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Private universities are by far the fastest growing aspect of higher education in Uganda yet, they remain
among the least understood institutions - admired and maligned equally. Policymakers and the public often
hold simple views of private universities and their roles while those associated with private universities
tend to generalize from their own institutions. Therefore, this paper analyses the role(s) that private
universities play in the provision of higher education. The paper is underpinned by empirical data from a
case study research of Uganda Christian University; national documents on higher education; public access
information from private universities; and theoretical data from theories of non-profit organisations as well
as review of international literature on private higher education.
Introduction
Higher education in Uganda
Higher education in Uganda refers to post-secondary studies, training, or/and training for research
provided by universities and other tertiary institutions, licensed and/or recognized by the National
Council for Higher Education (NCHE). It is categorized into public and private institutions universities and other tertiary institutions, for example, technical colleges, teachers' colleges, and
commerce/business colleges, all of which function within the legal framework of the Universities
and Other Tertiary Institutions' Act (UOIA), 2001. History of higher education in Uganda dates
back to 1922 when the British colonial administration established Makerere Technical College, to
train civil servants, after revelations by the Phelps-Stokes Commission that educational policies
of missionaries and the colonial government were inadequate (Nakanyike & Nansozi, 2003).
However, in 1937, the colonial administration expanded the school into a Higher College for East
Africa to award diplomas and certificates and in 1949; the college became a University College
of the University of London (ibid). In 1970, Makerere became the first national university and
remained the sole university in Uganda until 1988 when the Islamic University in Uganda (IUIU)
was established. Currently, the system is made-up of 27 universities (NCHE Website) and in
2006; there were 113 other tertiary institutions (NCHE, 2006, p.9).
Initially, university education in Uganda, like in most other post-independent African countries,
was considered a public good - freely provided by public universities. However, since the late
1980s and early 1990s, increasing demand for higher education amidst declining budget
allocations to public institutions' among other reasons created ideal conditions for establishment
of private universities. For example, a study by Liang (2004, p.92) shows that the share of
education budget devoted to public universities declined from 24% in the early 1990s to about
11% in 2000/2001 notwithstanding increasing demand for higher education.
Private universities
Globally, the concept of private universities is not a new phenomenon and as such, it can be
viewed in terms of what Altbach (1999) calls a global trend. Notwithstanding its global nature,
the phenomenon lacks a common definition; more often, it is characterized by shifting meanings
mainly due to differences in financing, provision and regulation mechanisms across countries.
Lack of a universally accepted definition also reflects some of the complexities embedded in
attempts to differentiate between private and public spheres in higher education. UNESCO (1985)
defines a private educational institution as "... a school not operated by a public authority,
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whether or not it receives financial support from such authorities" (cited in Blomqvist & Jimenez,
1989, p.3). This paper however uses the term private university to denote "...a university, the
proprietor of which is a person, firm, or organization other than government and basically
maintained out of funds other than public funds" (UOIA, 2001, p.9).
The history of private education in Uganda dates to 1925 when the first private school was
established due to growing dissatisfaction with curricular offered at missionary schools
(Ssekamwa, 2000, p.99). However, private universities are a recent phenomenon that started in
1988 and has since grown rapidly in terms of institutions and student enrolments. They can be
described as one of the most dynamic and fastest-growing segments of higher education in
Uganda, largely stimulated by unprecedented demand for higher education amidst insufficient
supply by public universities (Tumwesigye, 2006; Varghese, 2006). Private universities have thus
emerged to the fore of higher education in Uganda and consequently transformed the system from
being homogenously public to a public-private mix in which the latter outnumber the former and
enrol a significant proportion2 of students, especially those that cannot enrol at public universities.
However, as Teixeira and Amaral (2001, p.388) observe, shifts from purely public to a mix of
public and private universities emanate from one factor or a combination of several factors for
example, economic stringency, or neo-liberal ideology, and pressures from international
organizations such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Liberalization of the
economy and enactment of the Universities and Other Tertiary Institutions' Act, 2001 created
favourable policy frameworks for the growth of private universities. However, existence of such
policies does not imply that government created private higher education; a policy that allows
private higher education growth does not necessarily initiate that growth or determine the type of
institutions that emerge (Levy, 2006).
Rationales for growth of private universities
Like in most other post-independent African countries, a public university Uganda was a symbol
of self-reliance and as such, it is of recent that private universities have emerged to play an active
role in providing higher education. Since 1988, the number of private universities has grown from
one to twenty-two institutions, both secularly and religiously affiliated, largely due to excess
demand for higher education. For example, from the 1970s to 2006, higher education enrolments
grew 5,000 to 137,190 students.
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The problem with these figures however (Galbraith, 2003), is the fact that they may
underestimate the actual rise in demand since they employ the only measure available - number
of students enrolled rather than demand itself, which is the actual precipitant to enrolment.
Theoretically, in instances of high demand for higher education and insufficient supply thereof by
public agencies, private providers may emerge to fill the gap. As stressed by the public goods
theory (Weisbrod, 1977), government agencies tend to provide public or quasi-public goods only
at a level that satisfies the median voter consequently; there will be some residual unsatisfied
demand among those individuals whose taste for such goods is greater than the median (cited in
Hansmann, 1987, pp.28-29). For example, in 2004, more than 12,000 (37% of) qualified students
from advanced secondary schools (The New Vision, March 8, 2004) could not enrol in
universities due to limited study places therein (Cited in Tumwesigye, 2006, p.204).
The argument presented by the public goods theory is that demand for higher education is so
extensive and heterogeneous that public universities alone cannot satisfy it fully without
supplementary supply by private universities. Such excess demand for education coupled with
favourable market policies presented religious organisations and other entrepreneurs with suitable
conditions to establish universities to provide higher education in amounts that supplement those
of public universities. Therefore, enrolment in private universities, more often, is a choice
between public and private universities based not on quality or other concerns, but rather
inaccessibility of public universities. For example, Geiger (1985) provides three situations in
which private higher education institutions emerge; demand for more, demand for better, and
demand for different higher education (p.386). Although more, different, and better are general
terms for different rationales, they underline the role of government in the emergence of private
higher education. The amount and kind of higher education provided by government, Geiger
(1991), presumably at the behest of the median voter, is the single most important determinant of
the size and character of private higher education in each national system (p.234). In a
comparable study in Latin America, Levy (1989) developed a three-wave categorization of
private universities' growth - Catholic universities, secular elite universities, and excess demanddriven universities, based on perceptible failures of public universities. The underlying
conclusion of these studies is that private universities emerge due to perceived failures of public
universities
However, as noted by Hansmann (1980), it takes supply as well as demand to make a market
therefore; to understand fully the growth of private universities, we need to know not only the
circumstances under which patrons seek services of these institutions,

but also factors that

determine whether and how these universities will develop to meet that demand. When
differences exist as to which goods the public sector should or not provide, many unmet needs
and demands will emerge thus creating conditions for private providers. In a series of detailed
case studies of non-profit entrepreneurs in American social service industry, Young (1981, 1983,
& 1984) reveals a wide range of motivations for establishing non-profit organisations. The
underlying idea of the studies is that people care about many things besides money and may start
non-profit organizations not for personal gain but, rather ideological reasons (cited in James &
Rose-Ackerman, 1986, p.52). The fact that four major religions in Uganda, Islam, Seventh Day
Adventist, Catholicism, and Anglican, have each established at least one university demonstrates
that their motivation was to provide higher education not for its own sake, but rather, implicitly if
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not explicitly, as a means to expand their social influences. Accordingly, an interviewee from
Uganda Christian University (UCU) stated,
By the time UCU was started, the Islamic University in Uganda [Islam], Uganda
Martyrs University [Catholic], and Bugema University [Seventh Day Adventist] had
already been established and the only concern for the Church of Uganda was where,
but not whether to establish a university. (Mugabi, 2008, p.45)
Therefore, even if the state provided sufficient places in public schools/universities (Rose, 2002),
"there would remain a need to meet particular demands of specific groups, for example, religious
groups because state education operates based on uniform and consistent provision and as such,
does not necessarily target education for those with different needs or specific interests" (p. 10).
Hypothetically, the growth of private higher education and the demand thereof represents a
market response to a situation in which public universities do not provide sufficient quantity
and/or right kind of education for which people are willing to pay. Therefore, private universities
in Uganda, like in most other developing countries (Thaver, 2004) emerged largely due
government failure to provide sufficient higher education.
Pros and cons of private higher education
Although private higher education is, relatively, not a new phenomenon in Uganda, extravagant
claims and conflicting views abound in discussions of private universities and the roles thereof in
the provision of higher education. As noted by Geiger (1985),
Proponents [of higher education] have foreseen far-reaching benefits resulting from
the virtues of competition and independence; opponents have predicted dire
consequences stemming from the abasement of standards and the flooding of the
graduate labour markets [and] perhaps worse, the latter charge that private institutions
would provide privileged access to the wealth, (p.385)
The biggest strength and contribution of private universities to the provision of higher education
is their ability to provide higher education at a minimum public cost especially in countries like
Uganda where private universities rarely receive public funding. Through mobilisation of external
funding that otherwise, would not be available to higher education, private universities widen
funding sources for the system and as such, provide a solution to the dilemma of widening higher
education, access for a growing number of students without significant increases in public
expenditure. As emphasised by Levy (2006), "a major private higher education benefit to the state,
linking finance and access, has been [the ability of private higher education institutions to absorb]
...enrolment growth without having state expenditures expand further" (p.288). Unfortunately, it
is often difficult to calculate precise amount of public funds spent on these institutions, especially
non-profit universities, since they receive public funding largely in form of tax breaks.
In addition, private universities enrol a significant number of students - especially those who
would otherwise be unable to enrol at selective public universities and as such, they can be relied
upon to widen students' access and choice" in higher education. For example, large tertiary level
enrolments in Latin American and East Asian countries by 1999 were credited to private sector
involvement and enrolments - more than half in Brazil, Colombia and Indonesia and over three
quarters in Korea and the Philippines (World bank, 1999; cited in Rose, 2002, p.6). Nonetheless,
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Geiger (1985, 1986), paying attention to university missions and objectives, financing, teaching
and research, and student admission among other policies and activities.
More higher education
The rationale of more higher education as discussed by Geiger (1985) justifiably applies to
education systems in which public universities are selective, elitist, and have size restrictions. In
such situations, private universities mainly perform a demand-absorbing role, largely enrolling
students who cannot matriculate at public universities. Common features associated with such
institutions include tuition-dependence, market orientation, insufficient funding, reliance on parttime teaching staff, unorthodox schedules, several campuses/extension centres, and often, low
academic standards, which attract extensive government regulations. Though often regarded with
disdain by academic communities, sometimes create creditable reputations in applied fields for
such as accounting and business studies (Geiger, 1991). Such demand-absorbing universities
result into mass private sectors characterized by majority enrolments in private universities, for
example, more than 80% in the Philippines, above 75% in Japan and South Korea, 66% in Brazil,
and about 60% in Colombia in the 1980s (Geiger, 1991, p.234). However, as the author notes, it
is not size, but character of the universities that matters because in countries such as Uganda,
private universities largely possess characteristics of "mass private sectors" although they
accommodate a large minority of student enrolments.
An analysis of Uganda's private higher education sector shows that private universities arose due
to excess demand and as such, are characterised largely reliance on tuition fees, part-time faculty,
insufficient educational facilities, duplication of academic programmes, and focus on teaching
instead of teaching and research as expressed in their mission statements (NCHE, 2006 &
Mugabi, 2008)/ They focus on programmes in business and administration, social sciences, law,
education, and computer science and information technology among others with strong market
orientation because they are highly competitive, appeal to many potential clients, are relatively
cheaper, and their teaching staff can be found with relative ease. The descriptive features
discussed above are consistent with those of more education (Geiger, 1985); excess demand
(Weisbrod, 1977; and James, 1989); and the third wave of growth (Levy, 1989) and therefore,
define the role of private universities in Uganda as that of demand-absorption; they arise and exist
largely to offer education to those who cannot enrol at public universities. However, it is
imperative to note that private universities differ in terms of missions, backgrounds, and size and
as such, the scope of this role.
Different higher education
Institutions pursuing different higher education emerge in situations where there is growing
dissatisfaction with the type of education provided by public institutions. Emergence of
universities that provide differentiated higher education can be stimulated by a need for cultural
or linguistic pluralism, for example, existence of religious groups whose values, norms, and
beliefs cannot fit within a single public system (Holtta, 1990). Existence of such functional
constituencies, especially religious groups, has inspired the growth of religiously affiliated private
universities that pursue an ideologically different higher education. For example, "Catholic
private universities assumed great importance in countries like the Netherlands where Catholics
[were] a minority or in France and Portugal where the church ... faced unsympathetic secular
states" (Geiger, 1985, p.387).
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Founders of universities providing different higher education often support them to ensure that
their beliefs and missions are integrated in university curricula. These relationships thus define
the value of differences that institutions serve and more often, they ensure survival of the
institutions. The hallmark of institutions providing different higher education, Geiger (1985,
p.388) notes, is the tendency to preserve vital relationship with the groups they serve, which in
turn tend to supply students, teachers, and vital supplemental forms of support.
Different higher education in Uganda is highly associated with religiously affiliated universities,
which owe their existence to religious groups such as, the Church of Uganda, the Seventh Day
Adventist Church, Catholic Uganda Episcopal Conference and Organization of Islamic
Conference, which influence not only university leadership, teaching and learning environments,
but mostly the character of their education. Although they offer academic programs closely
similar to those of their secular counterparts, their most distinguishing feature is emphasis on not
only academic standards, but also religious principles and norms.6 After all, for the most part (Di
Meglio, 2007, p.l), "it is what happens inside the classroom, the discussions, books, and
examples [environment, dressing code and course contents] that make

education different."

For example, a case study of UCU (Mugabi, 2008), shows that the peculiarity of the university's
education lies in its curriculum, which contains Christian foundational courses and life skills
courses that are core to all programs and as such, compulsory to all undergraduate students. Other
religiously affiliated universities too offer courses and programs such as Theology and Islamic
studies that focus on religious ideologies of their founders. At IUIU, for example, courses in
Islamic political thought and Islamic law are incorporated in curricular of political science and
law programs respectively.
Therefore, based on university missions and objectives, curricula, teaching and learning
environments, it is prudent to note that although religiously affiliated universities possess features
of demand-absorbing institutions, their role is largely to provide an ideologically different
education in a system characterized by excess demand. Besides, offering ideologically different
education does not imply exclusively dissimilar programmes especially in a system where private
universities rely on tuition fees and as such, must respond accurately to market forces. As Siebel
(1989) notes, "....even if it is true that the behaviour of non-profit organisations relies on
alternatives to markets and hierarchies, they cannot escape totally from the market nor [sic] from
public responsibility (p. 177). Therefore, it is unsurprising that in fulfilling this role, religiously
affiliated universities behave as "part Church and part Car dealer - devoted partly... to ideology
and rationality" (Winston, 1999, p.31).
Better higher education
Private universities in pursuit of better education often emerge in situations where public
universities are designed to fulfil every recognised need for higher education. In such situations,
public universities are characterised by open access, massive enrolments, overcrowding and
subsequently, low academic standards, all of which inspire emergence of elite private
universities. For example, Geiger (1991, p.238) notes that the chief, though not exclusive factor
that drove the expansion of Mexican elite private universities since 1960 was an explicit reaction
by social and economic elites to conditions in public universities. Although private universities
pursuing better higher education might arise from different circumstances, their role is to offer
qualitatively superior higher education than what is available in public institutions. Therefore,
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such universities pursuing better education tend to be characterised by qualitatively superior
faculty, students, program offerings, high level of research, and selective student admissions.
Although better education is associated with elitist universities, all private universities in Uganda
claim this role notwithstanding the fact that most of them still possess features of demandabsorbing institutions. Even though it is clear that private universities are not playing this role
fully yet, evidence shows that they all aspire to provide high quality education. However, it is
worth noting that private universities in Uganda, just like in most other countries, differ in terms
of not only missions and backgrounds; but also efforts made towards fulfilment of this role.
Institutions that offer better education (Geiger, 1985, p.394), strive for academic excellence and
employ high quality teachers who are respected by their professional peers, grant them
opportunities to continue their professional activities, and maintain up-to-date laboratory facilities
and library collections to avoid being labelled as second rate. Some of private universities in
Uganda have already made giant strides towards establishing themselves as strong educational
institutions through accreditation, recruitment of some of the best lecturers and students - locally
and internationally and active staff and student exchange programmes among others measures
although it is difficult to measure their quality objectively.
Suggestions for improvement
Although private universities have become an essential component of the Ugandan higher
education system over the past two decades, debate still rages on regarding their role(s) and
suggestions for improvement. Attempts at formulating policies to maximise roles of private
universities should consider the following questions among others:
•

Why private universities have emerged and expanded in the last two decades?

•

What the current public policies towards private higher education initiatives are?

•

Do private universities have any social obligations - in terms of equity or access? How
can we make them more responsible towards social or national/global obligations?

•

How can we protect students and faculty's interests at private universities?

•

How should private universities be financed?

•

Are for-profit private universities acceptable? (Gupta, 2005)

Government should provide a sound policy framework that not only recognises existence and
roles of private universities, but also defines their place in a national education strategy to boost
their public support. If the state abstains from financing private universities, adverse equity
effects are more likely to arise even if some universities, for example, UCU and KIU, have
scholarship schemes to cater for poor but academically able students. In addition, government
should provide financial support in form of student loans/scholarships, research grants, and
investment incentives such as free land and subsidies on installation of utilities and other
educational facilities especially in marginalised regions8 - in addition to value-added tax
exemption on construction materials. Strict regulation without adequate financial and
administrative support cannot improve quality of private universities; it not only burdens them,
but also weakens their public counterparts and consequently, the whole system. After all, a strong
system of higher education is vital for prosperity of any modern state, especially at this time when
most countries are focusing on knowledge to boost their economies and competitive advantages.
Therefore, reconfiguration of the national financing policy to include private universities would
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enable the universities to strengthen themselves more than before - improve their facilities and
quality of education and consequently, claim more legitimacy and recognition.
Although private universities are necessities of the time, government should not tolerate selfstyled institutions that fail to meet set standards even in situations where poor quality education
might be better than no education at all. The National Council for Higher Education should be
strengthened to avoid delays in publications, registration and accreditation and consequently,
improve quality assurance and decision-making. Government, students, parents and other higher
education stakeholders should be provided with adequate and timely information about private
universities especially, their size, accreditation status, academic programs and performances
because there are wide differences among institutions, which the public might not be able to
fathom. However, this too calls on private universities to provide as much and accurate
information to the public as possible because, more often, they do not consider themselves dutybound to provide information regarding quality, usefulness, and other vital details of their
programmes.
Conclusion
The paper concludes that any evaluation of the roles of private universities should always
consider what institutions do and ought to do rather than what we expect of them because,
sometimes, private universities focus on certain roles and omit others purposefully not
circumstantially. The analysis of private universities vindicates theoretical assumptions (James,
1989; Weisbrod, 1977; & Geiger, 1985) that private universities, especially in developing
countries, emerge largely due to existence of excess demand for higher education. The analysis
further demonstrates that excess demand per se did not cause the emergence of private
universities rather; it provided opportunities to organisations and individuals especially religious
ones to establish universities that would enable them to not only provide education, but also
achieve their ulterior motives. The paper further demonstrates that as student enrolments grow
and higher education expands, universities not only increase in number, but also become more
differentiated by type and roles. However, the analysis evidently shows that private universities
pursue multiple roles largely for a strategic reason, to serve a broader social purpose instead of
restricting themselves to one special role that might be incompatible with national/founders' goals
or difficult to fund. Based on empirical and theoretical data underpinning this paper, it is worth
noting that contributions of private universities towards higher education and all other sectors of
the economy can only be maximised by not only improving national financial and regulatory
policy frameworks, but also demanding private universities to be more accountable.
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(National Council for Higher Education (NCHE), 2006, p.46). According to the Ranking Web of World Universities (Webometncs, 2009), Kampala International
University ranks 58th on the list of top one hundred universities in Africa (http://www webometrics. info.' toplOO_continent.asp?cont-africa).
8 In 2006 higher education statistics, 50% of the universities were in the Central region, 23% in the Eastern, 19% in the western and 8% in the Northern region
(NCHE, 2006, p. 11). Although, with time, these figures are likely to change there is need to for government support to private universities to extend their services
especially in formof up country campuses instead of regional centres.
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