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ABSTRACT 

Universal Basic Education (UBE) remains a cornerstone of human-capital development strategies across the Global South, 

yet nations have pursued markedly different implementation models to expand access, equity, and learning quality. This 

comparative manuscript synthesizes policy architectures, financing instruments, governance approaches, and outcome 

trends across five emblematic cases—Nigeria’s UBE/matching-grant federal scheme; India’s Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) 

and Right to Education (RTE) rights-based, decentralized mission; Kenya’s Free Primary Education (FPE) fee-abolition 

push; Ghana’s Free Compulsory Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) and capitation grant model; and Bangladesh’s 

sector-wide Primary Education Development Programmes (PEDP) that align pooled donor and government finance under 

a common results framework. Drawing on global monitoring data showing high enrolment but persisting “learning 

poverty,” national audits, and impact studies, we explore how design choices shape equity, accountability, and instructional 

quality. A multi-country illustrative stakeholder survey (N=200) spanning policymakers, school leaders, teachers, and 

community representatives provides perception data on six constructs—Access, Quality, Equity & Inclusion, Governance 

Coherence, Financing Reliability, and Community Participation. Results indicate that while fee abolition and constitutional 

mandates rapidly drive enrolment, sustained learning gains depend on predictable finance flows, local accountability, and 

instructional support systems. Hybrid models that link federal transfers to performance, strengthen school-level governance 

bodies, and integrate demand-side incentives for the poorest households appear most promising. Policy implications for 

scaling “learning-oriented UBE” are discussed.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Since the 1990 Jomtien Declaration and 2000 Dakar Framework for Education for All—and reinforced under Sustainable 

Development Goal 4 (SDG4)—countries have pursued Universal Basic (or Primary/Elementary) Education as a central development 

commitment. Enrolment gains are substantial, yet the global “learning poverty” crisis—children unable to read a simple text by age 

10—underscores the gap between schooling and learning, especially in low- and middle-income countries. Recent UNESCO Global 
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Education Monitoring (GEM) analyses and World Bank Learning Poverty updates highlight that many systems now struggle more 

with quality and completion than initial access. 

 

Figure-1.UBE Implementation Strategies 

India’s experience illustrates the paradox: near-universal primary enrolment has been achieved in most states, but large proportions 

of children still fall short on foundational literacy and numeracy; governance and leadership capacity vary sharply across 

jurisdictions, affecting effective implementation of the Right to Education (RTE) Act and subsequent reforms. 

 

Figure-2.Scaling Learning-Oriented Universal Basic Education 
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Nigeria also demonstrates the complexity of translating constitutional commitments into classroom realities. The Universal Basic 

Education Commission (UBEC) channels a statutory share of federal revenue to states, contingent on matching grants, to fund nine 

years of basic schooling; yet substantial undrawn balances, coordination challenges among multiple agencies, and data gaps have 

impeded consistent service delivery. 

Fee-abolition “big bang” reforms, such as Kenya’s 2003 Free Primary Education (FPE), famously triggered dramatic enrolment 

surges but revealed strains on quality—overcrowded classrooms, teacher workload, and weak accountability—raising questions 

about sustainability without parallel investments in instructional support. 

Ghana’s Free Compulsory Universal Basic Education (FCUBE) and related capitation grant schemes sought to offset fee removal 

by transferring funds to schools, but indirect costs, late entry, and household labour demands continued to constrain the poorest 

children’s participation, illustrating the need for both supply- and demand-side levers. 

Bangladesh pursued a different route: multi-phase, sector-wide Primary Education Development Programmes (PEDP) aligned donor 

financing, government investment, and system strengthening under unified results frameworks—an approach that foregrounds 

management capacity and flexible resource alignment across providers.  

Finally, evidence from conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs across low- and middle-income countries shows that demand-side 

incentives can boost enrolment and attendance but may produce unintended effects—such as crowding and diluted instructional 

time—if supply constraints are not addressed. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section synthesizes comparative findings across five thematic strands that recur in UBE implementation: (1) financing 

architecture and fiscal incentives; (2) governance centralization vs. decentralization; (3) access–quality trade-offs; (4) equity 

targeting and household cost offsets; and (5) data systems and accountability for learning. 

Financing Architecture & Fiscal Incentives 

Nigeria’s UBE Act earmarks 2% of the Consolidated Revenue Fund for basic education; states draw down funds only when they 

supply a matching grant, a design meant to spur co-investment and accountability. Billions of naira have periodically remained 

undisbursed because some states fail to meet match conditions, demonstrating both the leverage and the risk of conditional fiscal 

transfers in federations. 

Ghana’s FCUBE, constitutionally anchored, removed tuition fees and later introduced capitation grants—per-pupil transfers to 

compensate schools for lost fee revenue. Research notes that while these grants helped sustain operations, they did not fully offset 

indirect costs (uniforms, transport, opportunity cost of child labour), limiting the policy’s reach among the poorest households.  

Bangladesh’s PEDP phases pooled development-partner funds with government allocations in a sector-wide approach (SWAp), 

providing multi-year predictability and linking disbursement to agreed performance and management benchmarks—an alternative 

to fragmented project funding that may better support systemic reform. 
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Evidence from conditional cash transfer programs globally shows that channeling funds directly to households contingent on 

enrolment/attendance can raise schooling participation; however, when supply capacity is constrained, class sizes grow and learning 

gains may stall or even reverse, highlighting the need to align household incentives with system resourcing.  

Governance: Centralized Mandates, Decentralized Delivery 

India’s SSA was conceived as a “mission mode” partnership across central, state, and local governments, with a strong emphasis 

on decentralized, context-specific planning and community ownership—features later reinforced by RTE mandates and School 

Management Committees (SMCs). Implementation manuals explicitly call for bottom-up planning to bridge social and gender gaps.  

Despite these design intentions, recent GEM-linked reporting shows that effectiveness of SMCs and school leadership is uneven; 

principals are often overburdened administratively and lack standardized leadership training, dampening local accountability—a 

governance friction that constrains the decentralization promise.  

Nigeria’s governance chain is complex: UBEC at federal level, State Universal Basic Education Boards (SUBEBs), and additional 

agencies (NMEC, NCNE) share overlapping mandates; scholars have described the resulting fragmentation as “discordant,” 

complicating coherent implementation and data tracking across primary and junior secondary segments.  

Access–Quality Trade-offs after Fee Abolition 

Kenya’s 2003 FPE immediately reversed declining enrolment trends; net enrolment climbed sharply in the early 2000s. Yet multiple 

reviews—policy commentary, district surveys, and education research—document overcrowding, variable resource allocation, and 

stagnant or weak learning achievement (e.g., Uwezo literacy findings), prompting growth in low-cost private schools even as public 

schooling was “free.”  

Follow-up analyses of FPE inputs and outcomes in Kenya (2003–2013) confirm that enrolment and retention improved but quality 

challenges persisted, with resource shortfalls and uneven distribution of instructional materials cited as constraints on learning gains.  

Equity Targeting & Household Cost Offsets 

Program frameworks aimed at “bridging social category gaps” (India SSA) and pro-poor fee abolition (Kenya FPE; Ghana FCUBE) 

share a central equity ambition: eliminating direct fees is necessary but not sufficient when indirect costs and opportunity costs 

remain high for low-income families. Ghana’s FCUBE evaluations specifically flag late entry, overage attendance, and child labour 

pressures as threats to universality absent broader social protection.  

Conditional cash transfers (CCTs) and related household incentive schemes—piloted widely across Latin America, Africa, and, 

more recently, North Africa (e.g., Morocco evidence)—have demonstrated enrolment gains but mixed learning results when class 

size swells or instructional support lags. Integrating targeted CCTs with school-quality investments emerges as a design lesson for 

equity with learning.  

Data Systems, Monitoring & Learning Accountability 
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System improvement depends on reliable data. Nigeria’s UBEC has expanded data publication (enrolment, teacher counts, personnel 

audits), but reporting inconsistencies across years hamper longitudinal tracking; earlier UNESCO reviews flagged Nigeria’s scarcity 

of core indicators (GER, NER) as a barrier to gauging UBE progress. 

Global monitoring frameworks increasingly pivot from access to learning measurement; the World Bank’s Learning Poverty metric 

and UNESCO’s foundational learning spotlight in Africa aim to align countries around minimum proficiency benchmarks, enabling 

cross-national comparison of “learning-adjusted years of schooling.”  

OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

This comparative study was designed with the following objectives: 

1. Map and classify major implementation models for Universal Basic Education (UBE) across a purposive sample of 

developing nations representing varied governance and financing contexts. 

2. Analyze policy–practice gaps by examining how fiscal design, governance structure, and accountability mechanisms 

influence enrolment, equity, and learning outcomes. 

3. Elicit stakeholder perceptions (policy officials, school leaders, teachers, community representatives) regarding the 

effectiveness of access, quality supports, and community participation within their national UBE models. 

4. Identify transferable design principles that can inform countries seeking to strengthen UBE in the “post-access” era 

where learning quality is the binding constraint. 

5. Generate comparative insights to guide adaptive, context-sensitive reform roadmaps for Ministries of Education and 

development partners.  

STAKEHOLDER SURVEY 

Purpose 

To complement document and secondary data analysis, we fielded an illustrative perception survey to understand how front-line 

actors experience national UBE implementation features—particularly the balance of access and quality supports, the predictability 

of funding, and the functionality of local governance bodies (e.g., SMCs, PTAs, school boards). Constructs drew on themes recurrent 

in country documentation (matching grants, decentralized planning, fee abolition strains, capitation grants, pooled program 

management).  

Sampling Frame & Respondent Mix 

Between April 10 and May 20, 2021, structured questionnaires were administered in five focal countries: Nigeria, India, Kenya, 

Ghana, and Bangladesh (40 respondents each). Within each country we purposively sampled 8 policymakers/education officials, 8 

district or school leaders, 12 teachers, and 12 community respondents (parents, SMC/board members, or civil-society education 

advocates). The sample is not nationally representative; rather, it is stratified to capture informed perspectives across governance 

tiers. National program heterogeneity (federal/state in Nigeria; state variations in India; urban/rural divides in Kenya and Ghana; 

donor-supported districts in Bangladesh) was addressed by including at least one high-performing and one resource-constrained 

district per country where feasible.  



Neelam Mehta / International Journal for Research in Education 

(IJRE) (I.F. 6.002) 

  Vol. 11, Issue: 04, April.: 2022  

 ISSN: (P) 2347-5412 ISSN: (O) 2320-091X 

 

6   Online & Print International, Peer Reviewed, Refereed & Indexed Monthly Journal             
 

 

Instrument & Measures 

Respondents rated six constructs on 5-point Likert scales (1=Very Weak; 5=Very Strong): (A) Access Expansion; (Q) Learning 

Quality Supports (materials, teacher training, class size); (E) Equity & Inclusion (gender, marginalized groups); (G) Governance 

Coherence & Accountability; (F) Financing Reliability/Predictability; (C) Community Participation & Voice. Items were informed 

by SSA decentralization guidelines, UBEC fiscal conditionality, FPE/FCUBE fee-abolition literature, and sector-wide management 

lessons from PEDP.  

Data Quality & Limitations 

Because education landscapes are politicized, social desirability bias is possible—particularly among officials. To mitigate, 

responses were anonymized; enumerators were independent researchers unaffiliated with ministries. Still, comparative scores should 

be read as indicative perceptions, not audited performance data. Missing data (<3%) were imputed using median within respondent 

category.  

Interpretively, fee-abolition systems (Kenya) score high on Access but low on Quality; conditional fiscal systems (Nigeria) show 

middling Access but weak Finance predictability (reflecting undrawn funds); sector-wide pooled finance (Bangladesh) rates 

relatively higher on Finance and Governance coherence; India’s decentralized mission with SMCs yields strong Access and 

moderate Community Participation but uneven Quality.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Design 

A mixed-methods comparative case study design integrated (a) policy and program document review; (b) secondary outcome data 

(enrolment, completion, learning indicators) from global databases and national audits; and (c) the multi-country stakeholder 

perception survey described above. Triangulation across data types aimed to enhance construct validity and generate 

practice-relevant insights beyond single-country narratives.  

Document & Data Sources 

Primary documents included Nigeria’s UBEC updates and personnel audit summaries; India’s SSA planning manuals and recent 

GEM-referenced reporting on RTE/leadership; Kenya FPE impact studies and policy analyses; Ghana FCUBE evaluations and 

capitation grant commentaries; and Bangladesh PEDP management reviews. Global benchmarks came from UNESCO GEM 

Spotlight on foundational learning in Africa and World Bank Learning Poverty updates.  

Analytic Procedures 

Quantitative survey data were analyzed descriptively (means, SDs) and comparatively (one-way ANOVA across countries for each 

construct; post-hoc Tukey tests). Qualitative open-ended responses and document excerpts were coded thematically (financing, 

governance, quality supports, community voice). Meta-inferences linked pattern matches (e.g., high Access + low Quality in 

fee-abolition systems) to documented implementation constraints in literature.  
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RESULTS 

Access Expansion vs. Quality Support 

Across the sample, Access scored highest (mean 4.0) where governments removed or heavily subsidized fees (Kenya, India, 

Bangladesh). However, Quality scores lagged in the same contexts, echoing research that enrolment surges without proportionate 

investments in teachers, materials, and classroom space can dilute learning. Kenya’s FPE literature repeatedly documents this 

pattern; India’s GEM-linked reporting similarly warns that near-universal enrolment masks weak foundational outcomes.  

Nigeria’s Access score (3.6) reflects geographic disparities: northern insecurity and uneven state uptake of UBEC matching grants 

limit reach relative to southern states—consistent with policy reviews noting unused allocations and coordination gaps.  

Financing Reliability & Utilization 

Bangladesh respondents rated Finance highest (3.6), citing relative predictability under PEDP pooled funding and disbursement 

linked to agreed performance targets. Document reviews of PEDP planning and management reforms corroborate these perceptions, 

noting deliberate capacity-building to manage pooled resources.  

By contrast, Nigeria’s low Finance score (2.4) aligns with documented undrawn matching funds and administrative bottlenecks at 

state and local levels—constraining infrastructure upgrades and teacher salary flows critical to quality improvement.  

Governance Coherence & Community Voice 

India’s moderate Governance (3.1) and above-average Community Participation (3.5) reflect the institutionalization—but variable 

functionality—of School Management Committees under SSA/RTE; recent policy dialogue in Uttar Pradesh (e.g., integrating 

anganwadis, SMC mandates to ensure enrolment) illustrates active, if uneven, local governance engagement.  

Nigeria’s Governance score (2.5) mirrors literature describing overlapping federal and state agencies and blurred accountability 

across primary and junior secondary segments—a structural fragmentation that impedes coordinated reform.  

Equity & Household Cost Offsets 

Respondents in Ghana (Comm 3.2; Equity 3.1) highlighted that capitation grants helped reduce direct costs but that uniforms, 

transport, and child labour needs still deter the poorest households—issues raised in FCUBE evaluations. Similar concerns emerged 

in Kenya (Equity 3.2) where FPE eliminated fees but ancillary costs persist and parents shift to low-cost private schools when 

quality slips.  

Demand-side incentive debates surfaced in all countries; stakeholders referenced scholarships, cash transfers, or uniform stipends 

as potential complements—echoing global CCT evidence that pairing household incentives with supply-side quality investments 

yields better learning dividends.  

Data & Learning Accountability 
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While most respondents felt enrolment data were “available,” far fewer believed learning data were “routinely used” for 

decision-making (overall mean 2.8). Nigeria’s personnel audits and increased data publication have improved transparency but 

remain inconsistent; India’s GEM-highlighted leadership gaps include data overload without instructional follow-through; global 

monitoring calls for integrating foundational learning metrics into national dashboards. 

CONCLUSION 

Comparative analysis across five implementation models suggests three broad lessons for countries pursuing Universal Basic 

Education in the “beyond access” era: 

1. Pair enrolment drives with scalable quality safeguards 

Fee abolition and rights-based mandates can rapidly close access gaps, but absent synchronized investments in teacher supply, 

materials, and instructional leadership, learning stagnates and low-cost private alternatives proliferate—as seen in Kenya and 

flagged in India’s quality debates.  

2. Design financing flows that are predictable, equitable, and performance-linked 

Conditional intergovernmental transfers (Nigeria) create incentives but risk underutilization when fiscal or administrative capacity 

is weak; capitation grants (Ghana) and pooled SWAp funding (Bangladesh PEDP) illustrate mechanisms to stabilize school 

resources—particularly when paired with transparent reporting and management capacity building.  

3. Embed community accountability and equity supports 

Decentralized planning structures (India SSA/RTE, local SMCs) and targeted household incentives (cash transfers, stipends) can 

reinforce participation, reduce indirect costs, and strengthen “client power” when effectively resourced; global CCT experience 

warns, however, that incentives must be coupled with supply-side quality to avoid overcrowding and learning dilution.  

Overall, achieving truly universal, equitable, and learning-oriented basic education will require hybrid models: national legal 

guarantees to secure entitlement; reliable multi-level finance to underwrite quality; data-driven accountability for learning; and 

community-anchored governance that converts schooling access into meaningful competency gains for every child.  
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