ACCELERATED EDUCATION
PROGRAMMING (AEP) IN UGANDA:
EXPLORING TRANSITION
Executive summary
Throughout 2016 and 2017, Uganda was affected
by three parallel emergencies from South Sudan,
the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC),
and Burundi. Today, with over 1.1 million refugees,
Uganda hosts the largest number of refugees in
Africa and is one of the top five refugee hosting
countries in the world. At least 61% of the total
refugee population are children under the
age of 18.1
Due to the nature of displacement, many children have
already missed out on accessing primary education prior
to arrival in Uganda, and over-crowded classrooms as
well as socio-economic factors can make enrolling in
primary school difficult. Studies show that globally, children,
especially adolescents, are among the most marginalised
and the least likely to access and complete education in
displacement. As an attempt to get students back in school,
accelerated education programmes (AEP) are commonly
found in displacement2 contexts, with the “aim to provide
access to education for disadvantaged, over-age, out-of-school
children and youth – particularly those who missed out on, or
had their education interrupted due to poverty, marginalisation,
conflict and crisis”.3 In Uganda, AEP focuses on condensing
the seven-year primary education cycle into three levels,
with the option of taking the primary leaving certificate
on completion of level three.
Since 2017, Save the Children has supported 2,984
boys and girls to access AEP centres. Save the Children
commissioned this study to increase understanding of
the factors that support or hinder transition between
AEP cycles and post-AEP opportunities, as identified by
children, parents, teachers and educational stakeholders.
352 children, parents, teachers, District Education Officers
and INGO & UN stakeholders participated and the aim
of the report is to provide insight into the lived experience
of education of displaced children, teachers and families.
For the consultations with children, Save the Children

conducted child participatory workshops across Rhino,
Adjumani and Rwamwanja camps, engaging 145 children
(of which 36% were unaccompanied and separated
children (UASC). The findings from the research provide
guidance and insight to key stakeholders to improve
delivery of AEP programming in Uganda and contributes
to a wider understanding of children, families,teachers and
wider educational stakeholders experiences of AEP.

KEY FINDINGS
All the children who participated in the study
stated that once enrolled in AEP programmes they
did not want to transition back into the formal
primary school system. Transition back into primary
school fails to account for all the prevailing socio-economic
factors that contributed towards a student enrolling in
AEP in the first place, which from the children’s perspective,
supersedes being of the ‘right age’.

The children the world
50% of teachers interviewed across the three
chooses
forget
locations
stated thatto
language
was a huge
challenge to teaching and learning, especially at
Level 1.
100% of teachers stated that girls were most at
risk of not completing AEP, due to early marriage,
pregnancies, cultural beliefs that place higher
value on boys’ education than girls’, and perceived
risk of exposure to sexual
exploitation and abuse through
the school environment. This
corroborated findings shared
by children and families.

100%
of girls aged
15-18 years said
they would prefer to
stay on in AEP
after completing
their cycle
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refugee children.4 Gross enrolment rate (the number of
students enrolled in a given level of education, regardless
of age, expressed as a percentage of the official school-age
population corresponding to the same level of education)
among refugee children in Uganda stands at 39% for
pre-primary and 58% for primary.

57% of all refugee children in Uganda (350,000) – and 34%
(171,000) of local children in refugee-hosting communities
are currently out of school. As demonstrated in the table,
education access figures in Uganda are slightly below the
global averages for refugees. According to UNHCR, 61% of
refugee children globally attend primary school, compared
to 58% of refugee children in Uganda and 92% of non-
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Since 2017, Save the Children supports 44 AEP centres
in the West Nile and the Western refugee response. This
includes Yumbe, Arua, Adjumani, Moyo in the Northern
Region and Kiryandongo, Rwamwanja and Kyangwali.
To date, 2,984 learners (51% female) are enrolled and a
total of 118 teachers are employed by Save the Children.
With a teacher-to-student ratio of 1:25. The teaching
workforce is 69% male and 39% female.

METHODS AND MEASURES
145 AEP learners from Uganda, South Sudan, DRC,
Rwanda, Sudan and Ethiopia participated in the study, Save
the Children used child participatory workshops in the
consultations. Save the Children’s AEP programming aims
to reach the most vulnerable and marginalised populations
Informed
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Ground
rules

and as a result unaccompanied and separated children
made up a significant proportion (36%) of the research
study cohort.
The data collection tools5 drew heavily on Skeel’s
‘UNHCR’s Listen and Learn’ Guide to Participatory
assessments’, which promotes consultations with children
that “contribute to their feelings of self-worth and control
over their own lives, both critical for their psychosocial
well-being”.6 Each workshop included a plenary ‘Helping
Hands’ session where children identified issues that
they thought they could address, as well as the wider
community. The children’s consultations were structured
as workshops, separate for girls and boys; who were
divided into two age groups; 10-14 years and 15-18 years,
considering the different stages of adolescence. Each
workshop was structured as follows:

Puppetry
/Role play
(10-14)

Life Line
drawings
(15-18)
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Certificate of
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Teachers, parents, education officials and implementing agencies also took part in the study, through structured key
informant interviews and focus group discussions.
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Save the Children Staff facilitating ‘Life Lines’ participatory drawing exercise with an AEP student

KEY FINDINGS
From Children:
All the children who participated in the study
stated that once enrolled in AEP programmes
they did not want to transition back into the
formal primary school system. Children perceive
AEP to be of higher quality, more inclusive, and
the flexible timetable allows for part-time work. Most
importantly to the children, there are no financial costs
associated with AEP and the length of time is shortened,
resulting in little incentive to transition back into the
formal primary school system.

an accelerated curriculum within shortened school hours,
in a multi-lingual classroom with few resources, was noted
as a considerable pedagogical challenge.

•

Almost 100% of boys and girls stated that
post AEP, they want to transition to secondary
education. However, all children, teachers and parents
highlighted that in the settlements this is ‘near
impossible’ due to the lack of secondary schools,
and few international non-governmental organisations
(INGOs) supporting post-primary opportunities.

•

While girls and boys had wide career aspirations,
all boys, girls, parents and teachers agreed
that there are very few sustainable livelihoods
opportunities in the areas where they live.

83% of the teacher focus groups stated that AEP
welcomed child mothers, highlighting that AEP
offers some of the most marginalised children a
second chance at education. Notwithstanding, 100% of
teachers stated that girls were most at risk of not
completing AEP due to early marriage, pregnancies,
cultural beliefs that places higher value on boys’ education
than girls and perceived risk of exposure to sexual
exploitation and abuse through the school environment.
This corroborated with findings shared by children and
families.

•

Teaching conditions, including renumeration and
benefits need to improve to retain staff. In addition
to pay, one of the most frequently identified challenge
across all sites related to the physical infrastructure and
classroom environment. Poorly constructed classrooms,
lack of desks, and WASH facilities were perceived as being
detrimental to an enabling AEP environment.

From teachers:

From Parents:

50% of teachers interviewed across the three
locations stated that language was a huge
challenge to teaching and learning, especially at
Level 1. In addition, the expectation for teachers to teach

14% of parents interviewed stated that prior to
arrival in the settlement their children had not
attended school and in general, parents felt satisfied with
the education provision that their children were accessing.
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Parents play a critical role in the success of AEP,
and parents and Headteachers highlighted parents’
active roles in supporting children’s education,
through participating in Parents and Teachers Associations
(PTAs) or School Management Committees (SMCs),
contributing to school labour, and in some locations,
community led school- feeding initiatives.
Nevertheless, parents, children and teachers all
stated that some parents inhibited their children’s
education, through obliging them to work during school
hours, prioritising boys’ education over girls, and not seeing
the value of education.
Education Stakeholders (Education officers &
Education implementing agencies)
Perceptions of the purpose of AEP differs between
education stakeholders and the children and
communities that AEP serves. Several agencies stated
that AEP was primarily a way to get over-aged learners
up to speed to enable their transition back into the formal
system. This is in stark contrast to the perceptions of
children, who did not mention being over age, and did
not see transition back into primary school as a feasible
option. Transition back into primary school fails to

CONCLUSION
AEP is a critical intervention but implementors
need to listen to learners and to work with them to
more effectively make AEP the pathway to future
opportunities that it has the potential to be.
AEP fit for purpose: Most of the stakeholders
perceived AEP to be a positive education modality,
offering a second window to the most marginalised
displaced children. Head teachers and teachers
noted that AEP learners benefited from additional
resources and teachers were able to access
continuous professional development opportunities.
Notwithstanding, there were discrepancies in the
responses. Teachers questioned whether seven years of
primary could be effectively condensed into three, and
there were numerous suggestions that AEP should be
4 levels. Inadequate classrooms, barriers of language
(especially at level 1) and challenging contractual
agreements between the teachers and organisations
suggest that there is room for improvement. At the
time of writing no data was available on the AEP
pass rate of P7 examination takers vis a vis primary
school nor the % of Level 2 learners who passed or
failed the Primary School leaving screening, which is a
prerequisite before being put forward to take the L3
exam. This would allow for further analysis into the
quality of AEP delivery.
Transition back into the formal primary school
system: Most of the INGO stakeholders stated that
AEP ideally should allow children the opportunity to
transition back into formal education. From the INGO
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account for all the prevailing socio-economic factors that
contributed towards a student enrolling in AEP in the first
place, which from the children’s perspective, supersedes
being of the “right age”.
All INGO and District Education officials agreed
that AEP Coordination structures at national, subnational, settlement levels should be strengthened
and introduced to ensure coordinated approaches to AEP
implementation.
Finally, one overall observation from the study
is that children with disabilities continue to be
underrepresented in both education programming
and education research. From the data, no children with
visible disabilities took part in the consultations, suggesting
that there is huge underrepresentation of children with
disabilities in AEP centres and discrepancies in selecting the
sample groups and the reasons for this need to be closely
examined and considered regarding whether the current
AEP model is the most appropriate method of schooling
for children with disabilities. The national Education
Monitoring Information System should be strengthened to
include desegregated refugee enrolment data to improve
and strengthen monitoring and referral systems.

perspective, if the child was ‘age-appropriate’ and had
caught up with their grade age, then they should in
theory transition back into the formal system. However,
teachers, parents and children stated that this was
not happening, and 100% of children stated that this
was not their preferred option. At the time of the
study, none of the INGOs provided targeted support
to children transitioning back to into formal schools.
Whilst being age-appropriate was an important factor
for INGOs, in a context where there is no ‘over-age’
concept, this is not the primary driver for most children.
Transition, without addressing the root courses (i.e
agreement to pay school fees, uniform, child care,
stipend to cover loss of earnings), it is unrealistic to
expect children to transition back into the formal
system.
Disabilities: Globally, 10% of children have a disability
(WHO) and an estimated 12% of the Ugandan
population live with some form of disability, with higher
percentages among women.7 While there is lack of
data on the exact number and percentage of refugee
children with disabilities in the refugee settlements, a
recent assessment by AVSI in Palabek indicate that
at least 2% of children in the schools have a disability.
It reported that only 9% of children with disabilities
attend school, and only 6% of them complete primary
school and transition to post primary education.
A recent out of school children study report revealed
that 16% of non-enrolment or dropout cases is
comprised of children with physical and mental
disabilities. These children experience multiple forms
of exclusion, such as physical, social, economic, and

attitudinal barriers.8 A deeper analysis on the lived
experiences of children with disabilities is needed given
their limited participation in this study as well as parents
identifying this group as most likely to be out of school.
Whilst some teachers did mention that there were
children with disabilities in their classes, there is definite
scope to improve registration data coupled with demand
for teacher professional development in this area.
Post AEP opportunities: All displaced groups experience
concerns about the future and wonder whether they will
be able to return home, be compelled to remain in exile,
this sense of limbo and uncertainty may particularly
impact on youth. Protracted displacement presents
obstacles for young people in ‘being able to map out a
future’ or ‘develop a life plan or strategy for themselves”.9
The children, families and teachers who took part in the
study highlighted that Secondary school education is
needed, yet KIIs with different stakeholders did not see
this as “the priority”. After completing AEP, children are
at risk of social exclusion, in the sense that the nonparticipation in education or employment during years
that have a critical bearing on future opportunities.
Parental engagement: From the analysis it was found
that different stakeholders blamed parents for children’s
lack of attendance in school, for ‘over working’ children
and for prioritising boys’ education over girls. At the
same time, it was recognised that some parents were
very supportive, enabled their children to be released
from domestic and household duties to attend school
in addition to contributing financially and through food
provisions. They also grappled with the reality that there
were few sustainable employment opportunities for their
children upon completion of AEP. More engagement
with this important stakeholder is crucial to see fruitful

RECOMMENDATIONS

educational outcomes for children and evidence
underlines that parental connectedness and monitoring
in education spaces have been found to serve as key
protective factors for sexual risk taking including early
and unsafe sexual behaviours.10 Furthermore, the cashfor- work opportunities could be expanded for parents
to support at lower levels as language assistants in
the formal primary schools and L1 AEP. This is in line
with recommendations from British Council Language
for resilience “develop a cadre of lower-level language
assistants based on the model of school mothers or
parent educations”.
Girls’ and Boys’ experiences of AEP: Responding to
interrelated needs and experiences of both adolescent
girls and boys is important for effective interventions.
Both boys and girls highlighted that whilst AEP’s reduced
timetable enables them to continue their education,
the pressure to contribute to the household income
led to absenteeism. Without efforts to reduce the most
harmful forms of child labour and intersectoral education
and livelihood programming, the findings suggest
that marginalised cohorts will continue to struggle to
complete L3.
Early pregnancy was raised by all stakeholders as a
barrier to girls completing education. The perceived risk
of girls being subjected to sexual exploitation and abuse
was raised with every education stakeholder. Boys also
asked for guidance around sexual reproductive health.
Unless there are targeted interventions to address these
issues, a girl’s education attainment gap will remain.

•

Invest in training and resources that support
teachers in multi-lingual classrooms.

Recommendations for AEP implementers
•

AEP learners will not transition back into
formal primary school spaces and this should be
recognised. Without significant investment in the
formal primary school infrastructure, the introduction
of social protection schemes that would allow a child
to attend school full time and not work, additional
teachers and improved teaching conditions, transition
‘back’ into primary is not a feasible option for most
learners who attend AEP.

•

Work with schools to enhance PTA/SMC roles
and responsibilities, providing training and sharing
examples of best practices. Only through engagement
with community elders, women’s groups and key
community influencers from the different displaced
ethnic groups will agencies understand the norms
and values placed around girls’ and boys’ participation
in education and this will result in more effective,
participatory and accountable responses.

•

Post AEP opportunities, including secondary
school and accredited vocational pathways
must be explored and prioritised. AEP and postAEP opportunities must take a ‘household’ approach
to be successful, working with livelihoods and the
Cash working group to support children with
sustainable, dignified employment opportunities and
to reduce the amount of work that boys and girls need
to do to contribute towards their household income.

•

Set up peer-to-peer mentoring, contributing to
an excellent inclusive supportive learning environment
by utilising AEP’s most valuable resource, students.

•

Coordination between child protection,
education and legal protections services at
settlement level needs to address the reported
impunity of perpetrators of sexual exploitation and
abuse and there is a need for sexual and reproductive
health education in AEP and primary schools.
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•

•

•

•

Formal coordination structures are needed.
As an INGO community, actors need to work closely
with the Ministry of Education and Sports to support
displaced children’s right to education at the national
and classroom levels. This should include AEP
coordination at settlement level, joint monitoring visits
to AEP centres, improved support to primary schools
and establishment of formal ties with secondary
schools and vocational training centres to support
transition.
Harmonise and standardise contractual
agreements and benefits for teachers in
settlement areas under Ministry of Education and
Sports approved Guidelines. At present, different
partners offer different packages of support. Partners
should establish standard terms, benefits and
conditions, explore initiatives for teacher
accommodation and increase psychosocial and wellbeing support services to staff.
Standardise the way school registration data is
recorded across settlements and implementing
agencies. Registration should be desegregated by age,
disability and UASC status for nuanced monitoring and
evaluation of AEP interventions for different learners.

implementors will lack the knowledge required to make
sound decisions about the most effective programmes
in which to invest scarce time and resources.
Recommendations for Donors
•

Longer-term funding for AEP is needed given
that it takes a student three years to complete a cycle.
Furthermore, funding cycles do not necessarily
correlate with the school calendar and this needs to be
considered.

•

Funding for permeant classroom structures
should be permitted. With the global average
period of exile increasing, poor physical infrastructure is
detrimental to the teaching and learning environment.

•

Invest in secondary and vocational skills training
programmes, in line with Sustainable
Development Goal 4’s commitment to inclusive,
equitable lifelong learning opportunities for all.
Without this, young people growing up in humanitarian
contexts have extremely limited opportunities.

Recommendations for policy makers
•

Invest in research on AEP and specifically research
that empowers children and young people. AEP aims
to support the most marginalised children but without
improved monitoring, evaluation, accountability and
learning practices and longitudinal research, 			

With an additional 350,000+ school children in the
country, more teachers are urgently needed.
Which means removing the cap on teachers being
added to national payroll, working with the national
teacher’s union to enable integration of refugee
teachers and recruitment of refugee language 		
assistants in schools.
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