher salaries are only four-fifths of those in government schools.  

Hence we can conclude that not only do low and lowest cost private schools appear to be more 

effective than government schools, they appear to be doing it for a fraction of the teacher salary 

costs. Moreover, for profit private schools have no additional resources available to the school. 

For government schools and some of the non-profit schools, there are also additional resources 
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available, such as those devoted to the government departments concerned with education. If 

these were added in, the achievement of private schools would seem even more pronounced.  

Table 27 Teacher salaries by management type 

 Number 
of 
teachers 
reporting 

Mean 
monthly 
salary 
(SLL) 

Std. 
Deviation 

Mean 
monthly 
salary 
(USD) 

Ratio of 
salary 
(gov. 
salary 
base) 

Government 34 443109.8 162982.2 $103.05 1.00 

Lowest Cost 
Assisted 

For Profit 6 326117.2 190162 $75.84 0.74 

Non-Profit 34 371203.1 199453.8 $86.33 0.84 

 

Lowest Cost 
Not-Assisted 

For Profit 34 217163.4 136555.5 $50.50 0.49 

Non-Profit 14 187907.4 139917.0 $43.70 0.42 

 

Low Cost For Profit 7 253978.8 137212.8 $59.06 0.57 

Non-Profit 3 193333.3 40414.52 $44.96 0.44 

 

Medium Cost For Profit  5 366430.3 141937.1 $85.22 0.83 

 

High Cost For Profit 1 500000 NA $116.28 1.13 

Non-Profit 1 347851.6 NA $80.90 0.79 

 

Figure 21 Mean primary 4 teacher salaries by management type 
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Is it possible to quantify this cost-effectiveness advantage? One simple approach, following the 

method of the LEAPS team, (Andrabi et al, 2007, para. 5.17), is as follows. We’ll look at value for 

money with regard to reading achievement (Table 28).   

We’ll need to take into account difference in class size between different school management 

types, to work out the per pupil cost of salary. Notice that in the sample schools, mean class size 

in the government schools was considerably higher than in the private schools (e.g., 47.4 in 

government, compared to 23.7 in the lowest cost for profit non-assisted schools). Notice also 

that mean class size in the assisted private schools is nearly that of the government schools.  

Using these figures, we can divide the mean monthly salary by the mean class size, to get ‘salary 

per pupil’. (In the LEAPS report the amount of salary it would have taken over three years to get 

pupils to this stage is used. It makes no difference to the calculations taking a monthly salary 

rather than three year salary).  Notice that because private schools have considerably smaller 

class sizes, their salary per pupil costs are higher than government for some types of private 

school (e.g., low cost for profit and non-profit). Given this, the findings below are even more 

remarkable.  

We take the percentage scores for reading, (as in Table 23) and calculate the ‘cost per reading 

percent’. Finally, we can work out the ‘value for money’, by comparing the costs at each 

management type with those of government.  

From these calculations, government schools have value for money of 1.00. Lowest cost, non-

assisted, for profit private schools are 2.1 times more cost-effective for girls and 1.6 times more 

cost-effective for boys. Non-profit schools are 2.5 times more cost-effective for girls and 2.1 

times for boys. Typically, non-assisted private schools are around twice as cost-effective as 

government schools.  

Two important points must be noted here: first, we are using the ‘predicted’ rather than ‘raw’ 

scores here. These control for the background variables, and take away any advantage that 

private schools might have through family socio-economic background. Second, the private 

school cost-effective advantage is severely curtailed because they also have much smaller class 

sizes. Even though salaries are typically half those in the government schools, because class sizes 

are half or even one third the size in private than government schools, salary per pupil is often 

higher in the private schools. 
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Table 28 Value for money  

 Percentage 
score 

Cost per 
Reading 
Percent 

Value for 
money 

 Mean 
monthl
y salary 
(USD) 

Mean 
class 
size 

Salary 
per 
pupil 
USD 

Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls 

Government  103.05 47.4 2.2 16 11 0.14 0.20 1.0 1.0 

Lowest Cost 
Assisted 

For 
Profit 

75.84 42.8 1.8 21 17 0.09 0.10 1.7 2.0 

 Non-
Profit 

86.33 41.3 2.1 21 15 0.10 0.14 1.4 1.4 

Lowest Cost 
Not-Assisted 

For 
Profit 

50.5 23.7 2.1 24 22 0.09 0.10 1.6 2.1 

 Non-
Profit 

43.7 25.2 1.7 26 21 0.07 0.08 2.1 2.5 

Low Cost For 
Profit 

59.06 19.8 3.0 30 30 0.10 0.10 1.4 2.0 

 Non-
Profit 

44.96 16.0 2.8 31 29 0.09 0.10 1.6 2.1 
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12.  Creating a statistical model 
Using a statistical model is a way of trying to mimic the 

complex interplay of factors in the real world into a 

mathematical equation or equations.  For a model to be 

useful in answering the question posed, it must do two 

things: it must fit the data (i.e. explain the structure of 

the relationships observed in the data) and be 

parsimonious. This means that it must do this with as 

few fitted parameters as possible in order for the model 

to tell us something meaningful about the true 

underlying situation. For example, we could fit our 

dataset with around 3,000 cases with a model with 

3,000 parameters, but we would be no better off and 

have gained no new insights. On the other hand a 

model with just one parameter would not fit the data 

well and be equally useless. Striking the balance 

between data fitting and parsimony is one of the tasks of statistical modelling. 

There are three main steps in developing a meaningful model: 

1. Determining the outcome variables 

2. Determining the background variables with which we will attempt to fit the outcomes 

3. Creating models which balance data fitting and parsimony in order to give the ‘best’ (in 

some sense) explanation of the outcomes in terms of the background variables. 

The outcome variables we were interested in were the children’s achievement scores in English 

(reading), English (spelling) and mathematics. We didn’t create a composite ‘achievement’ 

variable from these, as this was likely to miss subtle differences in performance. For the analysis 

we standardised the scores with a mean of 100 and standard deviation of 15.  

The background variables were those collected through the questionnaires to pupils, their 

parents, teachers and the school (from Component 1). These featured variables that other 

research had shown were likely to influence attainment, plus some of our own hunches.  

To be used in regression models (the kind of statistical analysis we were conducting), background 

variables should either be binary (that is, with two values, 0 or 1), e.g. gender (boy/girl), or in a 

numerical form which can be assumed to form a scale in some sense. Age and family order are 

examples of this, as are level of mother’s or father’s education (coded, for instance, from 0 to 4 to 

reflect no schooling, up to pre-primary, up to primary, up to secondary, and beyond secondary).  

One of the challenges with the data set was the relatively large number of variables. Many of 

these background variables were likely to be highly correlated with each other and including all 

variables in the model would lead to poor and generally un-interpretable results.  There are 
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various techniques for reducing the number of variables. One of these is factor analysis, which we 

used to ‘combine’ several sets of variables into a smaller, more manageable number.  

For instance, we were interested in each family’s wealth, so had asked in the pupil questionnaire 

about 20 possessions held by the family. These values (set to zero if the item was not possessed) 

were entered into a factor analysis procedure in order to derive one or more composite wealth 

variables. Examination of the eigenvalues showed that a good solution was to extract two factors.  

When these factors were rotated, one factor loaded heavily on the possession of DVD players, 

generators, stoves, TVs, cable TVs, number of cellphones, refrigerators, freezers, PCs and cars. The 

second factor loaded heavily on the possession of land, cattle, pigs, and goats. The first factor, 

which relates to the possession of modern goods, was named wealth1 and the second, relating to 

what might be termed “traditional” possessions, was named wealth2. (In the end, neither factor 

however was found to be statistically significant as we fitted our model).  

Similarly, we were very interested in parental education, which has been shown to be a key 

determinant of children’s achievement levels. We asked questions of parents (and this was one of 

the most important reasons for wanting a parental questionnaire – as we were not sure that 

children would know enough about their parents’ educational levels). There were five variables 

included in this factor analysis – father’s education level (coded as above), mother’s education 

level, father’s years of education, mother’s years of education, and whether the father spoke 

English. Not surprisingly, two factors were extracted; one reflecting father’s education and the 

other the mother’s. Similar analysis was conducted on teachers’ data. Again two factors were 

extracted, one reflecting the teacher’s age and experience, the other the teacher’s education and 

training. 

One possible statistical model with this data is simply to use linear regression. However, there is a 

danger using this type of model as the cases (i.e., pupils) are clustered into schools and so are not 

a random sample of all possible pupils. But pupils in a particular school are more likely to be more 

similar to each other than to other pupils in different schools. Hence the standard error of these 

cluster based variable is likely to be overestimated and the significance of the variable to the 

regression model is likewise probably overestimated. Hence a multi-level model needs to be used 

to improve the regression analysis. In this case, the model was set up with two levels: school and 

pupil. Three separate outcome measures were modelled – English (reading), English (spelling) and 

mathematics test scores, each standardised to have a mean of 100 and standard deviation of 15. 

The background variables fitted in the model included all those variables defined above, including 

the composite ones derived from factor analysis.  

In addition, we also created some “interaction” variables, to further address the research 

questions. These were created by multiplying together relevant variables in order to see if the 

coefficients of one variable were modified by the value of the other. For instance, to investigate 

whether a particular management type of school was better or worse for brighter or less bright 

children, we created the variables Profiq and Nprofiq (by multiplying the two relevant variables 

together, with IQ subtracted from its mean), respectively the ways in which for profit and non-

profit schools lead to better or worse outcomes for brighter and less bright children.  
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When the models were run, variables which were clearly not significant (at the 5% level) were 

deleted, although borderline significant variables were retained.  Where an interaction term was 

significant (e.g., Profiq), the original variables (IQ and Profit) were also kept in the regression even 

if they were not significant at the 5% level. 

In this analysis, government schools were regarded as the default throughout. So, for instance, the 

coefficient of “Non-Profit” gives the change that takes place going from a government school to a 

non-profit school. Positive values for the coefficient indicate that the scores of this group will be 

higher and a negative coefficient means their score will be lower. When we finalised our model, 

we were left with the 20 variables shown in Table 29.  

Table 29 Variables used in multilevel modelling 

Variables Description 

School Based Coefficients  

Low Cost The school is a low-cost private school (0 = no, 1 = yes)  

Assisted The school is government assisted  (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

Profit The school is for profit  (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

Non-profit The school is non-profit  (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

Class Mean IQs The mean of all children's IQ scores in the class 

Basic School facilities Variable derived from factor analysis of 'basic' school facilities such as 
blackboards, chalk, chairs, etc. The higher the variable, the more 
facilities there are. 

Children in Class The number of children in the class 

Teacher Experience Variable derived from factor analysis reflecting teacher’s age and 
experience (as opposed to their education and training).  

Pupil Based Coefficients  

IQs The child's IQ 

Girl The child is a girl (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

Age The child's age in years 

Housewife The child's mother is a housewife  (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

Mother Professional The child's mother is a professional  (0 = no, 1 = yes) 

Father Education Variable derived from factor analysis reflecting father’s years of 
education, level of schooling reached, whether English is spoken, etc.  

Mother Education Variable derived from factor analysis reflecting mothers’ years of 
education, level of schooling reached, whether English is spoken, etc. 

Total Family Members The total number of family members living in the household 

Interactions  

Profiq The 'interaction' between a school being for profit and child's IQ 

Nprofiq The 'interaction' between a school being non-profit and child's IQ 

Profage The 'interaction' between a school being for profit and child's age 

Nprofage The 'interaction' between a school being non-profit and child's age 

 



 

 

55 Private Primary Education in Western Area, Sierra Leone 

September 2013 

Fee Bands 

We noted for Component 1 that we used $1.25 (at 2005 exchange rate and PPP) for defining the 

different fee bands for lowest cost, low cost, medium and high cost schools. As Component 2 

reported here was conducted roughly a year later, we had to use a different level, taking into 

account inflation for the additional year, 2012. The new rate for $1.25 (at 2005 exchange rate 

and PPP) is SLL 4,248 per person per day. Identical calculations to those shown in Chapter 5 

(Table 16) are in Table 30, showing the fee levels used to define the different cost types of 

school for the second component of the research.  

Table 30 Fee Band Structure 

 Fees per year 
(SLL) 

Number of 
schools 

For Profit Non-Profit Government 

Lowest Cost < 300,000 122 40 48 34 

Low Cost 
300,000 to 

500,000 
10 7 3 0 

Medium Cost 
500,000 to 

960,000 
5 5 0 0 

Higher Cost > 990,000 2 1 1 0 

Total  139 53 52 34 
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13.  Private and public school 

comparisons: Detailed results 
In Chapter 9, we gave one simply way of presenting the 

results of the multilevel modelling by giving predicted 

results for the average child, when this child was “put” 

in government, for profit or a non-profit private school. 

This chapter gives the statistical background to those 

presentations, by giving the final multilevel models for 

each outcome, showing random variances, percentage 

variance attributed to school and pupil levels, and fixed 

coefficients, with standard errors and 95 percent 

confidence intervals for each.  

Given the major interest in low and lowest cost private 

schools, and the small numbers of medium and high 

cost private schools that threatened to make otherwise significant variables insignificant, this 

analysis reported here is focused only on low and lowest cost private schools (which of course 

included all the government and assisted schools). In fact, only nine schools were eliminated. 

Hence this analysis is conducted on data from 130 schools and 3,110 pupils.  

English – reading 

Table 32 shows the detailed multilevel modelling for English (reading). The following comments 

can be made in interpretation:  

1. For profit and non-profit schools both raise scores above the government default when 

other factors are controlled.  

2. Government assistance has a significant negative coefficient and reduces the scores for 

boys and girls. As non-profit schools are more likely to be assisted, then this reduces the 

impact for some non-profit schools noted in (1) above. 

3. Schools with better basic facilities tend to have better scores when other factors are 

controlled. 

4. There is a peer effect whereby, when other factors are controlled, pupils in classes with 

higher average IQs tend to perform better. 

5. The mother appears to influence the achievement of the children. Being a housewife or 

a professional and mother’s education all have positive coefficients. The variable 

significant at the 5% level is the mother being a housewife.  

6. Children from larger families tend to do less well when other factors are controlled. 

7. Children tend to do better in for profit schools; pupils who are brighter gain the most. 

8. Moving from a lowest cost to a low cost school appears to make a significant difference, 

but as there are relatively few low cost schools the Standard Error (SE) for the effect is 

large, so there is insufficient evidence to say that the coefficient is different from zero at 

a 5% confidence level. (However as it is not expected that low cost schools are likely to 

perform worse than the lowest cost, it might be considered appropriate to compare the 
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z value of this effect with a critical z value of 1.645  (5% one tailed) rather than 1.96 (5% 

two tailed), which would make the value significant). 

9. Teaching experience was a significant (positive) factor but teacher training was not.  

Table 31 shows the predicted standardised reading scores for a boy or girl with otherwise 

average characteristics. Figure 22 shows the same results graphically, while Figure 23 and Figure 

24 show how the predicted scores for boys and girls vary according to IQ, in for profit private 

and government schools.  

Table 31 Predicted standardised reading scores  

 
Government 

Boys Girls 

96.8 93.2 

Lowest Cost 

Not 
Assisted 

For profit 103.6 101.7 

Non-profit 104.4 100.8 

Assisted 
For profit 101.0 98.2 

Non-profit 100.7 96.3 

Low Cost 
For profit 107.8 108.0 

Non-profit 108.6 107.2 

 

 

Figure 22 Predicted standardised reading scores, management categories, by gender and cost 
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Table 32 Detailed multilevel model results for English – reading  

 95% confidence 
interval. 

Parameter Estimate Standard 
Error 

Sig at 5% Min Max 

Base Case      

Constant 99.5 0.705 * 98.1182 100.8818 

Pupil Variance 134.17 3.588 * 127.1375 141.2025 

School Variance 57.216 7.933 * 41.66732 72.76468 

-2*log likelihood:  22951.06 
    

Final Model(3) 
     

Fixed Part 
     

Constant 49.895 8.91 * 32.4314 67.3586 

School Coefficients 
     

For Profit 6.84 1.613 * 3.67852 10.00148 

Non Profit  7.386 1.782 * 3.89328 10.87872 

School Assisted by Gov't -3.778 1.541 * -6.79836 -0.75764 

Low Cost 4.151 2.147 
 

-0.05712 8.35912 

School Basic Facilities Factor 0.17 0.05 * 0.072 0.268 

Class Mean Standardised IQ 0.178 0.06 * 0.0604 0.2956 

Teachers Experience 0.137 0.052 * 0.03508 0.23892 

Children in Class 0.041 0.023 
 

-0.00408 0.08608 

School Advanced Facilities  0.127 0.069 
 

-0.00824 0.26224 

Pupil Coefficients 
     

IQs 0.062 0.04 
 

-0.0164 0.1404 

Pupil is a Girl -3.936 0.5 * -4.916 -2.956 

Age -0.479 0.173 * -0.81808 -0.13992 

Mother's Education Factor 0.044 0.024 
 

-0.00304 0.09104 

Mother is Housewife 1.002 0.45 * 0.12 1.884 

Mother is Professional 1.564 0.918 
 

-0.23528 3.36328 

Father's Education Factor 
     

Household Modern Wealth 0.04 0.026 
 

-0.01096 0.09096 

Total Family Members -0.051 0.022 * -0.09412 -0.00788 

Interaction Terms 
     

profiq 0.193 0.049 * 0.09696 0.28904 

nprofiq 0.093 0.049 
 

-0.00304 0.18904 

profage -0.618 0.356 
 

-1.31576 0.07976 

profsex 1.827 0.962 
 

-0.05852 3.71252 

lowcostgirl 2.298 1.781 
 

-1.19276 5.78876 

Pupil Variance 123.077 3.289 * 116.6306 129.5234 

School Variance 27.729 4.228 * 19.44212 36.01588 

-2*log likelihood:  22627.84 
    



 

 

59 Private Primary Education in Western Area, Sierra Leone 

September 2013 

Figure 23 Predicted boys’ reading scores by IQ (for profit and government)  

 

Figure 24 Predicted girls’ reading scores by IQ (for profit and government)  
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English Spelling 

Table 34 shows the detailed multilevel modelling results for English (spelling). We can interpret 

these results as follows:  

1. Pupils in both for profit and non-profit schools, when controlled for background factors, 

tend to do better than equivalent pupils in government schools. 

2. Pupils in low cost schools tend to do better than those in the lowest cost schools when 

controlled for the other factors. 

3. Girls tend to have lower scores in spelling than equivalent boys. 

4. Pupils in schools where the class IQ is higher tend to do better, when controlled for 

other variables, than pupils in equivalent classes with lower average IQ. 

5. Children in families where the mother and/or father has a higher level of education tend 

to perform better in spelling than equivalent pupils with less educated parents. This is 

also the case for children with professional mothers or mothers who are housewives. 

6. While pupils in for profit schools tend to better than equivalent pupils in government 

schools this advantage is increased for pupils with higher IQs. So the average gain for 

pupils with higher IQ in going to for profit schools is greater than that for pupils with 

average or low IQs. 

7. The advantage of for profit schools is diminished in the case of older children. 

While the coefficient for “Government assistance” is negative, it is not significant in this case. 

Table 33 shows the predicted standardised scores for spelling, while Figure 25 shows the same 

information graphically. In this analysis the factors of low cost, non-profit, profit and girl are all 

significant and so there is confidence at the 95% level that there are real differences in the 

predicted scores between these categories in the table. The assisted factor is not significant, so 

there is not confidence (at the 95%) level in the recorded differences between assisted and 

unassisted schools of the same type.  

Other points of interest to note include: 

1. While the coefficient for female teachers is positive, it is not significant. 

2. Class size has a significant positive coefficient. This surprising finding possibly indicates 

that class size is a proxy indicator of popularity to parents, which may be related to 

achievement. 

3. Older children do less well. This is understandable in the context where the pupils 

sitting the test are all in the same grade or class. Possibly older children are there 

because they have had to repeat this, or an earlier year, as a result of missed school or 

academic weakness.  

4. The profit-age interaction is negative, indicating that the older pupils do relatively less 

well and the younger children relatively better in the for profit schools. This may be the 

result of weaker, older children being “left behind” in these schools. 
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Figure 25 Predicted standardised spelling scores 

 

 

Table 33 Predicted standardised spelling scores 

 Boys Girls 

Lowest 
Cost 

Government 95.6 92.7 

For profit assisted 101.3 98.4 

Non-profit assisted 101.2 96.7 

For profit  103.1 100.2 

Non-profit  103.0 98.6 

Low Cost 
For profit 109.5 106.6 

Non-profit 109.4 104.9 
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Table 34 Detailed multilevel modelling results for English - spelling 

Parameter Estimate Standard 
Error 

Significant Confidence 
Interval 

Min Max 

Base Case           

Fixed Part           

Constant 99.190 0.770   97.68 100.70 

Random Part           

School level variance 69.927 9.526   51.26 88.60 

Pupil level variance 126.845 3.391   120.20 133.49 

-2*log likelihood:  22816.612         

            

Final Model (5)           

Fixed Part           

Constant 53.301 7.705 * 38.20 68.40 

School Based Coefficients           

Low Cost 6.382 2.016 * 2.43 10.33 

Profit 7.527 1.568 * 4.45 10.60 

Non-profit 7.459 1.867 * 3.80 11.12 

Assisted -1.842 1.600   -4.98 1.29 

Basic School facilities 0.129 0.052 * 0.03 0.23 

School Mean IQss 0.244 0.062 * 0.12 0.37 

Children in Class 0.063 0.024 * 0.02 0.11 

Female Teacher 1.319 1.178   -0.99 3.63 

Pupil Based Coefficients           

Girl -2.884 0.532 * -3.93 -1.84 

IQss 0.057 0.039   -0.02 0.13 

Age -0.412 0.170 * -0.75 -0.08 

Father education 0.057 0.021 * 0.02 0.10 

Mother education 0.075 0.024 * 0.03 0.12 

Housewife 0.954 0.438 * 0.10 1.81 

Professional 1.899 0.898 * 0.14 3.66 

Interactions           

Profiq 0.193 0.048 * 0.10 0.29 

Nprofiq 0.090 0.048   0.00 0.18 

profage -0.854 0.347 * -1.53 -0.17 

nprofsex -1.604 0.837   -3.24 0.04 

Random Part           

School Variance 30.666 4.571 * 21.71 39.63 

Pupil level variance 117.038 3.129 * 110.91 123.17 

-2*log likelihood:  22496.635         
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Mathematics 
Table 36 shows the detailed multilevel modelling results for mathematics. The table can be 

interpreted in the following way:  

1. Pupils in for profit schools, when controlled for background factors, appear to achieve 

better results in maths than equivalent pupils in government schools. 

2. Girls tend to have lower scores in Maths than equivalent boys. 

3. Pupils in low cost schools appear to do better than those in lowest cost schools when 

controlled for other factors. 

4. Pupils with higher IQs tend to do better than equivalent pupils with lower IQs and those 

pupils in schools were the class IQ is higher also tend to do better, when controlled for 

other variables, than pupils in equivalent classes where their peers have lower IQs. 

5. Pupils in schools with increased levels of basic facilities tend do better than equivalent 

pupils in schools with fewer basic facilities. 

6. The advantage of profit schools is enhanced for higher IQ pupils but diminished for 

those pupils who are older. 

7. While non-profit has a positive coefficient, it is not significant, but the interaction of 

non-profit and IQ is, indicating that pupils with higher IQs tend to do better in non-profit 

schools than those in government schools. 

Table 35 shows the predicted standardised scores for mathematics based on this model. Figure 

26 and Figure 27 show predicted scores for pupils who are average in all ways except IQ.  As IQ 

changes the difference between different school types in the score that is predicted changes. 

Boys in Low cost schools are predicted to do better than those with the same IQ in other schools 

regardless of that IQ. The predicted difference for the scores of boys in for profit schools over 

that in government schools increases as the IQ of the boys increases. 

Table 35 Predicted standardised mathematics scores 

  Boys Girls 

Lowest 
Cost 

Government 98.4 96.8 

For profit assisted 99.6 98.0 

Non-profit assisted 98.7 97.0 

For profit  102.2 100.6 

Non-profit  101.3 99.6 

Low Cost 
For profit 106.4 104.7 

Non-profit 101.6 100.0 
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Table 36 Detailed multilevel modelling results for mathematics  

Parameter Estimate Standard 
Error 

Significant Significant 
quasi 

effect size 

Confidence Interval 

Min Max 

Base Case             

Fixed Part             

Constant 99.717 0.770     98.208 101.226 

Random Part             

School level variance 68.926 9.499     50.308 87.544 

Pupil level variance 146.718 3.923     139.029 154.407 

              

-2*log likelihood:  22816.612           

Final Model (7)             

Fixed Part              

Constant 46.323 7.669 *   31.292 61.354 

School Based 
Coefficients 

            

Low Cost 4.122 2.056 * 0.28 0.092 8.152 

Assisted -2.617 1.590     -5.733 0.499 

Profit 3.823 1.500 * 0.26 0.883 6.763 

Non-profit 2.846 1.786     -0.655 6.347 

Class Mean IQss 0.273 0.064 * 0.28 0.148 0.398 

Basic School facilities 0.102 0.053 * 0.10 -0.002 0.206 

Pupil Based 
Coefficients 

           

IQss 0.131 0.042 * 0.18 0.049 0.213 

Girl -1.620 0.443 * -0.11 -2.488 -0.752 

Household2_2 0.043 0.026     -0.008 0.094 

Father education 0.050 0.023 * 0.05 0.005 0.095 

Mother education 0.039 0.024     -0.008 0.086 

              

Interactions             

profiq 0.187 0.052 * 0.01 0.085 0.289 

nprofiq 0.122 0.052 * 0.01 0.020 0.224 

profage -0.721 0.326 * -0.05 -1.360 -0.082 

nprofage 0.669 0.238 * 0.05 0.203 1.135 

              

Random Part             

School Variance 31.680 4.796 *   22.280 41.080 

Pupil level variance 136.152 3.639 *   129.020 143.284 

              

-2*log likelihood:  22926.864       22926.864 22926.864 
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Figure 26 Predicted standardised maths scores for boys, by IQ 

 

 

Figure 27 Predicted standardised maths scores by IQ, boys and girls 
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Overall effect sizes 

Regression coefficients discussed above are fairly easy to understand for the binary variables 

such as “non-profit”, “assisted” or “girl”. These give the expected change in the output (that is 

the standardised score in English or maths) when the binary variable changes, i.e. from 

government to non-profit, from not assisted to assisted, or from boy to girl. 

However the coefficients for other variables, such as pupil IQ, father education, school basic 

facilities etc., are harder to interpret and compare with the effects of those above, as they are 

dependent on the scale used for the variable.  

So the analysis above gives us no idea of the relative strength of the relationship between 

different factors and the outcomes. In an attempt to overcome this, “quasi-effect” sizes have 

been used (Schagen 2004). They are an attempt to show how much difference each factor 

makes to the expected score of the pupil. Table 37 shows these quasi-effect factors or adjusted 

coefficients for all the variables that are statistically significant at the 5% level. These adjusted 

coefficients show the expected change in outcome that would be attributed to “an average 

change” in the relevant independent variable.  

Effect sizes are a dimensionless quantity so that some type of comparison can be made across 

studies. They are the change in outcome as a fraction of the standard deviation of the outcome 

for a 1 unit change (an average change or a binary change) in the background variable. The 

following are key findings:  

 Children in for profit schools perform better in all subjects when compared to children in 

government schools. The effect is particularly large in English. 

 Non-profit schools perform better in spelling and reading compared to government 

schools. 

 Mean class IQ and presence of basic school facilities have significant positive effects in 

all assessments.  

 Girls perform less well than boys in all assessments; that difference is smaller for maths 

than reading or spelling.  

 For profit schools tend to perform better with higher IQ children across all assessments. 

 The only teacher variables that is significant concerns teacher experience, and this is 

only for reading. Teacher training/qualifications is not a significant variable in any of the 

models.  
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Table 37 Significant effect sizes for all subjects 

Significant Effect sizes 

  Maths Spelling Reading 

School Based Coefficients       

Low Cost 0.28 0.53   

Assisted     -0.27 

Profit 0.26 0.62 0.49 

Non-profit   0.61 0.53 

Class Mean IQs 0.28 0.30 0.19 

Basic School facilities 0.10 0.15 0.17 

Children in Class   0.18   

Teacher Experience     0.14 

Pupil Based Coefficients       

IQss 0.18     

Girl -0.11 -0.24 -0.28 

Age   -0.07 -0.07 

Housewife   0.08 0.07 

Mother Professional   0.16   

Father Education 0.05 0.07   

Mother Education   0.09   

Total Family Members     -0.05 

Interactions       

profiq 
0.01 0.31 0.28 

nprofiq 0.01     

profage -0.05 -0.15   

nprofage 0.05     
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14.  Conclusion  
This study reports a tremendous success story 

happening in Sierra Leone. Social entrepreneurs and 

other socially-minded groups have set up private 

schools, many of which are affordable even to the 

poorest, those on or below the internationally 

recognised $1.25 per day poverty line. These schools 

are serving significant proportions of the population. 

Children are achieving higher in these schools than in 

government schools. Government also assists private 

schools; typically, children in assisted private schools do 

better than those in government schools, but not as 

well as those in non-assisted private schools. These 

private schools do it all for a fraction of the teacher 

salary costs, making them much more cost-effective than government schools.  

However, a report by the Ministry of Education, Science and Technology does not seem to share 

this optimism about the growth of the private sector. It is observed that “a great many schools 

are operating illegally. This raises questions about the work of the District Education Offices and 

staff. It appears that MEST is unable to control the establishment and operation of schools. 

There is a school of thought that part of the problem is that MEST is slow in taking action and 

informing all parties of its decision. Whatever the reason, the operating of so many unapproved 

schools is a troubling and dangerous development.” (MEST, 2012, p. 10, emphasis added).  

The current study suggests that the existence of such schools may not be cause for such 

consternation.  Most of these newer, fast-opening schools are likely to be those run by private 

proprietors, that is, ‘for profit’ private schools. Because they’re unapproved they will of course 

not be government assisted. In order to counteract the dismay conveyed in the MEST report, it 

may be worth summarising a few of the key findings concerning for profit, unassisted private 

schools that have emerged from this research: 

 For profit private schools enrol about the same number of children as are enrolled in 

government schools (both around 17 percent). (Chapter 2). 

 Only a small minority of for profit private schools (10 percent) receive any government 

assistance, so they are not a burden on the treasury. (Chapter 2).  

 For profit private schools have more girls than boys, so they do not discriminate on 

grounds of gender. (Chapter 3).  

 Absenteeism rates are lowest in for profit private schools – 14.8 percent of children 

were absent, compared to 18.5 percent in non-profit private and 18.6 percent 

government schools. (Chapter 4). 

 For profit private schools in general do charge higher fees than other school types. 

However, 66 percent of for profit private schools are lowest cost, that is, affordable to 

families on or below the $1.25 per day poverty line. (Chapters 5 and 6). 
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 For profit private schools have the lowest pupil-teacher ratio – overall of 20.6:1 – 

compared to 34.4:1 in government schools and 32.3:1 in established church schools. 

This is still true when cost bands of schools are investigated: for the lowest cost private 

for profit schools, the pupil-teacher ratio is 23.0:1, compared to 33.0:1 for (lowest cost) 

government schools. (Chapter 6). 

 For profit private schools have had the most dramatic growth, especially since the end 

of the civil war: they represent a peace dividend. In the last few years, their numbers 

have grown twice as fast as church schools, four times as fast as mosque schools, and 13 

times faster than government schools. (Chapter 7).  

 In all subjects tested, both boys and girls are predicted to do better in for profit private 

schools than in government schools. This is true for lowest cost and low cost for profit 

private schools. (Chapter 10). 

 Even if results are low across the board – in public and private – for profit schools are 

likely to have the strongest incentives to improve, as proprietors know that parents can 

move their children to other schools if they see standards are higher elsewhere. 

(Chapter 10). 

 Teachers in (unassisted) for profit private schools, at every cost level, are paid more 

than teachers in non-profit private schools. It is not true that private proprietors cut 

costs by short-changing their teachers.  (Chapter 11).  

 For profit private schools are more cost-effective than government schools. Typically 

they are around twice as cost-effective in reading as government schools. (Chapter 11).  

Rather than concern and brow-beating, the emergence of these social entrepreneurs could 

instead be seen as something to be celebrated. Of course, if it is the illegality that is the 

problem, then it is within government’s capacity to create a simple route to registration which 

will enable these schools to become legal – without burdening them with red-tape and the need 

for unofficial payments that would destroy the educational and social benefits they appear to be 

bringing.  

Overall, the private contribution to education suggests a fusion of civil society and market 

working together for the public good.  Indeed, countries like Sierra Leone are showing a new 

and successful model for educational development, a public-private partnership where the 

private sector assists in meeting educational demand and need.  This report seeks to understand 

this new phenomenon. With this understanding comes an appreciation of the power of the 

private sector in education, both non-profit and for-profit, to contribute to educational 

achievement, including of the poor, in Sierra Leone. Perhaps a major conclusion could be that 

the sector can be seen as making a positive contribution to development, and therefore is 

entitled to nurture and encouragement, rather than sanction and censure.  
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