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ABSTRACT
Two decades after the liberalisation of higher education in Uganda, a disturbing
dilemma facing educationists is that of declining levels of quality assurance
despite widespread propositions associating liberalisation with quality assurance.
An enormous body of literature implicates institutional and systemic under
funding for this paradox. Nonetheless, a recent study involving 11 universities,
the National Council for Higher Education and the Ministry of Education and
Sports finds that, in fact, this has been consequent upon the management of the
liberalisation of higher education. It notes that while liberalisation of higher
education resulted into the expansion of student enrollment and contraction of
government funding, regulation, in principle politicking, has kept public
universities from charging competitive levels of fees. This is because under
funding has been accepted as an alternative, after which piteous concerns, like
access for the poor, have been invoked to justify uncompetitive charging as
expedient.

Grounded on a systemic analysis of the higher education operating environment
and known opportunities for reform worldwide, this paper calls for an outright
refusal of uncompetitive pricing in higher education and, subsequently, placing of
overriding attention on the meeting of the rising cost of supplying quality higher
education—through the subsidisation of fees and higher education institutions;
institution of student loan schemes; efficient resources utilisation; and
philanthropy, the dynamics of whose practicability in Uganda’s peculiar context
are explored.
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Introduction
The fact that universities in Uganda are under funded to assure quality is a
truism, even though it continues to attract significant controversy—as institutional
managers argue for more funds and (some) policy makers express scepticism or
entirely argue on the contrary. Fortunately for us, in a 2004 paper presented at a
National Council for Higher Education (NCHE) Capacity Building Workshop held
in Jinja, renowned African Higher Education scholar Michael Hayward already
made a compelling case for higher education. Hopefully, policy makers now
appreciate the urgent need to close the higher education funding gap thus, as to
whether or not higher education in Uganda is under funded is not a pertinent
question. A pertinent question, however, is one of why higher education is under
funded despite its liberalisation, which was undertaken with the view to alleviate
under funding among other objectives. This is what formed part of the focus of a
recent study, which sought to investigate the management of the liberalisation of
higher education and its implications on the quality of university education in
Uganda.

Research Framework
As a quasi public good, higher education may be funded through governmental
subvention, ‘the market’ or philanthropy (Nyborg 2004 and Lipsey et al 1999). In
the case of governmental subvention and the market, higher education
liberalisation is expressible on a continuum with each of the two at either end,
meaning that higher education funding is a function of government, the market or
both, depending on the extent of its liberalisation. According to Lipsey et al
(1999), however, both government and the market are fallible. This fallibility too is
expressible on a continuum, with success and failure1 at either end. Plotted
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While our conceptualisation of government and market success and failure is, coincidentally,
consistent with the duo’s economic definition, that is, ability or inability of government and the market
to assure the public good, in this discourse, their interpretation is lay; focus is, only, on government’s
or the market’s ability or inability to sufficiently fund higher education and, unless otherwise specified,
the usual sources of government and market success or failure are not implied.
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against each other—on an X, Y graph—these continuums reveal governmentmarket (X, Y) combinations that assure adequate funding and, conversely, those
associated with under funding, providing us with a framework, delineated in
Figure 1, within which we might understand the irony of under funding despite
liberalisation.

Figure 1: Degree of Higher Education Liberalisation and Adequacy of
Funding
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Explanation of the model of the conceptual framework

In the model, the conventional X, Y coordinate is utilised. Positive and negative
sections respectively represent adequate and inadequate funding so the circle,
conceptualised as the ‘liberalisation curve’, shows the adequacy of funding as we
move between government and market-based higher education. Along the curve,
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the points A, B, C and D are salient. At A, higher education is completely public
and is adequately funded, thanks to sufficient subvention. At B, higher education
is completely market-based and is adequately funded, thanks to the levy of
adequate levels of fees. Along AB, quadroon 1, therefore, all government
intervention is successful (+) and all market basis is successful (+) hence, any
mix of government intervention and market-basis assures adequate funding (+,
+). At C and D (and along BC, CD and DA, quadroons
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Table 1: Respondent Sample
Category
University Managers
Universities
VC/DVC/AR2 Dean Dep’t Head
1 Bugema University
1
3
5
2 Busoga University
2
2
4
3 Islamic University in Uganda
2
4
7
4 Kampala International
1
2
5
5 Kampala University
1
2
2
6 Kyambogo University
1
4
9
7 Mbarara University
1
2
3
8 Makerere University
3
9
22
9 Nkumba University
2
3
3
10 Uganda Christian University
1
2
5
11 Uganda Martyrs University
1
4
5
Total
16
37
70
National Council for Higher Education
Ministry of Education and Sports
Parliamentary Committee on Social Services
Total

Total
9
8
13
8
5
14
6
34
8
8
10
123
6
3
2
134

Data collection instruments

These included a questionnaire, for deans of faculties and heads of departments;
and interview guides, for vice-chancellors, academic registrars and officers of the
NCHE, Ministry of Education and Sports, and Parliamentary Committee on Social
Services.

Data Analysis

The responses to the questionnaire items, which were close ended, were entered
by category. Those obtained through interviews, on the other hand, were tallied
among alternative themes, developed before, during and after data collection and
entered. Thereafter, frequency counts of the entries were obtained and
conclusions reached.
2

The acronyms VC, DVC and AR respectively mean Vice-chancellor, Deputy Vice-chancellor and
Academic registrar.
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Findings
When asked why their departments are under funded, public university managers
cited the reasons summarised in Table 2, in reference to governmental
subvention.

Table 2: Reasons cited for the inadequacy of government subvention
Reason
Government funding is insufficient
Government funding is irregular
Government funding is remitted belatedly

Agree
f
%
47 92
13 21
36 86

Disagree
f
%
4
8
33
79
6
14

Total
n
%
51 100
42 100
42 100

Table 2 shows that majority of the respondents said that government funding is
insufficient and remitted belatedly. Similarly, 2 out of the 3 public university vicechancellors interviewed said that government subvention has not kept pace with
rising costs and enrollment expansions. These findings were corroborated by the
respondents from the Ministry of Education and Sports, National Council for
Higher Education and Parliamentary Committee on Social Services.

Additionally, majority (86%) of the public university managers said that their
privately sponsored study programmes are under funded because the tuition,
among other, fees levied are not sufficient to support quality teaching and
learning.
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their departments, citing “political interference with the levy of fees” and “threat of
student action” for their failure to adjust these fees to the adequate levels
necessitated for quality assurance.

Even in the case of the private university managers who reported that their
departments are under funded, the levy of inadequate student fees was
implicated. The reasons cited for this are presented, by nature of proprietorship,
in Table 3.

Table 3: Reasons cited for the levy of inadequate fees in private
universities

Desire to levy affordable
fees
Desire to levy competitive
fees

Agree
Disagree
Total
Agree
Disagree
Total

PROPRIETORSHIP
PURE PRIVATE (%) COMMUNITY (%)
21
64
79
36
100
100
83
74
17
26
100
100

In Table 3, 83% of the purely private university managers and 74% of the
community university managers said that they charge inadequate fees because
they wish to be competitive—that is, to levy fees that are within range with those
charged by other universities. In the case of the community university managers,
however, the desire to levy affordable fees was also cited by majority (64%) of
the respondents.

Discussion and Conclusions
The finding that governmental subvention is insufficient and that the fees levied
on higher education programmes are inadequate implies that, using the model of
the conceptual framework in Figure 1, Uganda’s case lies along the section CD
of the liberalisation curve, along which higher education is under funded. The
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challenge for higher education
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As such, the unreliability of government in the funding of higher education is
overt. Indeed, the failure of fully public higher education, that is, the point C in
Figure 1, climaxing in the 1980s formed part justification for the liberalisation of
higher education, which was hoped to broaden access to higher education whilst
remedying under funding among other benefits (Kassam 1999 and Mayanja
1996).

Paradoxically, while the fees through which liberalised higher education is
typically funded are determined endogenously and, therefore, expected to be
cognisant of aspirations and costs, liberalisation has not remedied higher
education under funding. Indeed, as is clear from Altbach (2006) and Mamdani
(2006) inter alia, the policy has been widely blamed for the higher education
funding gap with claims being that, under its auspices, access widened albeit
without proportionate expansions in financial and teaching resources.

Nonetheless, the findings of this study blame the under funding on the levy of
inadequate fees in public, and, subsequently, private universities, in turn blamed
on, undue, political interference with the levy of fees. At Makerere University, for
instance, evidence was adduced that government foiled proposed fees
increments in 2005. Indeed, as shown in Figure 3, analysis of changes in the
tuition fees levied in a random sample of three (3) study programmes, selected
from the university reveals that fees are rigid and have not kept pace with
inflation.
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Figure 3: Actual and Realistic Levels of Tuition Fees3 for Selected

Fees in thousands

Programmes at Makerere University (1998-2006)
1,250
1,150
1,050
950
850
750
650
550
450
350
1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Education Actual

Education Realistic

Law Actual

Law Realistic

Engineering Actual

Engineering Realistic

Source: Inflation rates from Uganda Bureau of Statistics (2007); Actual fees culled from Makerere
University Fees Schedules for Ugandan private students (1998—2006)

While the levy of student fees, as a means of funding higher education in
Uganda, has been, ostensibly, ineffective, and reliance thereon it met with
scepticism, therefore, it is apparent that the regulation of, rather than reliance on,
fees has been the problem. The underlying problem, however, has been the

3

Here, tuition fees were adjusted by relevant inflation rates to proxy the realistic levels of fees.
Hence, they are as realistic as the assumption that pedagogy depends on an unchanged basket
of inputs, on which they are based, is. As long as
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tendency, for legislators, and community university managers, to think that
adequate levels of fees are prohibitive and, therefore, impracticable.

Policy Implications and Recommendations
Efforts to alleviate under funding in Ugandan higher education should, therefore,
focus on ensuring zero governmental intervention in the levy of student fees, so
that fees are levied in line with costs, rather than perceived students’ capacity to
pay, and adjusted as costs change. In the model of the conceptual framework,
Figure 1, this will shift the country’s position to the point B, at which higher
education is adequately funded through the levy of adequate fees. Firstly,
however, policy makers must stop thinking of adequate fees as impracticable; in
the next subsections, we emphasise why whilst drawing some recommendations.

The nonnegotiable cost of supplying quality higher education: Quality
higher education comes with a cost, even in cases where we find it unaffordable.
Even though concerns for affordability, that is, student access, have foiled efforts
to levy adequate fees, therefore, policy makers ought to realise that we either
pay the fees necessitated for quality higher education or we cannot access it.
The way forward, therefore, is to, first, set fees that cover the requirements for
quality assurance and then, if we cannot afford them, mobilise ways of closing
the gaps.

The irony of higher education fees in Uganda: interestingly, the fears for the
affordability of fees that are adequate for quality assurance are rhetorical. In a
1996 study, for instance, Mayanja finds that higher education is dominated by
students from affluent family backgrounds, which is corroborated by Kaheru
(1995), Wesonga et al (2004) and, more recently, the McGregor visitation
committee to public universities (Tumusiime 2007). Indeed, in a 2004 research
paper, Government student sponsorship at Makerere University: a fivefold
paradox, I found that 80% of the 39 schools that qualified over 70% of the
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students admitted to Makerere, the country’s flagship university, in the 2003/2004
academic year were charging fees that were higher than those levied in the
university’s most student populated school and faculties—Education, Arts,
Science and Social Sciences. On the whole, therefore, it is credible that
increased higher education fees would be affordable.

Yet, even if some students find the adequate levels of fees necessitated for
quality assurance unaffordable, the following could ensure that they are levied
without threat of student action and restriction of poor students from accessing
higher education.

Subsidisation of fees: after adequate fees are determined in line with costs, a
means of ensuring affordability is the extension of governmental subvention to
the subsidisation of the set fees, as is done in Tanzanian non-university higher
education (Mkude et al 2003). With the cost incurred by each student reduced
thus, many students would afford a competitively priced higher education
(Ssempebwa 2004). Community universities could be subsidised by their
founding communities in a similar manner. Streamlining teaching resources
utilisation could also reduce the cost to students of attaining quality higher
education. In Ghana, for instance, Owolabi (1993 and 1995) reports that through
centralised timetabling, the University College of Education of Winneba and
University of Ghana enrolled more students using unexpanded resources, saving
students expansion costs. Lastly, extension of asset donations and tax
exemptions to higher education institutions, which should be as easy as it has
been in the case of other investments, would also reduce the cost to students of
paying adequate fees.

Deferred payment: underlying the fear that increased fees are unaffordable is
the appropriation of the cost of students’ higher education to government and/or
parents. Since these usually pay for many students; are not the direct consumers
of higher education; or simply have limited means, they are particularly
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constrained by fees increments. An important policy option, therefore, is the
shifting of the cost of higher education to the students thorough the institution of
student loan schemes. Apart from addressing the infamous “diploma disease”4,
these loans would ensure that the total cost of higher education is shared among
very many payers so each student incurs but a small fraction of the big cost.
Above all, they would provide students with a means of paying for their higher
education.

Whereas the sceptical argue that these loans are impracticable in the less
developed countries, renowned development economist Todaro (1998) urges
their institution in these countries. In Uganda’s case, Kenya’s example is a
stone’s throw away. The dynamics of operating these loan schemes may best be
worked out by established financial institutions since they are likely to be more
cognisant of pertinent variables. It deserves mention, however, that in many
settings where these schemes are operational, their institution is capitalised by
government, social security funds and similar organisations and priority is given
to students in study programmes that are associated with easy graduate labour
market transition. Even here, therefore, government has a leadership role to play.

Philanthropy: until now, we have restricted ourselves to government and
market-based approaches to funding higher education. For students these
approaches do not work, however, philanthropic grants—which may be based on
equity considerations, charity, disciplinary commitment and identity affiliation
among others—represent a viable means of accessing higher education. As is
often the case with philanthropy, focus is on the motivation for, rather than the
cost of, philanthropy. Indeed, local examples like the Female Scholarships
Initiative (FSI), German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), Kulika Charitable
Trust, Tofta Educational Trust and Gatsby Trust as well as international
examples like the Netherlands Fellowships Programme (NFP) and International
Fellowships Programme (IFP) illustrate that the philanthropists pay fees as set by
4

Tendency for students to undertake higher education courses for their own sake (Irina 2004).
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the respective higher education institutions. Hence, fees that are sufficient for
quality assurance should be set and students who cannot afford them supported
philanthropically.
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