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1.0 Introduction
In Uganda, class determines access to higher education in public universities as well as to
scholarships. University education is consumed by children from wealthy families due to
structural inequalities in the way education services are delivered. Children of the
wealthy social groups attend the best nursery or kindergarten, primary and secondary
institutions. These institutions have facilities needed for making the good grades
required for tertiary admissions to institutions and getting government financial
sponsorship. As a result, the majority of students who go to universities as well as those
whose expenses are paid by the state come from wealthy classes. Ideally, every person of
relevant age (18 - 25) should access higher education and some form of financial
assistance. That could only happen if there were sufficient resources that are at the same
time well distributed. Due to income differentials, those with high income, supported by
structures of social inequality, access higher education and state funding. The
government has a responsibility to intervene, through appropriate legislation, to break
down these unfair social structures so as to increase equity of access to higher education
for all able Ugandans. Unless these structures of inequality are addressed, higher
education will increasingly serve sectional rather than the general public.

2.0 Aim of the surveys on the social background of Ugandan university students
To fully understand the problems of access and equity, I decided to undertake a survey on
access and equity to university education. The survey was paid from a Fulbright New

studies concluded that access to higher education and to state funding of students was
inequitable. My study aimed at reviewing what had been done in the past and to find out
whether the situation was changing in favour of increasing access and equity. As the
politics of fees heated up and the country was exposed to claims of the inability of
students to pay fees equal to the cost of delivering their education, I decided to carry out a
current study of the social background of university students to find out whether these
claims poverty are really correct. There were, and there still might be, many people who
believe that the majority of the university students in Uganda's public universities come
from poor families whose children are unable to contribute to the cost of their education.
Unfortunately, the initial attempt to do the survey had a umber of problems of
implementation. I was, therefore, forced to undertake a second survey to make sure that
whatever conclusion I reached, was based on evidence. Two studies were conducted not
because it was my intention but because the first one had some methodological problems.

The Uganda university system is a small one but growing very fast to meet demand. In
2005/6, there were some 110,000 students in Uganda universities of whom
approximately 95000 were in public i.e. government institutions (Table 4). Although
about 80% of students in public universities were considered "private" because they paid
some fees, most overheads such as the infrastructure, education facilities and some staff
welfare were paid by the state. The number of institutions and academic staff has been
increasing. In 2005/6, there were twenty-seven universities with about 3908 academic
staff of whom 2092 were in public and 1816 in private universities.

3. Previous studies
One of the first study to look into the social background of Uganda university students
was done at Makerere University by Goldthorpe (1965) who found out that income was
not only a key factor for getting into Makerere but also in getting good jobs and joining
the elite social strata. He found higher education to be a classifying agent in Uganda.
This findings were in line with studies elsewhere. In most countries, a link has been
established between income and access to higher education (Munir Qudus, 1999;
Anandakrishna,2007; Donoso and Schiefelbein, 2004; Biraimah, 1994; Yang, 2002;
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Shattock, 2000; Hollenshead and Miller, 2001). Subsequent studies in the 1990's showed
that some 60 - 80% of Ugandan students who enter public universities, including those
for whom tuition and accommodation is paid by the state, come from wealthy families.
Findings by Goldthorpe, 1965; Barkan, 1976; Sutherland, 2003 Kwesiga, 2003;
Mayanja,1998; Carrol, 2005; and Zziwa, 2006); came to the same conclusions. Access to
higher education favoured children from wealthy families.

In a recent study on the subject of equity and access to higher education in Uganda,
Mayanja, (1998) found that Makerere students come from privileged families who were
able to pay part of the cost of their tuition if such a policy existed. He studied the social
background of Makerere students in order to gain insights in the distribution of scarce
higher education resources in Uganda and assessed the ability of the students to finance
part of their education cost in the process of massifying higher education without diluting
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Three years after Mayanja, Liang and Rwasheema carried out another study in 2001 in
order to understand the social background of tertiary and university registered students.
They collected sample data which was divided into three groups: those enrolled in
universities, those enrolled in any tertiary programme and those who were not enrolled in
any programme but were within the 18 to 25 year age group. They used data from the
National Household Survey of 1999/2000 for comparison with the sample they had
selected with respect to generally accepted household socio-economic indicators which
included total household expenditure and whether or not the family had a mud wall or
was living in a brick house, as well as the educational level attained by the students'
parents. The two researchers found that most of the students attending universities came
from high income groups, from prosperous districts, from "First World Schools" and
were often male.

In 2004, Bidemi Carrol did a more comprehensive study as part of a PhD dissertation
research for Stanford University (2005). Carrol focused on the impact of the private entry
scheme at Makerere on equity and access. In her study, faculties were first grouped by
their disciplines (humanities and science-based) and the number of private students
admitted. A proxy measure used for privatization was the percentage of total enrollments
that were private students. Like Liang and Rwasheema before her, Carrol compared the
socio-economic status of the families of Makerere students with those of the general
population as given by the Uganda National Household Surveys and came to the
conclusion that the probability of being admitted to Makerere and being awarded a
scholarship (called a sponsorship) were dependant on the socio-economic status of the
family of the student. Carrol found that there was little significant difference in ability to
get into Makerere between public and privately-sponsored students and concluded that
participation was highly inequitable for students who enter through the PES (Private
Entry Scheme) stage

Later on, a number of journalistic surveys of the social background of university students
were published by newspapers. Most of them focused on the social background of
"sponsored" students. I will cite two. A publication by Hassan Badru Zziwa listed twenty
schools which shared 33% of government sponsorship awards for the year 2006/07
(Observer, September 2006, page 1). Zziwa's survey confirmed earlier studies that it is
mainly the privileged students from the "First World Schools" who access government
scholarships at public universities with fees in these schools being almost as high as those
paid in Ugandan universities. In another journalistic survey, Alice Emasu showed that
almost the same schools as Zziwa had identified supplied candidates to universities and
benefited from government funding (New Vision, Monday September 18, 2006 page 19).
The average fees in these institutions were then about $400 - $15000 a year, a level
almost as high as public universities are permitted to charge.

4.0 Findings of this study
This study of university students, like those of Goldthorpe, Barkan, Liang and
Rurasheema, Mohammed Mayanja, Bidemi Carrol, Hassan Badru Zziwa, Alice Emas and
Kwesiga, has come to conclusion that the children who go to our universities, some of
whom are paid for by the tax payers, come from relatively better off social economic
background than the general Ugandan society as established by the Uganda National
Household and Uganda Demographic and Health surveys conducted by the Ugandan
Bureau of Statistics. Income is a major factor for accessing the good public universities
and government funds for sponsorship. Children from poor families are unlikely to do
the same.

5.0 Methodology
The above conclusion was arrived at through conducting two studies of:
(a)

Some 749 students from Makerere, Kyambogo, Gulu, Mbarara,
Ugandan Christian University, and Uganda Martyrs University from
May to December 2007 of 427 students; and

(b)

665 government sponsored students from Makerere, Kyambogo,
Mbarara, and Gulu in May -August 2008
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In the two studies, social economic indicators instead of cash income were used as proxy
for income because it is difficult to know the monetary cash income of many Ugandans.
Many Ugandans are not willing to reveal what their income is. Employment status of the
parents, the source of income of the parents and, most important, the household items of
the homes from which the students come were used as indices of wealth.

n

Table 1: Distribution and Return of Questionnaires
University

Number of Questionnaires

Percent actually processed

Given out

Returned

Captured

%

Gulu

150

98

98

65%

U Muniv.

50

17

0

0%

UC Univ.

200

158

158

79%

Kyambogo

160

77

77

48%

Mbarara

120

109

109

91%

Makerere

350

290

290

83%

1,030

749

732

71%

Overall

Table 2. Overall response by university by faculty
University
Given out Received %Response
Mbarara
Kyambogo
Gulu
Makerere
Grand Total

160
160
150
450
920

102
112
99
352
665

64%
70%
66%
78%
72%

5.3 Data Management
In the first component of the study, university students were randomly selected by
faculties. A research assistant, Mr. Morris Nsamba, held discussions with relevant
university authorities including Deans and heads of departments. The number of
questionnaires handed over was based on student numbers in a faculty. In the second
component of the survey, a pilot study was carried out at Kyambogo and Mbarara
universities using ten questionnaires in each university. On the basis of the returns from
these, a tabulation plan was developed. This process turned out to be of great value as it
helped in refining the end tables.

Data Management was carried out using Microsoft Suite with its Access program used for
data capture and processing and the Excel spreadsheet for producing the final tables and
charts. The database was then exported into Minitab Statistical Software Release 15 for
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windows, State College, Pennsylvania for data transformations and further statistical
analysis. Arrangements were made for data to be entered as soon as the questionnaires
were received from the field. As more and more data were captured, it was possible to
produce preliminary tables, which were indicative of how the results would turn out. In
this way, data analysis and interpretation were greatly speeded up and the whole process
from planning to report generation was accomplished in about four months.

In order to keep the quality of data high, codes were developed for error checking for out
of range values. Where there were anomalies, the source documents were picked out and
the problem sorted. There were several cases where data had not been given such as no
birth dates given or districts shown. These were captured as 'not indicated', NI.

5.4 Comparisons of the social background of students studied and the general
population.
To determine the social-economic background of Ugandan university students in the
samples , the sample data was compared with data collected by the Uganda Bureau of
Statistics (UBOS). UBOS has been carrying out integrated household surveys regularly
since 1988. These surveys capture high quality data on population and socio-economic
characteristics of household for monitoring development performances. I used UBOS's
Uganda National Household Surveys of 2005/6 and Uganda Demographic and Health
Survey of 2006. I also benefited from the Report on the Uganda Business Register 2006/7
based on 2001 to 2002 Business Register.

6.0The findings
The findings of these two studies are summarized in Table 3 ;(*note (% first study,%
second study wherever it appears)
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Table 3. Comparison of statistics from the students' surveys and the Household
Demographic Survey 2005/5
SES Indicator

Fathers

Mothers

Postgraduate degree

%AII
students
Survey II

(N=732)
8.7

(N=665)

Bachelors degree

24.8

Diploma

19.6

Secondary education

24.1

Primary education

10.9

Did not go to school
Postgraduate degree

3.9
3.5

Bachelors degree

15

Diploma

23

Secondary education

26

Primary education
Did not go to school
Parents
employment

%AII
students
Survey 1

Government employee/Father working survey II

18.8
10.6
20.3

Government employee/Mother working survey II
7.8

Private company & Self employee/Father for survey II

42.2

Private company & Self employee/Mother for survey II

Region of
origin

Household
items

5.7
17.9
21.8
19.1
17
5.1

7.4

23
28
11.1
22

24.7

7.1

10.5

22

17.4
82.5
28.3
4.7

90

1.3

8.4
20.8

Farming

36.6

30.5

Business

23.2

20.6

Rent

1.9

15

Salary and Farming I/From second job II

2.5

2.1

Central

30.1

34.4

Eastern

21.9

18

Northern

17

17

Western

31

30.5

TV

61.4

46.2

Radios

87.2

76.8

Car

37.1

21.1

Mob Phone

78.3

Fixed Phones

204

Motor Cycles

13.3

Parents own second house

71.6

18.9

33.1

Live in house of brick and mortar

28.4

1.4

Salary

Bicycles

4.7

27.7
29.6

Not working / Mother for survey II
Sources of
income

(N=7400)

19.4

NGO & International Organization employee

Not working / Father for survey II

%UNHS a
2005/6

51.9
18.8

29.2
25.2
19.7
25.9
6.2
63

16.7
0.6
13.5

54.8
35

56.4

71.7

48.4

2.6
39.2

53.4
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6.1 Households items as indicators of social economic status

The majority of Ugandan university student come from families:

•

Whose houses are built with brick and mortar (71.7%, 58.4% as compared to
53.4% in the general population);

•

With piped water (26.8%) compared to a few in the general population (no
UBOS figure;

•

Homes with electricity as a source of lighting (41%), (31%) with kerosene,
(13%) with tadooba, (4%) firewood and (2%) candle for the same task.

•

With flush toilets (4.2%) compared (no UBOS figure).

•

With a fridge (20.9%) compared to (6.2%) in the general population

•

Owned a video (22.1 %) compared to (no UBOS figure)

•

Own a computer (14.9%) compared to (no UBOS figure)

•

Have internet access (2%) compared to (no UBOS figure)

•

Own Radio (87.2%, 76.8%) compared to (63%) in the general population

•

Own a car (37.1%o, 21.1%) compared to (6.7%) in the general population

•

Have fixed phones (20.4%) compared to (0.6%) in the general population

•

Own motorcycles (54.8%, 56.4%)compared to (39.2%) in the general
population

6.2 The education of parents of students of our university students.

The majority of university students have parents who are relatively more educated
than those in the general population, with fathers having higher qualifications than
mothers:
•

24.8%o, 17.9%o of fathers had bachelors degrees compared to 4.7% in the
general population

•

15%o, 7.4%o of mothers had Bachelors degree compared 2.2% in the general
population
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•

Only 10.6%o, 11.1% of parents had not gone to school as compared to 28.3%
in the general population. The fact that parents of some 10.6% of students in
the first survey and 11.1% in the second survey are uneducated (i.e. had never
gone to school and are most likely to be poor) indicates that there are brilliant
students from needy families who must be assisted by the state. A means test
must be used to isolate these individuals for assistance.

6.3.The sources of income of the parents of students in our university system

•

The majority of students have parents who get salaries as a source of income
33.1 as compared to 20.8%) in the general population.

•

A number of students have parents with businesses (23.2%, 20.6%) compared
to 18.8%o in the general population.

•

However, a number of parents derive their income from farming (36.6%,
30.5%o) as compared to 51.9% in the general population.

6.4 Region of origin
•

Most students come from the Central Region (30.1%), 34.4%), the Western
Region (31%, 30.5%), the Eastern Region (21.9%, 18%) and the Northern
Region (17%, 17%). Higher education should overcome this regional
inequality by affirmative action.

6.5 The gender of the students in the sample

•

The sample in survey 2 had 33%) female as compared to 67% male;

•

30.9%) of males came from families whose fathers had a university degree
compared to 20.6% for female students.

•

Only 5.8%) of females came from less educated fathers as compared to 14.4%
males

•

Further, only 10.2% of females came from homes with less educated mothers
as compared to 24.7% males. Two conclusions can be made:
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(i)

Educated parents tend to value the education of their daughters
than poor uneducated parents.

(ii)

Families whose source of income is farming are more likely to take
male students to university as compared to females. This confirms
earlier studies.

•

There was also a significant difference on gender in families of government
employees as 25% of females (in the second survey) came from families
whose parents were working with government as compared to 16.8% or less
in the general population.

7. 0 Conclusions
It is very clear from this study as well as previous ones, that access to higher education,
particularly university education, is determined by income, which is highly inequitable. It
favours students from well to do families. Access to university and scholarships (or
government sponsorship) are therefore highly inequitable. It is evident that class, gender
and region determine access to higher education in this country. The current model of
funding higher education disadvantages the poor, females and people from peripheral
areas of the state. The quote system was a positive move but more needs to be done to
reduce inequity.

8.0 The politics of fees and access to higher education

It is within the context of this inequity and the struggle by benefiting social groups to
continue having a lion's share of higher education national resources, that the politics of
fees in our public universities can be understood. Public universities in Uganda,
particularly Makerere, are not free to set levels of fees that are equal to the cost of
providing education services. On a number of occasions, to levels she considered
economic have been frustrated without fully providing for the financial gap created This
phenomena is not restricted to Uganda (Shattock, 2005). In countries where the state has
traditionally paid most of the cost of higher education, introduction of, or increases of
fees, or any other form of cost-sharing, is a politically contentious issue. Students and
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parents (even those able to pay) are opposed to fees hikes however high the cost of
providing quality education escalates. Elected lawmakers, sensitive to the political impact
of fees on the wishes of voters, often block fees increases although they may be aware
that such an action will reduce the quality of education delivered and impinge on the
institutional autonomy of universities. However, leaders of university institutions have
not appreciated the political dimensions of education policy. Education policies are
political issues and cannot be concluded without reference to the political system. As
tables 5a, 5b and 5c show, fees paid in universities around the world; in the East African
region and our favoured "First World" nursery, primary and secondary schools are, in
many instances, higher than what is paid in our universities. The benefiting groups have
access to sources of political power, the media and ability to present their views as the
correct ones. The poor do not benefit from low fees as they probably constitute no more
than 11% of university enrollments and those who are there do not have loans schemes to
help them through their education. To increase access of the poor, the current model of
funding university students should be scrapped. A fairer system of funding must be
devised. A mere lowering of fees at public universities will not benefit the poor as there
are few children in universities from poor families. If the state is to eliminate structures
of inequality of access to higher education, it should do so by:
(a)

Establishing a loan system which can be accessed by needy students using
a transparent means test system to determine who are really poor and have
a need for assistance.

(b)

Permitting universities to charge fees equal to the cost of producing
students, program by program in order to sustain the delivery of quality
education. Universities operate in the same market as all other institutions
and cannot purchase necessary inputs if their incomes are controlled.

(c)

Continuing to offer scholarship in disciplines considered key to national
development.

(d)

Establishing first class schools in deprived regions. The quota system does
not to seem to resolve regional inequality of access to higher education.

(e)

Sustaining gender affirmative action to admissions and award of
scholarships.
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Table 4. The number of government & privately sponsored students in public universities: 2003/4 to 2005/6 academic
years
2003/4
Govt
Institution
Makerere

Sponsored
7,989

Mbarara

426

Gulu

252

MUBS

1,300

Kyambogo

2,518034 Tc(1,30) Tj0 Tc

Total

5(c) University Fees for various programmes in Kenya and Uganda
Kenya

Uganda
MUST

Gulu

KYM

UCU

Annual
UGX

UGSH

UGSH

UGSH

UGSH

UGSH

Private 150,000 14,650 164,650 3,786,950

7,573,900

1,500,000

Public

704,950

1,409,900

-

Private 120,000 14,650 134,650 3,096,950

6,193,900

810,000

1,400,000

900,000

1,100,000

16,000 14,650 30,650

1,409,900

-

-

-

-

2,120,000

1,500,000

1,550,000

Tuition Others
Law
Education

Public
Medicine

-

-

16,000 14,650 30,650

704,950

1,409,900

Private 200,000 16,650 216,650 4,982,950

9,965,900

750,950

1,501,900

-

16650 136650 3,142,950

6,285,900

1,500,000

-

Private
Public

Science

-

8,493,900

Private

Private
Public

16,000 16,650 32,650

1,920,000 2,320,000 2,120,000

1,501,900

Public
Arts/SS

704,950

16,000 16,650 32,650
120000

1,650,000 1,500,000

-

-

1,920,000 2,320,000 2,120,000

-

-

750,950

1,501,900

120000 14,650 134650 3,096,950

6,193,900

1,000,000

900,000

704,950

1,409,900

-

-

120000 14,650 134650 3,096,950

6,193,900

1,200,000

1,200,000

704950

1,409,900

16000 14,650
16000 14,650

32650
30650
30650

UGSH

946,000

1,023,400

1,716,000

UGSH
1,663,000
1,235,880

2,019,000

1,400,000 1,300,000 1,276,000 1,430,000

-

16000 16650

IUIU

1,826,000 1,500,000

750,950

Public
BBA

16,000 14,650 30,650

UGSH

Private 170,000 14,650 184,650 4,246,950
Public

Nursing

KSH

Private 400,000 16,650 416,650 9,582,950 19,165,900
Public

Engineering

Av for
Uganda

MAK

Public Universities

1,381,200

1,276,000 1,320,000

1,124,000

1,540,160

1,313,387
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