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ABSTRACT: This study evaluates the effectiveness of Sierra Leone's Free Quality School Education (FOSE)
Programme in promoting educational equity and social inclusion in Kenema District. A mixed-methods cross-
sectional design combined questionnaire data from 250 respondents with Key Informant Interviews and Focus
Group Discussions across nine predominantly rural chiefdoms. Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive
statistics, independent-samples t-tests, and one-way ANOVA, while qualitative evidence was thematically
analysed. Guided by Rawls' Social Justice Theory, the findings show that FOSE substantially expanded enrolment
and reduced direct financial barriers, but improvements in attendance, retention, completion, and social inclusion
remained limited. Respondents identified household poverty, indirect schooling costs, long travel distances, child
labour, early marriage, adolescent pregnancy, inadequate infrastructure, disability-related barriers, and weak
implementation of equity policies as persistent constraints. No statistically significant differences were found by
gender or chiefdom. The study concludes that sustainable equity requires stronger policy implementation,
equitable resource allocation, inclusive infrastructure, continuous teacher development, targeted support for
vulnerable learners, and robust monitoring and evaluation.

KEYWORDS: Educational Equity, Free Quality School Education, Kenema District, Sierra Leone, Social
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L INTRODUCTION

The Free Quality School Education (FQSE) Programme stands as Sierra Leone's most consequential educational
reform of the post-conflict era. Launched in August 2018 under President Julius Maada Bio, the programme
abolished tuition fees across all government and government-assisted pre-primary, primary, and secondary
schools, providing textbooks and other teaching and learning materials and committing the government to funding
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the full core costs of public schooling . Within four years of its introduction, total enrolment across all levels
rose from approximately 1.98 million in 2018 to 3.34 million in 2022, an increase of 69%, and the national
education budget was elevated to approximately 20 — 21% of total government expenditure, signalling a historic
political commitment to human capital development [ 16171,

Despite these remarkable gains, the translation of expanded access into equitable educational participation and
improved learning outcomes remains incomplete. Sierra Leone's Education Sector Plan (2018 — 2023) and the
Radical Inclusion Policy (2021) jointly emphasise that realising the objectives of Sustainable Development Goal
4 (SDG 4) — inclusive, equitable, quality education for all — requires not simply the removal of tuition fees but the
systematic dismantling of the structural, geographical, socio-cultural, and economic barriers that continue to
prevent many children from enrolling, attending, and completing their education 348151,

Rural communities across Sierra Leone, including much of Kenema District in the Eastern Province, continue to
experience acute shortages of qualified teachers, deteriorating school infrastructure, limited teaching and learning
materials, and prohibitively long travel distances to the nearest school %2, Girls remain disproportionately
vulnerable: nearly 40% of girls in Sierra Leone are married before the age of 18, and adolescent pregnancy and
child marriage continue to constitute primary drivers of female school dropout at the secondary level [1436],
Learners with disabilities face compounding barriers including absent disability-friendly infrastructure, a near-
total lack of assistive devices and specialist educational materials, and teachers with insufficient training in
inclusive pedagogy 2327281,

This paper situates these challenges within Rawls' Social Justice Theory ™, which proposes two foundational
principles for a just society: that all individuals should enjoy equal basic liberties, and that social and economic
inequalities are only permissible insofar as they benefit the least advantaged members of society — the 'difference
principle'. Applied to education, Rawls' framework demands that educational resources and opportunities be
distributed in ways that specifically address the disadvantages of the most marginalised learners, not merely
extend nominal access to schooling. The FQSE Programme embodies this Rawlsian aspiration in its policy
architecture, but the evidence examined in this paper reveals persistent gaps between the programme's
redistributive intent and its implementation outcomes.

Kenema District, one of sixteen districts in Sierra Leone, covering approximately 6,053 km? and with an estimated
population of 609,873 B, provides an instructive case for evaluating these dynamics. The district is characterised
by high levels of rural poverty, agricultural dependence, artisanal diamond mining, and chronic underinvestment
in educational infrastructure, particularly across its more remote chiefdoms. The present study focused on nine
predominantly rural chiefdoms: Dama, Dodo, Gaura, Koya, Malegohun, Simbaru, Small Bo, Wandor, and Tunkia,
where educational access, retention, and social inclusion remain especially precarious.

1.1 Purpose of the Study

The main purpose of this study is to evaluate the effectiveness of Sierra Leone's Free Quality School Education
(FQSE) Programme in promoting educational equity and social inclusion in Kenema District. Specifically, the
study aims to assess the extent to which the FQSE Programme has improved equitable access to education and
examine its effectiveness in enhancing pupils' enrolment, retention, attendance, and completion across rural
chiefdoms.

1.2 Research Questions

This study is guided by the following research questions:
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1. To what extent has the Free Quality School Education Programme improved equitable access to education
in Kenema District, Sierra Leone?

2. How effective is the Free Quality School Education Programme in enhancing pupils' enrolment, retention,
attendance, and completion across rural chiefdoms in Kenema District?

II. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1 Theoretical Framework

This study is anchored in Rawls' Social Justice Theory [, which provides a normative framework for evaluating
the FQSE Programme's effectiveness in promoting educational equity. Rawls proposes two foundational
principles for a just society: first, that all individuals should enjoy equal basic liberties; and second, that social
and economic inequalities are only permissible insofar as they benefit the least advantaged members of society —
the 'difference principle'. Applied to education, Rawls' framework demands that educational resources and
opportunities be distributed in ways that specifically address the disadvantages of the most marginalised learners,
not merely extend nominal access to schooling.

The FQSE Programme embodies this Rawlsian aspiration in its policy architecture, as it seeks to remove financial
barriers and expand access to education for all children, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds.
However, as this study demonstrates, there remain persistent gaps between the programme's redistributive intent
and its implementation outcomes. The theoretical lens of social justice thus enables a critical examination of
whether the programme is achieving its equity objectives or whether it is perpetuating existing inequalities through
inadequate implementation.

2.2 Improvement of Equitable Access to Education Through Free Quality Education

The relationship between free education policies and equitable access to education has been extensively
documented in the literature. Globally, the abolition of school fees has been recognised as a critical intervention
for removing the most direct financial barrier to schooling, particularly for children from economically
disadvantaged households P!, Studies from sub-Saharan Africa have demonstrated that fee-free education policies
consistently produce rapid enrolment gains, with countries such as Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania experiencing
significant increases in primary and secondary school enrolment following the introduction of such policies!!>381,
However, research also indicates that eliminating tuition fees alone is insufficient to guarantee equitable
educational participation. UNESCO !l has emphasised that indirect costs — including uniforms, transport,
learning materials, and other school-related expenses — continue to function as de facto barriers even where tuition
has been abolished. Furthermore, structural factors such as geographical remoteness, inadequate school
infrastructure, teacher shortages, and socio-cultural norms continue to limit access for marginalised groups,
including girls, children with disabilities, and learners from poverty-affected households 2521,

In the Sierra Leonean context, the FQSE Programme has been credited with significant gains in access, with total
enrolment across all levels increasing by 69% between 2018 and 2022 7. However, studies have also documented
persistent challenges, including inadequate funding, delayed disbursement of school subsidies, teacher shortages,
and weak monitoring and evaluation systems [2*!*, Kabba and Sesay ! note that while the programme has
expanded access, the quality of education and equity of participation remain concerns, particularly in rural areas
where resource constraints are most acute.
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2.3 The Effectiveness of Free Quality School Education Programme in Enhancing Pupils' Enrolment,
Retention, Attendance, and Completion

The effectiveness of free education policies in enhancing enrolment, retention, attendance, and completion has
been a subject of extensive research. Evidence from across sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates a consistent pattern:
fee abolition policies achieve rapid enrolment increases but struggle to convert these gains into sustained
attendance and completion [*738], This pattern has been observed in Tanzania's Fee-Free Education policy %],
Uganda's Universal Primary and Secondary Education programmes, and Kenya's Free Primary Education
initiative, all of which achieved rapid enrolment increases followed by persistent dropout driven by indirect costs,
child labour, and household poverty 7],

In Sierra Leone, the FQSE Programme has similarly achieved significant enrolment gains, but challenges of
retention and completion persist. Turay et al. 2! found that while the programme increased access to secondary
education, its impact on academic performance in the West African Senior School Certificate Examination
(WASSCE) was limited, suggesting that access alone does not guarantee quality learning outcomes. The Radical
Inclusion Policy ™ recognises these challenges and seeks to address the specific barriers faced by marginalised
learners, including girls, children with disabilities, and learners from disadvantaged backgrounds.

The barriers to retention and completion are multifaceted. At the household level, poverty, child labour, early
marriage, and adolescent pregnancy continue to drive dropout, particularly among girls 3361, At the institutional
level, teacher shortages, inadequate infrastructure, and weak implementation of inclusive education policies limit
the capacity of schools to support vulnerable learners 23271, Research by Osborne et al. [*°! found that vulnerable
student populations in Sierra Leone continue to face exclusion and marginalisation despite policy commitments
to inclusion, highlighting the gap between policy intent and implementation reality.

III. MATERIALS AND METHODS
3.1 Research Design

This study adopted a mixed-methods and cross-sectional research design to evaluate the effectiveness of the Free
Quality School Education Programme in promoting educational equity and social inclusion in Kenema District
41421 The design integrated quantitative data — including enrolment-related perceptions and Likert-scale
assessments of programme effectiveness — with qualitative insights obtained through Key Informant Interviews
(KIIs) and Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) with teachers, students, parents, community representatives, and
education stakeholders . A cross-sectional approach was selected because it enables the collection of
comprehensive evidence from a representative population at a defined point in time, facilitating the description of
current conditions and the identification of associations among key variables! %471, The mixed-methods framework
enhanced analytical depth by allowing quantitative trends in respondents' perceptions to be complemented and
contextualised by qualitative accounts of lived experiences and implementation realities, thereby strengthening
the validity and credibility of conclusions through triangulation.

3.2 Study Area

The study was conducted in Kenema District, Eastern Province, Sierra Leone (approximately 7.88°N, 11.19°W).
Covering approximately 6,053 km?, the district is divided into sixteen chiefdoms and had an estimated population
of 609,873 as of the 2021 censusPl. The district economy is largely dependent on agriculture, including rice,
cocoa, coffee, oil palm, and cassava, alongside artisanal diamond mining and petty trading. Despite these
economic activities, many rural communities experience persistent poverty, inadequate educational infrastructure,
limited qualified teacher deployment, and unequal access to quality schooling, making Kenema District an
appropriate and practically significant setting for evaluating the FQSE Programme. The study focused on nine
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predominantly rural chiefdoms: Dama, Dodo, Gaura, Koya, Malegohun, Simbaru, Small Bo, Wandor, and Tunkia,
where the challenges of access, retention, and inclusive education are most pronounced.

3.3 Population and Sample

The target population consisted of all education stakeholders in the junior and senior secondary school level of
Kenema District. The accessible population specifically included teachers, head teachers, district education
officers, NGO/partner representatives, community representatives, and students from government-assisted
schools across the nine sampled chiefdoms.

The study involved 259 participants initially approached, of whom 250 completed usable questionnaires,
representing a 96.5% response rate. The final sample comprised 125 teachers, 25 head teachers, 13 district
education officers, 12 NGO/partner representatives, 13 community representatives, and 62 students, drawn from
government-assisted junior and senior secondary schools and key education stakeholder organisations across the
nine sampled chiefdoms.

School selection followed a multi-stage stratified cluster sampling approach. Chiefdoms constituted the primary
sampling stratum, divided into urban and rural categories; schools within each chiefdom formed the secondary
cluster. Teachers and students were selected from within clusters using simple random sampling. School
administrators were selected purposively based on their institutional roles, while key informants for qualitative
instruments — including district education officials, NGO representatives, and community leaders — were selected
using criterion-based purposive sampling on the grounds of direct relevance to FQSE implementation and
monitoring #4431,

3.4 Instrumentation and Data Collection

Primary data were collected through four instruments:

1. Structured Questionnaires: Five-point Likert-scale items (Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree) were
administered to teacher, student, and administrator respondents to assess perceptions of equitable access,
enrolment, retention, attendance, completion, social inclusion, resource availability, and implementation
challenges.

2. Key Informant Interview (KII) Guides: These were administered to MBSSE officials, Teaching
Service Commission (TSC) personnel, District Education Officers (DEOs), and head teachers to capture
policy-level perspectives and implementation challenges.

3. Focus Group Discussion (FGD) Guides: These were used with teacher groups and student groups to
generate deeper collective insights into programme implementation dynamics.

4. Direct Observations: Observations of school infrastructure, disability accessibility, and classroom
environments supplemented these instruments.

Secondary data were drawn from institutional policy documents, national education sector plans, annual school
census reports, and peer-reviewed literature to contextualise and triangulate the primary findings.

3.5 Data Analysis

Quantitative data were entered into SPSS Version 26 for cleaning and analysis. Descriptive statistics — frequencies,
percentages, means, and standard deviations — were computed for demographic variables and Likert-scale items.
An independent samples t-test was conducted to determine whether significant gender differences existed in
respondents' perceptions of the programme's effectiveness. A one-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) tested
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whether perceptions differed significantly across the nine sampled chiefdoms. Statistical significance was set at p
< 0.05 throughout.

Qualitative data from KII and FGD transcripts were thematically analysed following the six-phase framework of
Braun and Clarke [48]: (1) familiarisation with data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes, (4)
reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. Findings were presented
narratively, supported by selected verbatim quotations. Quantitative and qualitative findings were integrated
through triangulation to confirm convergence and explain divergence, strengthening the interpretive authority of
conclusions.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

Formal permission was secured from school authorities and the Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary Education
prior to data collection. Participants received introductory letters detailing the study's purpose, their right to
decline or withdraw at any time without consequence, and the measures in place to protect confidentiality. All
responses were treated anonymously; no personal identifiers appear in the data or the reporting of findings. The
study adhered to established standards for research ethics involving human participants, including informed
consent, anonymisation, and secure data management.

Iv. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

4.1 Response Rate

The study achieved a response rate of 96.5%, with 250 out of 259 initially approached participants completing
usable questionnaires. This high response rate significantly enhances the validity and reliability of the findings
and minimises the risk of non-response bias.

4.2 Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Table 4.1 presents the demographic characteristics of the 250 respondents who participated in the study. Male
respondents constituted the majority (60.0%), while females accounted for 40.0%, providing perspectives from
both genders on the implementation of the FQSE Programme. The respondents were predominantly within the
economically active age groups, with 30 — 39 years representing the largest proportion (30.0%), followed by 20 —
29 years (25.2%) and 40 — 49 years (20.0%). Students aged 15 — 19 years constituted 15.2% of the sample,
ensuring that learners' experiences were adequately represented.

TABLE 4.1: Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Variable Category E:‘)equency I:;:‘)centage
Gender Male 150 60.0
Female 100 40.0
Total 250 100.0
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Variable

Age Group

Designation/Position

Level of Education

Category

15 - 19 years

20 - 29 years

30 - 39 years

40 - 49 years

50 years and above

Total

Teacher

Head Teacher

District Education Officer

NGO/Partner Representative

Community Representative

Student

Total

Junior  Secondary  School
Certificate

Senior  Secondary  School
Certificate

HTC/Diploma/Teachers'
Certificate

Bachelor's Degree

Master's Degree

Total

Frequency

()

38

63

75

50

24

250

125

25

13

12

13

62

250

38

50

75

62

25

250

Percentage
(%)

15.2

25.2

30.0

20.0

9.6

100.0

50.0

10.0

5.2

4.8

52

24.8

100.0

15.2

20.0

30.0

24.8

10.0

100.0
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Variable Category fr:')equency i:;ﬂr)centage
;:{;::Ziienceof Professional 0- 5 years 50 20.0
6 - 10 years 75 30.0
11 - 15 years 63 25.2
16 years and above 62 24.8
Total 250 100.0
Student Population Size Fewer than 100 25 10.0
100 - 200 63 25.2
201 - 300 100 40.0
More than 300 62 24.8
Total 250 100.0
PD:::E:llftel esof Learners with Yes 75 30.0
No 175 70.0
Total 250 100.0

Source: Field survey data 2026

Regarding professional designation, teachers formed half of the respondents (50.0%), reflecting their central role
in implementing the FQSE Programme. Students constituted 24.8%, while head teachers (10.0%), district
education officers (5.2%), community representatives (5.2%), and NGO/partner representatives (4.8%) provided
administrative, policy, and community perspectives. In terms of educational attainment, the largest proportion of
respondents possessed HTC/Diploma/Teachers' Certificate qualifications (30.0%), followed by bachelor's degrees
(24.8%)), senior secondary school certificates (20.0%), junior secondary school certificates (15.2%), and master's
degrees (10.0%), indicating that respondents were sufficiently qualified to provide informed opinions on the
programme.

The findings also show that 80.0% of respondents had more than five years of professional experience, implying
that most participants had extensive understanding of educational practices prior to and following the
implementation of the FQSE Programme. The majority of respondents were from medium- and large-sized
schools, with 40.0% working in schools with 201 to 300 students and 24.8% in schools with more than 300
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students. Finally, only 30.0% of respondents acknowledged the presence of students with disabilities in their
schools, while 70.0% stated that there were no students with disabilities. This data reveals that students with
disabilities are still under-represented in mainstream schools, underlining ongoing challenges to inclusive
education despite the adoption of the FQSE Programme.

4.3 Extent to Which the FQSE Programme Has Improved Access to Education

Table 4.2 presents respondents' assessments of the FQSE Programme's impact on educational access and social
inclusion among Kenema District students. Overall, the data show that respondents evaluated the programme's
contribution to educational equity and social inclusion to be below expectations, with all mean scores falling
below the benchmark mean of 3.00. This shows that, while the FQSE Programme has helped to extend educational
options, significant socioeconomic, cultural, institutional, and infrastructural constraints continue to impede
genuine social inclusion among students.

TABLE 4.2: Respondents' Views on the Extent to Which the FQSE Programme Has Improved Access to
Education (N = 250)

Indicators: Extent to which FQSE Disagree Neutral Agree Mean Std.
Improved Access to Education (%) (%) (%) Dev.

Gender inclusion by providing equal

o . 453 18.0 36.7 2.82 1.19
opportunities for boys and girls
?nclusmn of learners from low- 516 16.4 1.0 264 121
income households
¥nclus.10n of learners with disabilities 555 14.8 29.7 257 118
in mainstream schools
Reduced inequalities between pupils 570 15.6 274 249 L16
in rural and urban schools
Equal opportunities for all pupils 477 172 351 278 122
regardless of background
Equity and social inclusion policies 531 172 9.7 259 117

are effectively implemented

Source: Field survey data 2026

Note. Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree. Mean < 3.00 indicates below-expectation performance
on the indicator.

The results first examined whether the FQSE Programme has encouraged gender inclusion by giving boys and
girls equal access to education. While 36.7% agreed and 18.0% were neutral, a total of 45.3% disagreed that the
initiative had equally improved educational opportunities for males and girls. The mean score of 2.82 (SD =1.19),
the highest of all the measures, indicates that respondents acknowledged a moderate level of progress in advancing
gender inclusion. However, they felt that adolescent pregnancy, early marriage, household obligations, and
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established sociocultural traditions continue to threaten equal educational participation, especially for girls. This
finding was supported during the Focus Group Discussion conducted in Small Bo Chiefdom, where one
participant explained:

"Many girls now enrol because education is free, but some still leave school because of pregnancy, early marriage
and responsibilities at home. These problems continue to affect girls more than boys."

The qualitative evidence therefore suggests that although the FQSE Programme has enhanced girls' access to
education, broader socio-cultural challenges continue to limit full educational inclusion.

The study also evaluated whether the programme has helped students from low-income households become more
socially integrated. According to the findings, 51.6% disagreed that children from economically poor homes had
equal educational possibilities, while 32.0% agreed and 16.4% were neutral. Despite the elimination of school
fees, the corresponding mean score of 2.64 (SD = 1.21) shows that respondents believed poverty to be a significant
obstacle to educational social inclusion. Many vulnerable students are still unable to fully participate in school
because of hidden costs. This finding was reinforced during the Focus Group Discussion in Wandor Chiefdom,
where one participant stated:

"School is free, but parents still struggle to buy uniforms, exercise books and pay transport. Some children stay
home during farming seasons because their families cannot meet these additional costs."

This qualitative evidence confirms that indirect educational costs continue to undermine the programme's
objective of promoting inclusive education for children from poor households.

The study also examined respondents’ attitudes toward the social inclusion of learners with disabilities. The results
showed that 55.5% disagreed that learners with disabilities were adequately included in the FQSE Programme,
whereas 29.7% agreed and 14.8% remained neutral. The mean score of 2.57 (SD = 1.18) indicates that respondents
thought current support methods for learners with disabilities were inadequate. Learners with disabilities continue
to face barriers to meaningful participation due to a lack of disability-friendly infrastructure, a shortage of assistive
devices, insufficient specialised instructional materials, and poor teacher preparation. Similarly, participants
during the Focus Group Discussion in Tunkia Chiefdom highlighted the challenges faced by these learners. One
participant remarked:

"Children with disabilities are accepted into schools, but many schools do not have ramps, specialised teachers
or learning materials that can support them effectively. Some parents therefore keep these children at home."

The qualitative findings therefore indicate that enrolment alone does not guarantee educational social inclusion
unless schools possess the facilities, resources, and professional capacity necessary to support learners with
diverse educational needs.

Additionally, respondents were asked if the FQSE Programme reduced the disparity between students in rural and
urban schools. At 2.49 (SD = 1.16), this indicator had the lowest mean score. While 27.4% agreed and 15.6%
were neutral, the majority of 57.0% disagreed that the initiative had lessened the differences between rural and
urban schools. These results imply that there are still significant disparities in the distribution of skilled educators,
school facilities, instructional materials, and other educational resources, which restricts the educational social
inclusion of students attending rural schools.

The study also looked into whether the FQSE Programme provided equitable opportunity for all students,
regardless of their social or economic background. According to the data, 47.7% disputed that the programme
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provided equitable educational chances for all learners, while 35.1% agreed and 17.2% remained neutral. The
associated mean score of 2.78 (SD = 1.22) indicates that, while school enrolment has improved, educational
opportunities remain unequal among different types of learners. Poverty, geographical remoteness, disability, and
household socioeconomic constraints continue to limit students' capacity to fully participate in education. This
finding was corroborated during the Focus Group Discussion in Gaura Chiefdom, where one participant observed:

"The Free Quality School Education Programme has encouraged many parents to send their children to school
because school fees are no longer charged. However, children from remote villages still face challenges because
some communities are far from schools and parents cannot always afford transport or other school expenses."

This evidence suggests that while the programme has expanded educational opportunities, equal participation has
not yet been achieved for all learners.

Finally, the study examined respondents' perceptions regarding the implementation of equity and social inclusion
policies under the FQSE Programme. A majority of 53.1% disagreed that policies promoting educational equity
and social inclusion were being effectively implemented, whereas 29.7% agreed and 17.2% remained neutral. The
mean score of 2.59 (SD = 1.17) indicates that although policy frameworks exist to promote inclusive education,
implementation challenges continue to limit their effectiveness. Respondents attributed these challenges to
inadequate funding, weak monitoring and evaluation systems, delayed disbursement of school subsidies, shortages
of qualified personnel, and limited institutional capacity to support inclusive education.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that although the FQSE Programme has made notable progress in promoting
educational access, particularly by increasing school participation and reducing direct financial barriers,
respondents believed that the programme has not yet achieved full social inclusion among pupils in Kenema
District. Both the quantitative and qualitative findings indicate that gender disparities, poverty, disability-related
barriers, rural-urban inequalities, and weaknesses in the implementation of inclusion policies continue to hinder
equitable participation in education.

4.4 Effectiveness of the FQSE Programme in Enhancing Enrolment, Retention, Attendance, and
Completion

Table 4.3 presents respondents' perceptions of ten dimensions of the FQSE Programme's effectiveness in
enhancing learner enrolment, retention, attendance, and completion. A differentiated pattern emerges: increased
pupil enrolment was the sole indicator to record a mean score above the benchmark of 3.00 (M =3.42, SD=1.12;
50.8% agreement), while all remaining indicators recorded mean scores below 3.00 (range: 2.45-2.74).

TABLE 4.3: Respondents' Views on the Effectiveness of the FQSE Programme in Enhancing Enrolment,
Retention, Attendance, and Completion (N = 250)

Indicators: Effectiveness of FQSE in

Enhancing Enrolment, Retention Disagree Neutral Agree Mean Std.
. (%) (%) (%) Dev.
and Completion
The. FQSE Programme has increased 30.5 18.8 50.8 340 12
pupil enrolment
The FQSE P has i
¢ FQSE Programme has improved g, 5 17.2 30.5 2.66 118

pupils' regular school attendance
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Indicators: Effectiveness of FQSE in

Di Neutral A Std.
Enhancing Enrolment, Retention olsagree eutra gree Mean
. (%) (%) (%) Dev.
and Completion
The FQSE P h
¢ FQSE Programme has reduced o, 16.4 29.7 2.62 1.19
pupil dropout rates
The FQSE Programme has improved
pupil retention throughout the school 55.5 15.6 28.9 2.57 1.17
year
The FQSE Programme has increased
girls' enrolment, attendance and 47.7 19.5 32.8 2.74 1.21

retention

The FQSE Programme has improved
retention of vulnerable and 53.1 17.2 29.7 2.61 1.18
marginalised learners

The FQSE Programme has improved
completion rates among learners with 57.0 14.8 28.1 2.49 1.16
disabilities

The FQSE Programme has improved
school support services that encourage 51.6 18.8 29.7 2.64 1.19
pupils to remain

The FQSE Programme has reduced
disparities in completion rates between 57.8 14.8 27.4 2.45 1.15
rural and urban schools

Overall effectiveness in enhancing
enrolment, attendance, retention and 53.9 16.4 29.7 2.58 1.17
completion

Source: Field survey data 2026
Note. Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree. Overall mean = 2.58.

The strongest finding concerns enrolment. A head teacher from Simbaru Chiefdom, interviewed during the KII
phase, stated:

"The removal of school fees has encouraged many parents to enrol their children. Every academic year we
continue to receive more new admissions than before the programme was introduced."

Albert Williams Page 386



International Journal of Arts and Social Science www.ijassjournal.com
ISSN: 2581-7922,
Volume 9 Issue 8, August 2026

This qualitative account corroborates the quantitative result and is supported by national data: school enrolment
across Sierra Leone grew from approximately 1.98 million in 2018 to 3.34 million in 2022 ], demonstrating the
programme's clear success in expanding initial access to the school system.

However, sustaining learner participation throughout the school cycle proved considerably more challenging.
Attendance improvement recorded a mean of 2.66 (SD = 1.18; only 30.5% agreement), while dropout reduction
scored 2.62 and retention 2.57. A teacher from Dodo Chiefdom explained the mechanisms driving this divergence:

"Many pupils enrol because education is free, but they do not attend school consistently. During the farming
season and market days, many children stay at home to support their families. In fact, some children begin the
school year but later drop out because their parents cannot afford uniforms, transport, or other school-related
expenses even though tuition is free."

These accounts illuminate how household poverty and livelihood pressures create a form of conditional enrolment:
children enter the school system in response to the fee removal but withdraw when competing demands — child
labour, seasonal agricultural work, household responsibilities — prove economically or logistically irresistible for
their families 31371,

Girls' enrolment, attendance, and retention showed only moderate improvement (M = 2.74, SD = 1.21). A head
teacher from Koya Chiefdom observed:

"Girls' enrolment has improved, but many fail to complete the school year because of early marriage, teenage
pregnancy, and household responsibilities."”

Retention of vulnerable learners and completion by disabled learners recorded the lowest means (2.61 and 2.49,
respectively), while rural-urban completion parity achieved the very lowest score (M = 2.45, SD = 1.15; 27.4%
agreement). A participant from Malegohun Chiefdom stated:

"Schools in remote chiefdoms continue to struggle with shortages of qualified teachers, poor classrooms,
inadequate teaching materials, and long distances that pupils must travel every day."

The overall composite mean for all ten enrolment/retention/completion indicators was 2.58 (SD = 1.17),
confirming that while initial enrolment gains are real and significant, the FQSE Programme has thus far been
substantially less effective in converting enrolment into regular attendance and successful school completion,
particularly for the most vulnerable learner groups!?%-37-31,

4.4.1 Independent Samples t-Test: Gender Differences

To determine whether male and female respondents differed significantly in their perceptions of the FQSE
Programme's effectiveness in improving enrolment, retention, attendance, and completion, an independent
samples t-test was conducted. Table 4.4 shows that male respondents (M = 2.59, SD = 0.58) and female
respondents (M =2.56, SD = 0.61) did not differ statistically significantly (t (248) =0.382, p =.703, p>.05). The
null hypothesis was accordingly accepted. Both male and female respondents shared essentially equivalent
assessments of the programme's strengths, particularly its success in expanding enrolment, and its limitations
regarding attendance, retention, and completion. This gender-invariant pattern suggests that programme-level
challenges are experienced uniformly across respondent gender groups, lending consistency and reliability to the
overall findings.

Albert Williams Page 387



International Journal of Arts and Social Science www.ijassjournal.com
ISSN: 2581-7922,
Volume 9 Issue 8, August 2026

TABLE 4.4: Independent Samples t-Test: Gender Differences in Perceptions of FQSE Effectiveness on
Enrolment, Retention, Attendance, and Completion

. Std. t- Sig. (2-
|| t M f
Variable Category N ean Deviation value d tailed)
Gender Male 150 2.59 0.58
Female 100 2.56 0.61 0.382 248 0.703

Total 250

Source: Field survey data 2026
Note. t(248) = 0.382, p =.703 (two-tailed, p > .05). Null hypothesis accepted.
4.4.2 One-Way ANOVA: Variation across Chiefdoms

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to determine whether respondents from the nine sampled chiefdoms differed
significantly in their perceptions of the FQSE Programme's effectiveness. Table 4.5 reveals no statistically
significant between-group differences (F (8, 241)=0.841, p=.568, p > .05), and the null hypothesis was accepted.
This finding indicates that stakeholders across all nine chiefdoms, regardless of their specific geographic location
within Kenema District, held broadly consistent perceptions of both the achievements and the limitations of the
programme. The absence of significant chiefdom-level variation suggests that the challenges constraining the
FQSE Programme's effectiveness are not isolated to particular localities but reflect district-wide systemic
conditions of poverty, teacher shortages, inadequate infrastructure, and weak policy implementation.

TABLE 4.5: One-Way ANOVA: Variation in Perceptions of FQSE Effectiveness across Sampled
Chiefdoms

Source of Variation Sum of Squares df Mean Square F Sig.
Between Groups 2.016 8 0.252 0.841 0.568
Within Groups 72.230 241 0.300

Total 74.246 249

Source: Field survey data 2026

Note. F(8, 241) = 0.841, p = .568 (p > .05). Null hypothesis accepted. Between-groups df = 8, within-groups df
=241.
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V.  CONCLUSION
5.1 Summary of Findings

This study examined the effectiveness of Sierra Leone's Free Quality School Education Programme in promoting
educational equity and social inclusion in Kenema District. The findings reveal a complex and somewhat
paradoxical picture: transformative in its enrolment gains, but constrained in its capacity to deliver the equitable
and inclusive educational participation that its policy mandate envisions.

With respect to equitable access, the FQSE Programme has materially increased school enrolment and expanded
educational access, particularly for children from economically disadvantaged households who were previously
excluded by the cost of tuition. This finding is consistent with national data confirming a 69% growth in total
enrolment between 2018 and 2022 "' and with earlier evidence on the impact of fee abolition policies across sub-
Saharan Africa ['>31. Nevertheless, the below-benchmark mean scores across all six access and inclusion
indicators confirm that increased nominal access has not translated into equitable educational opportunity for all
learners. Respondents consistently emphasised that indirect costs — uniforms, transport, learning materials —
continue to function as de facto barriers even where tuition has been abolished, corroborating UNESCO's
assessment that eliminating tuition fees alone is insufficient to guarantee equitable participation !,

Regarding enrolment, retention, attendance, and completion, the divergence between strong enrolment gains and
substantially weaker improvements in attendance, retention, and completion constitutes the central policy
challenge identified by this study. Increased pupil enrolment was the sole indicator to record a mean score above
the benchmark of 3.00 (M = 3.42), while all remaining indicators recorded mean scores below 3.00 (range: 2.45—
2.74). This pattern has been observed in comparable free education contexts across the continent, where rapid
enrolment increases are followed by persistent dropout driven by indirect costs, child labour, and household
poverty 37381 In Sierra Leone's specific context, early marriage, teenage pregnancy, and the seasonal withdrawal

of children for agricultural labour constitute particularly acute threats to girls' and vulnerable learners' retention
[35,36]

The qualitative findings added interpretive depth to these statistical patterns, documenting how institutional
factors — including teacher shortages, inadequate classroom infrastructure, absence of disability-friendly facilities,
and irregular supply of teaching and learning materials — combine with household and community factors to limit
learners' capacity to benefit fully from the programme. Education officials noted that delayed disbursement of
school subsidies, weak monitoring and evaluation systems, and insufficient capacity at the district level to
implement the Radical Inclusion Policy further constrain the programme's effectiveness.

The absence of significant gender and chiefdom differences in perceptions further confirms that these are systemic
district-wide challenges rather than isolated local phenomena, requiring coordinated district-level and national
responses. The study concludes that sustainable equity requires stronger policy implementation, equitable resource
allocation, inclusive infrastructure, continuous teacher development, targeted support for vulnerable learners, and
robust monitoring and evaluation.

5.2 Advantages of the Study

This research offers several notable advantages that contribute to educational theory, policy, and practice in Sierra
Leone and beyond.

a) Methodological rigor and comprehensive stakeholder engagement. The adoption of a mixed-methods
design with a 96.5% response rate from 250 participants across nine chiefdoms represents a significant
methodological strength. By including diverse stakeholder perspectives — teachers, head teachers, district
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education officers, NGO/partner representatives, community representatives, and students — the study provides a
holistic understanding of the FQSE Programme's impact that is rarely captured in educational research within
resource-constrained contexts. This multi-stakeholder approach ensures that findings reflect the complex reality
of programme implementation rather than a single, limited perspective. The triangulation of quantitative
questionnaire data with qualitative interviews, focus group discussions, and direct observations further enhances
the credibility and validity of the findings.

b) Generation of empirical evidence for a previously under-researched context. Prior to this study, limited
empirical research had systematically examined the impact of the FQSE Programme on educational equity and
social inclusion in Sierra Leone's rural districts. The study fills a critical gap in the literature by providing
quantitative evidence (e.g., the enrolment mean score of 3.42 versus the overall composite mean of 2.58) and
qualitative insights that can inform evidence-based decision-making. This is particularly valuable for Kenema
District, which faces significant challenges of rural poverty, teacher shortages, and inadequate infrastructure. The
study's findings provide a baseline for future comparative and longitudinal research.

c) Practical and actionable recommendations grounded in local realities. Unlike generalized policy
recommendations that may be disconnected from classroom realities, the study's recommendations emerged
directly from stakeholder voices and observation data. The identification of specific barriers — indirect costs,
disability-related challenges, rural-urban disparities, and weak policy implementation — provides a clear roadmap
for targeted intervention that is feasible within the district's constraints.

d) Theoretical contribution to understanding educational equity in resource-constrained contexts. By
applying Rawls' Social Justice Theory to a Sierra Leonean rural context, the study extends understanding of how
equity principles manifest in settings with significant resource constraints and structural disadvantages. The gap
between the programme's redistributive intent and its implementation outcomes provides insights into the
challenges of achieving educational justice in contexts of persistent poverty and weak institutional capacity.

¢) Contribution to the global discourse on fee-free education policies in developing countries. The study adds
to the growing body of literature on free education policies in Sub-Saharan Africa, providing a context-specific
case that both confirms and challenges findings from other settings. The study demonstrates that while fee
abolition is necessary for expanding access, it is insufficient for achieving equity without complementary
investments in infrastructure, teacher development, and targeted support for vulnerable learners.

5.3 Limitations of the Study

While this study provides valuable insights, several limitations must be acknowledged to appropriately
contextualize the findings and inform future research.

a) Reliance on self-reported data. A significant portion of the data, particularly from questionnaires for teachers
and school administrators, is based on self-reports. This may introduce social desirability bias, where participants
provide responses they believe are expected or favourable, rather than fully accurate accounts of their actual
experiences. Although the study attempted to mitigate this through triangulation with qualitative data from
interviews, focus group discussions, and direct observations, the potential for bias remains a recognised limitation.

b) Sample size and generalizability constraints. While the sample of 250 respondents provides adequate
representation of the nine sampled chiefdoms in Kenema District, it remains a subset of the total population.
Consequently, the findings cannot be statistically generalized to all districts in Sierra Leone with a high degree of
certainty. The study focused on a single rural district; findings may not be directly transferable to urban districts
with different resource levels and demographic profiles, or to other rural districts with different cultural and
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socioeconomic characteristics. Future research should extend the study to other districts to examine regional
variations and develop a more comprehensive national picture.

c) Causality constraint. The study employs a descriptive and cross-sectional design. While it can identify
associations between the FQSE Programme and educational outcomes, it cannot definitively establish causal links.
The observed patterns could be influenced by numerous unmeasured confounding variables, including historical
factors, school leadership quality, community attitudes toward education, and broader economic conditions. The
cross-sectional design provides a snapshot at a single point in time; it cannot capture the dynamic, developmental
processes through which the programme's impact unfolds over time.

d) Temporal and seasonal constraints. The study was conducted during a specific academic period, which may
not fully capture the diversity of programme implementation experiences across the academic year. Enrolment,
attendance, and retention patterns may vary between terms, before and after examinations, and in response to
seasonal factors such as agricultural cycles. A longitudinal design tracking programme impact over multiple
cohorts would provide a more robust understanding of the relationship between the FQSE Programme and
educational outcomes.

¢) Scope limitations. The study focused exclusively on Kenema District and on basic education (junior and senior
secondary levels). It did not examine the impact of the FQSE Programme at the primary or tertiary levels, or in
other districts with different characteristics. Furthermore, the study did not systematically examine the
perspectives of parents, curriculum developers at the national level, or teacher training institutions, which are
important stakeholders in the education ecosystem.

5.4 Possible Applications of the Study

The findings and recommendations of this study have significant practical applications across multiple domains
of educational policy, practice, and research in Sierra Leone and similar contexts.

a) Informing national education policy and programme design. The study provides empirical evidence that
can inform the refinement of the FQSE Programme and related policies, including the Radical Inclusion Policy.
The identification of persistent barriers — indirect costs, disability-related challenges, rural-urban disparities, and
weak policy implementation — provides a basis for targeted policy interventions. The Ministry of Basic and Senior
Secondary Education could use these findings to justify increased investment in school infrastructure, teacher
deployment to rural areas, and financial support for vulnerable households.

b) Guiding district-level education planning. District Education Officers and other local education authorities
can use the study's findings to conduct self-audits of programme implementation in their jurisdictions, identify
specific barriers to equity and inclusion, and develop targeted improvement plans. The finding that challenges are
consistent across chiefdoms suggests the need for coordinated district-wide interventions rather than piecemeal
local responses.

c) Informing resource allocation decisions. The study's identification of specific resource constraints —
including teacher shortages, inadequate infrastructure, and lack of disability-friendly facilities — provides evidence
for resource allocation decisions at both national and district levels. Decision-makers can prioritize investment in
areas where the gaps between policy intent and implementation outcomes are most pronounced.

d) Supporting NGO and international development interventions. The study provides evidence that can guide
the design and targeting of educational interventions by non-governmental organizations and international
development partners operating in Sierra Leone. Organizations focusing on girls' education, inclusive education,
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or rural school improvement can use the study's findings to design evidence-based programmes that address the
specific barriers identified.

¢) Enhancing school-community partnerships. The study's inclusion of community representatives and the
identification of community-level barriers — including poverty, child labour, early marriage, and cultural norms —
provide a basis for strengthening school-community partnerships. Schools could work with communities to
address these barriers through awareness campaigns, livelihood support, and community-based monitoring of
school attendance and retention.

f) Contributing to academic research and knowledge generation. The study provides a foundation for future
research on educational equity in Sierra Leone and similar contexts. The findings, methodology, and instruments
can be adapted for studies in other districts, educational levels, or policy contexts. The study also raises important
questions for further investigation, such as: What are the long-term impacts of the FQSE Programme on learning
outcomes and life trajectories? How can the gap between policy intent and implementation be most effectively
addressed?

5.5 Implications for Further Research
Based on the study's findings and limitations, several directions for future research are suggested:

a) Longitudinal studies should be conducted to track the impact of the FQSE Programme on educational
outcomes — including enrolment, attendance, retention, completion, and learning achievement — over multiple
cohorts. Such studies would provide stronger evidence on causal relationships and the sustainability of programme
impacts.

b) Comparative studies between districts, between urban and rural areas, and between public and private schools
would help identify context-specific factors that influence the effectiveness of the FQSE Programme in promoting
equity and inclusion.

¢) Mixed-methods studies that combine quantitative impact evaluation with qualitative exploration of
implementation processes would provide a more comprehensive understanding of why the FQSE Programme
succeeds in some contexts but faces challenges in others.

d) Research on specific vulnerable populations — including girls, children with disabilities, learners from
poverty-affected households, and children in remote rural communities—would provide deeper understanding of
their unique barriers and support needs.

e) Studies examining the impact of specific interventions — such as cash transfers, school feeding programmes,
inclusive education training, or community sensitization campaigns — would provide evidence on what works to

address the persistent barriers identified in this study.

f) Research on learning outcomes should complement the focus on access, retention, and completion, to assess
whether the FQSE Programme is achieving its ultimate objective of quality education for all.

5.6 Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are offered:

5.6.1 To the Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary Education (MBSSE)
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a) Expand financial support for disadvantaged learners by providing direct subsidies for indirect costs — including
uniforms, transport, and learning materials — to ensure that the removal of tuition fees translates into genuine
access for all children.

b) Accelerate implementation of the Radical Inclusion Policy through dedicated funding, clear implementation
guidelines, and robust monitoring mechanisms to ensure that learners with disabilities, girls, and other vulnerable
groups are effectively included.

¢) Invest in rural school infrastructure, including construction of additional classrooms, provision of disability-
friendly facilities (ramps, accessible toilets), and improvement of water and sanitation facilities.

d) Strengthen teacher deployment policies to ensure equitable distribution of qualified teachers, particularly to
rural and remote areas, through incentives such as hardship allowances, housing support, and career development
opportunities.

e) Strengthen monitoring and evaluation systems to track enrolment, attendance, retention, completion, and
learning outcomes, with disaggregated data by gender, disability, socio-economic status, and geographic location
to identify disparities and guide targeted interventions.

f) Increase and accelerate disbursement of school subsidies to ensure that schools have adequate resources to
implement the programme effectively.

5.6.2 To School Administrators

a) Implement robust school-based monitoring systems to track pupil attendance, identify at-risk learners, and
implement timely interventions to prevent dropout.

b) Create inclusive school environments through accessible infrastructure, inclusive teaching practices, and
positive school cultures that welcome and support all learners.

¢) Strengthen school-community partnerships to address community-level barriers, including child labour, early
marriage, and cultural norms that limit educational participation.

d) Advocate for additional resources from district and national authorities to address specific school-level
challenges, including teacher shortages, infrastructure deficits, and lack of teaching and learning materials.

5.6.3 To Teachers

a) Adopt inclusive teaching practices that accommodate diverse learning needs, including differentiated
instruction, flexible grouping, and use of assistive technologies where available.

b) Provide targeted support to vulnerable learners — including girls, learners with disabilities, and learners from
poverty-affected households — through mentoring, extra-curricular support, and referral to support services.

¢) Engage with parents and communities to promote the value of education, address barriers to participation, and
build supportive home learning environments.

d) Participate in professional development opportunities to enhance skills in inclusive pedagogy, differentiated
instruction, and learner support.
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5.6.4 To Researchers

a) Conduct longitudinal studies to track the impact of the FQSE Programme on educational outcomes over
multiple cohorts and assess the sustainability of programme impacts.

b) Undertake comparative studies across districts, between urban and rural areas, and between public and private
schools to identify context-specific factors that influence programme effectiveness.

¢) Conduct research on specific vulnerable populations to understand their unique barriers and support needs, and
to evaluate the effectiveness of targeted interventions.

d) Develop and validate instruments for measuring educational equity and social inclusion in the Sierra Leonean
context, to enable more robust monitoring and evaluation of the FQSE Programme.
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