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Abstract 

Despite global efforts to achieve universal education and eliminate gender 

disparity, Uganda has struggled to meet these targets. The nation has witnessed 

a significant increase in school dropouts, especially among girls, with alarming 

statistics revealing that over a million learners dropped out before completing 

primary education in 2022. High costs of education, cultural norms, and 

gendered expectations are among the primary reasons for this trend. The 

repercussions of dropping out are particularly severe for girls, leading to a 

myriad of societal challenges. This paper introduces the Adult Education Model, 

based on the principles of andragogy, as a potential solution to address the girl-

child school dropout crisis in Uganda. The model emphasizes self-direction, real-

world problem-solving, and the utilization of past experiences, making it 

particularly suited for mature learners. Implementing this model through pilot 

programs, with the collaboration of community leaders, NGOs, and 

governmental bodies, can offer a tailored educational approach for these girls. 

By adopting this model, Uganda can provide an inclusive, adaptable, and 

empathetic educational environment, ensuring a brighter future for every girl. 
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While all countries of the world aimed to achieve universal primary and 

secondary education and eliminate gender disparity in education by 2015 as part 

of the Millennial Development Goals (MDGs), many sub-Saharan Africa 

countries failed to hit the target. Among the miserable failures is Uganda which 

failed to achieve both MDG 2A (universal completion of primary education) and 

MDG 3A (eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education). For 

MDG 2A, Uganda achieved a net enrolment ratio (NER) of 80% falling short of 

the required 100% (UNDP, 2015). According to the current SDG report, Uganda 

seems to be failing in achieving SDG 4, with a lower secondary completion rate 

of only 26.4 (UNESCO, 2019) and SDG 5, with the female-to-male mean years 

of education received standing at 64 (Office of the Prime Minister, 2020).   
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According to the UNESCO (2019), education is the fourth Sustainable 

Development Goal (SDG). The education and learning goals and targets are to 

guarantee inclusive and equitable quality education and learning and promote 

lifelong opportunities for all. As per target 4:1, by 2030 all girls and kids should 

have access to full cost-free, equitable and high quality elementary and secondary 

education and learning causing pertinent and effective understanding. 

Internationally, 262 million or 18% of all kids, teenagers and young people aged 

6 to 17 years left schooling prematurely in 2017 (Nabugoomu, 2019). Based on 

current trends, these numbers will drop only somewhat to 225 million or 14% by 

2030 (Nabugoomu, 2019). Among youngsters of primary school age (commonly 

6-11 years), 64 million or 9% will leave school prematurely. 

Although countries have actually made a dedication in SDG 4 to 

accomplish global access to secondary schooling, higher secondary education is 

not compulsory in 47% of nations. The numbers of teenagers who prematurely 

leave higher secondary education are projected to proceed on their descending 

trend till 2030, when one-quarter of all teenagers are expected to be out of school. 

The number of children who prematurely leave primary and lower secondary 

schooling are forecasted to continue to be at nearly the exact same degrees as 

today (Sachs et al., 2022; UNDP, 2015). 

Whereas Uganda has been facing high rates of educational wastage and 

student drop out at all levels, the rates have dramatically increased during and 

after the COVID-19 pandemic, making the drop out phenomenon a national 

educational crisis (Chebet & Ishenyi, 2023). In 1997 Uganda introduced 

Universal Primary Education (UPE) to increase access to education, especially 

for poor children. Subsequently, Universal Secondary Education (USE) was 

introduced in 2007 to reduce on the numbers of children leaving school 

prematurely because of high tuition fees. This notwithstanding, and despite the 

fact that Uganda was among the first African nations to ratify the UN Convention 

of Rights of Children and having passed her own Child Act (Government of 

Uganda, 2016) both of which emphasize that all young people deserve to be 

provided with education. 

While releasing the 2022 Primary Leaving Examinations in January this 

year, the Uganda National Examinations Board disclosed that only 44.3% of the 

more than 1.8 million children who joined Primary One in 2016 went on to 

complete primary schooling by 2022. Thus, more than 55.7% of the children left 

schooling before grade seven (Nafula, 2023). This has led to various reactions 

from across the political divide as well as from academicians and non-

governmental organizations. Following this, and the extremely high dropout rates 

for females before the 2022 O-Level examinations, the Minister of Education and 

Sports ordered an immediate probe (Etukuri & Kwesiga, 2023). Even the 

Ugandan parliament called for a probe of the causes of the high levels of dropouts 

(Business Focus, 2023).  
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School dropout has become a big challenge in Ugandan communities, 

especially in the rural areas where numbers of primary and high school dropouts 

are at astronomical levels (Nabugoomu, 2019). A school dropout can be defined 

as a young learner who prematurely exits the education system before he or she 

obtains the certificate of completion for the level of education in question 

(Mussida, et al., 2019). 

Most children in Ugandan have no access to secondary education because 

of high cost of education. According to (Nafula, 2023), Ms Ketty Lamaro, the 

permanent secretary of the Education ministry, agreed that one of the factors that 

make children to drop out of school are the huge amounts of money that parents 

have to pay. Unfortunately, these costs seem to be increasing every year.  

In today's social context, the repercussions of leaving school without a 

certificate or diploma are much more costly. The transformation of national 

economies from goods-producing to solution producing, has created a situation 

whereby there are less blue-collar jobs that provide suitable cash and task 

protection to those who leave school prematurely (Rodrick, 2022; Seka, 2012). 

In addition to financial troubles, previous researches have actually located that 

those that quit school before completion are most likely to be associated with 

crime, using illicit drugs, and experiencing wellness and marital problems when 

compared to those that finish (Lansford et al., 2016; Valkov, 2018). 

In many cases, girls leave as a result of very early marriage which ends 

up not only denying them of their childhood years, but also making their 

opportunities of making it in life quite depressing. This opens the vicious circle 

of destitution and makes them at risk to a multitude of wellness, social and 

economic dangers. It has actually been reported that Uganda maintains a high 

concern of Sexual and Reproductive Health (SRH) threats such as adolescents 

getting pregnant and giving birth, with 12% of Ugandan ladies having given birth 

prior to the age of 18 years (Neal et al., 2015). Girls are more likely to leave 

school and get married at an early age, with an approximated 34% of ladies in 

Uganda marrying before their 18th birthday celebration (UNFPA-UNICEF, 

2020). The highest occurrence of child marriage is reported in Sub-Saharan 

Africa, and Uganda is rated 16th among 25 nations with the highest rates of kids 

getting married (Sunder, 2019). This has detrimental repercussions for the future 

aspirations of these children, their families and ultimately the whole country, as 

youngster marriage is very closely connected to damaging health outcomes and 

absence of educational accomplishment. Marriage in sub-Saharan Africa is set in 

social standards, customs and economic contexts where the nuclear and extended 

families of those intending to marry might have an upper hand in the decisions, 

rather than just two people. 

It has been revealed that there is high school dropout / failure rate by 

children and teens at primary education level, 94% in rural areas contrasted to 

77% in the urban locations of Uganda, especially in Busoga area (Nabugoomu, 

2019). Stakeholders have been recognized as major influencers of female school 

dropouts in Uganda's Namutumba Area Schools (Mbeya & Kasiita, 2022). 
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However, she did not take a look at various other factors/determinants of 

institution failure. In contrast,  Nabugoomu (2019) evaluated the basic factors of 

school dropout which include poor academic efficiency, failure to handle 

institution, absence of social skills to handle life's obstacles, very early 

employment, very early pregnancy, absence of adult treatment and good example, 

child-headed family members, media influence, substance abuse, poor settlement 

of educators, hardship among parents, child labour, educational institutions being 

too far away, household gardening, and absence of school/personal effects. 

Nevertheless, she was not specific on the level of education whether elementary 

or secondary. 

Uganda has ratified the UN Convention on the Legal Rights of Children, 

which makes it a legal responsibility for the government to make obligatory the 

free provision and acquisition of elementary education of good quality for all 

youngsters. Without a doubt, Uganda was just one of the very first African 

countries to introduce Universal Primary Education (UPE). Numerous additional 

institutions were built, teachers trained and tuition fees eliminated (Kakuba et al., 

2021). Unfortunately, the majority of those who drop out are girls. If no action is 

taken, a large proportion of the potential workforce is lost to illiteracy and it will 

be impossible to achieve the dream of a middle class economy. Further, these 

girls will go on to become mothers and research shows that uneducated mothers 

are not only economically less productive but are also unlikely to produce 

educated future generations: most dropouts come from illiterate families (Corak, 

2013; Karacabey & Boyaci, 2018). This will create a vicious cycle of poverty and 

illiteracy.  

Following public outcry and efforts by civil society organizations, 

Uganda has made significant strides in addressing the issue of girls dropping out 

of school due to pregnancy. The Ugandan Ministry of Gender, Labour and Social 

Development, in collaboration with the Ugandan Ministry of Education and 

Sports, has implemented policies to facilitate the re-entry of girls into school after 

childbirth (Biryabarema, 2022). The government has worked alongside non-

governmental organizations and international partners to ensure the effective 

implementation of these policies. Special provisions and support mechanisms 

have been established to create an inclusive and supportive environment, aiming 

to counter societal stigmas associated with teenage pregnancy (Opok, 2023). 

Some schools even went to the extent of providing special spaces for 

breastfeeding (Olukya, 2022). However, this has raised lots of unanticipated 

challenges including who and how to take care of the babies when the mothers 

are attending classes (Kyotalengerire, 2023). Many re-entering girls are older than 

their classmates, a situation that creates challenges for both teachers and students 

(Ahikire & Madanda, 2011). This study proposes the adult education model as a 

possible solution to this problem. 
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The Adult Education Model as a Solution 

The traditional educational response to girl-child dropout from school, 

geared predominantly towards younger learners, often overlooks the unique 

challenges and needs of mature learners, especially those who have faced 

significant life events such as pregnancy (e.g., Kabay, 2016; Kabongo, 2018; 

Nabugoomu, 2019). Recognizing these challenges, the concept of andragogy 

emerges as a more suitable learning model for these mature students. This is based 

on the adult education model of andragogy which is characterized by self-

direction, utilization of past experiences in learning, readiness to learn, and 

problem-solving instead of content memorization. 

Andragogy, as introduced by Malcolm Knowles in the 20th century, 

contrasts with pedagogy by focusing on adult learning. Knowles et al. (2015) 

noted that the adult learner possesses unique characteristics that make his/her 

learning experiences distinct. These characteristics include: a) Self-direction: 

Adults prefer being responsible for their learning decisions (Merriam & Bierema, 

2018); b) Utilization of past experiences in learning: Adult learners have a 

reservoir of life experiences that can be tapped into during the learning process 

(Sandlin, 2017); c) Readiness to learn: Adults are more inclined to learn when 

they perceive that the knowledge will help them cope with real-life challenges 

(Taylor & Kroth, 2016, Ross-Gordon, 2017); d) Problem-solving over content 

memorization: Adults are more problem-centred than subject-centred in their 

learning (Brookfield, 2017; Smith, & Grace, 2017). 

Benefits of Andragogy for Mature Girls in Uganda 

Among the key benefits of using the adult learning model for female re-

entrants are its relevance, flexibility, motivation, and peer support. The adult 

learning model can be customized to the real-world situations these girls 

encounter daily, making the learning process more pertinent to their experiences. 

Given their possible maternal responsibilities, andragogical approaches can be 

adjusted to their schedules, offering evening or part-time classes (Cercone, 2016; 

Wlodkowski, 2018). Moreover, recognizing the immediate applicability of what 

they are learning can greatly boost motivation (Knowles et al., 2015). The model 

creates an environment with peers who have had similar life experiences and can 

enhance the learning process through shared insights and mutual encouragement 

(Johnson & Johnson, 2016; Pratt, 2018). 

By acknowledging and addressing the unique learning needs of mature 

students, the adult education model provides a promising alternative to the 

traditional classroom model. Embracing this approach would not only respect and 

incorporate the experiences and challenges faced by these girls but also create a 

conducive environment that is tailored to their learning preferences. 

Among the benefits of the adult education model for dropout young 

mothers is that it is built on and benefits from the consideration of their maternal 

responsibilities and experiences. This is reflected in class scheduling by 

conducting evening classes or part-time learning models to cater to their maternal 

responsibilities. Proponents of adult learning have also advocated for on-site 
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childcare facilities to reduce the barriers to attendance (Martin et al., 2018). 

Moreover, the adult learning model incorporates and utilizes their maternal and 

real-world experiences in learning.  For example, budgeting exercises used in 

teaching math can be related to household budget management. 

Regarding class scheduling: with the myriad responsibilities young 

mothers face, traditional school hours can be an impediment to their return. 

Evening classes or part-time learning models can be more aligned with their daily 

routines, giving them a better opportunity to continue their education. A study by 

Johnson and Alexander (2017) emphasized the success of non-traditional class 

hours in catering to the unique needs of student-parents. 

Besides the six assumptions of adult learning, Knowles et al. (2015) also 

proposed an andragogical model for learning which is process-based in contrast 

to the traditional content-based one. One of the elements in this model is 

establishing a climate conducive to learning in terms of physical, psychological, 

organisational etc. One of the primary barriers to education for young mothers is 

the challenge of securing reliable childcare. On-site childcare facilities can 

significantly mitigate this issue. Such facilities have been shown to improve 

attendance rates and overall engagement among student-parents in various 

educational contexts (Martin et al., 2018). Offering these services ensures that the 

learning environment is both supportive and conducive for these young mothers. 

Finally, one of the tenets of andragogy is the leveraging of a learner's past 

experiences. For these young mothers, their maternal and life experiences can be 

incredibly valuable in the classroom. For instance, integrating budgeting 

exercises in a math class by drawing parallels to household budget management 

can make the subject matter more relatable and engaging. According to Parker 

and Boutte (2019), context-driven curriculum frameworks that draw from real-

life experiences can enhance comprehension and application among adult 

learners. 

Hence adopting a learning environment that considers the unique 

maternal responsibilities and experiences of these young mothers not only 

provides them with the support they need but also transforms their challenges into 

strengths, facilitating a more inclusive and holistic learning experience. 

Examples of Countries Successfully Implementing the Adult Education 

Model 

The adult education model has been successfully utilized by several 

countries to tackle the issue of school dropouts. These include Uganda, South 

Africa, Kenya, Nigeria, Ghana, Brazil, Sweden and New Zealand. In these 

countries, the adult education model isn't merely a stop-gap solution but can serve 

as a bridge to higher education and better employment opportunities. Courses 

tailored for adult learners can prepare them for university entrance exams or 

provide credits for college. For example, in Canada, many colleges offer 

'Academic Upgrading' that enables adults to obtain prerequisites for post-

secondary programs (College Sector Committee, 2019). Moreover, adult 

education often focuses on vocational and technical skills that are in demand. 
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Thus, graduates can more easily transition to employment or even entrepreneurial 

ventures.  In addition to academic and vocational training, adult education 

programs often incorporate life skills, financial literacy, and other essential 

competencies, increasing the employability and life-readiness of participants 

(Smith & Grace, 2017). 

Uganda has implemented adult education models to address literacy and 

skills development.  Adult literacy programs, such as the Functional Adult 

Literacy (FAL) initiative, target adults mainly in rural areas. Additionally, 

vocational training centres provide practical skills for adults looking to enter or 

re-enter the workforce. The FAL program has been effectively used in northern 

Uganda to empower the victims of the brutal Kony war (Akello et al., 2017). 

For South Africa, the Adult Basic Education and Training (ABET) 

program aims to improve the literacy and numeracy skills of adults. It offers 

flexible learning opportunities, including part-time classes and workplace 

training, catering to the needs of adult learners (McKay, 2023).  For Nigeria, the 

National Mass Literacy, Adult, and Non-formal Education Commission (NMEC) 

in Nigeria works to provide basic literacy education for adults. The government, 

in collaboration with NGOs, has also launched vocational training programs to 

empower adults with practical skills (Aroge & Olaniran, 2012).  In Ghana, the 

Ghana Non-Formal Education Division (NFED) runs adult education programs, 

including functional literacy classes and vocational training. These programs aim 

to enhance the employability of adults and improve their overall quality of life 

(Tagoe, 2015). 

Brazil: Brazil has long faced challenges with its dropout rates, 

particularly among disadvantaged communities. The National Program for 

Access to Technical Education and Employment (Programa Nacional de Acesso 

ao Ensino Técnico e Emprego or PRONATEC) was established to expand the 

number of vocational and technical courses available. By 2016, over 9 million 

people had enrolled, with a significant portion being adults who had previously 

dropped out of school (Ferreira & Oliveira, 2018)). 

In Sweden, the country’s Komvux (Municipal Adult Education) system 

is an exemplar of adult learning. Designed for those who have not completed 

compulsory schooling or upper secondary school, Komvux offers a pathway to 

both vocational skills and a continuation to higher education. The Swedish 

government reported in 2018 that about 12% of all participants continued to 

higher education following their adult education experience (Swedish National 

Agency for Education, 2018). 

In New Zealand, the Foundation Learning initiative is designed to 

provide foundational skills to adults who lack them, including school dropouts. 

A study by Ryan and Reid (2016) found that participants not only gained essential 

skills but also experienced a boost in confidence and were more likely to engage 

in further education and training. 
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Implementation Strategy 

Before a full-scale adoption, introducing the adult education model as a 

pilot program in regions with pronounced dropout rates is a prudent approach. 

Pilot programs offer the dual advantage of testing the feasibility of the model 

while also demonstrating its potential benefits. Studies such as those by 

Thompson and Jensen (2018) have documented the effectiveness of pilot 

programs in informing the larger-scale educational initiatives. 

Effective implementation necessitates the collaboration of a diverse 

range of stakeholders. Among the key stakeholders are: Community Leaders 

whose influence can help in legitimizing and promoting the program at a 

grassroots level; and NGOs which have a deep understanding of the local contexts 

and can offer both resources and expertise in educational initiatives (Garcia & 

Moreno, 2017); and the Ministry of Education and related government 

departments whose support is indispensable for the incorporation of the program 

into the national education system. Garnering their support can be bolstered by 

presenting success stories from countries such as Brazil, Sweden, and New 

Zealand, where similar models have yielded positive results. 

For effective implementation, continual improvement is the hallmark of 

a resilient educational model. As the pilot progresses, it's essential to have 

mechanisms to regularly garner feedback from students, faculty, and other 

stakeholders. This not only aids in refining the curriculum but also ensures that 

unforeseen challenges are addressed promptly. Feedback-driven improvements 

in educational interventions have been underscored as vital for long-term success 

in studies like the one by Patel and Lee (2019). 

Conclusion and Call to Action 

The education system, in its very essence, should be adaptable, inclusive, 

and empathetic to the diverse needs of all learners. For girls who have dropped 

out of school due to unforeseen circumstances, returning to an environment that 

doesn’t acknowledge their unique challenges can be daunting. Such situations not 

only hinder their learning experience but can also impact their self-esteem and 

motivation. 

Recent studies underscore this sentiment. According to Brooks and 

Wilmot (2017), the failure to adapt educational systems to cater to diverse student 

needs can lead to disillusionment and further drop out. Moreover, the potential of 

these young women transcends the limitations placed upon them by societal or 

personal circumstances. As noted by Ogwang and Akello (2018), when given the 

right resources and a conducive environment, dropouts can reclaim their 

education, empowering themselves and becoming pivotal contributors to socio-

economic development. 

The call to action is clear: Uganda, alongside other nations facing similar 

challenges, must reconsider its approach to addressing the dropout issue. 

Embracing the adult education model, grounded in the principles of andragogy, 

provides a promising avenue. As highlighted by experiences from countries like 

Sweden and Brazil, such a model can bridge the gap, offering not just education 
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but a renewed sense of purpose to these young women (Johansson & Larsson, 

2016).  It is time to prioritize the futures of these young women. By adopting a 

tailored educational approach, Uganda can ensure that every girl, irrespective of 

her past, has a bright future ahead. 
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