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 Amidst global campaigns for “education for all” (EFA) and national prioritisation 
of opening up access to primary education in sub-Saharan Africa, there are 
growing concerns for the development of critical skills for national development 
and life skills in the face of the spread of HIV and AIDS in the Southern African 
Development Community (SADC) countries. Subjects like mathematics and 
science are at the heart of debates about the development of critical skills and 
yet participation rates and performance in these subjects remain very poor in 
Lesotho. Through a macro-level analysis of data from the Education 
Management Information System (EMIS) section of the Ministry of Education and 
Training, the paper highlights some expansion at the level of basic education, 
overshadowed by grave inefficiencies and poor learner outcomes, followed by 
an analysis of data emerging from stakeholder interviews which revealed that 
there are isolated initiatives employing open, distance and flexible modes. These 
modes offer important possibilities for supporting access to conventional 
schooling and the development of essential life skills. The paper argues that the 
current exclusive focus on basic education does not augur well for the 
improvement of critical skills such as mathematics and science as well as the 
development of essential life skills in the face of the growing vulnerability and 
the spread of HIV and AIDS in the country. The paper recommends a more 
comprehensive education provision and an exploration of the use of open, 
distance and flexible modes to improve the quality and efficiency of education in 
Lesotho. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
With just about a year to go to 2015, the world is already 
focusing on beyond the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs). For Africa, though there is still much need to 
focus on the ‘unfinished business’ of achieving basic 
targets such as universal primary education. Among the 
elements of what has been termed the ‘big push’ towards 
the MDGs has been the call for African countries to 
strengthen data and reporting systems, and reduce social 
and economic inequalities (Africa Progress Panel, 2012). 
As was noted by Kofi Annan, chair of the panel, during 
the launch of the Africa Progress Report associated with 
the ‘big push’ call, progress has not only been painfully 
slow,  but  it  has   been   highly   uneven.   With   notable 

inequalities holding back Africa’s progress, there is a 
renewed urgency to consider progress towards the 
MDGs.  

Lesotho, the focus of this paper, is a small landlocked 
country whose economy has historically been dependent 
largely on the Republic of South Africa (RSA). However, 
with the sharp decline in mining opportunities for the 
Basotho since the 1990s and the shedding of jobs since 
2005 in the garment industry after the US stopped 
offering Lesotho and other African countries some 
preferential access to its market under the African Growth 
and Opportunities Act (AGOA), Lesotho is facing huge 
economic  challenges.  In  addition,  like  many  Southern  



 

 

 
 
 
 
Africa countries, Lesotho currently ranked third with the 
highest prevalence rates in the world, has been badly 
affected by the HIV and AIDS pandemic with prevalence 
rates at times estimated to be as high as 28.9%.  

Formal education in Lesotho comprises seven years of 
primary, three years of junior secondary, two years of 
senior secondary and four years of tertiary education. 
There is also a parallel Technical Vocational Education 
and Training (TVET) system leading to a certificate 
(primary + 3 years) or a diploma (secondary + 2 or 3 
years). Although the government funds education, 
including salaries for teachers, the majority of schools 
(90%) are historically owned by churches. 
 
 
Theoretical issues 
 
The EFA (education for all) Fast-Track Initiative provides 
some measures for assessing countries’ progress 
towards achieving the MDGs (Birmingham, 2007). The 
following are some of the benchmarks used to evaluate 
the progress countries have made towards achieving 
education for all. 
 
• Government spending on education–about 20% of  
 budget; 
• Spending on primary education–about 50% of 
 education budget; 
• Teacher salary–about 3.5 times gross domestic 
 products (GDP) per capita; 
• Pupil-teacher ratio–about 40:1; and 
• Average repetition rate–10% or lower. 
 
These are largely input focused measures and Hanushek 
(1995) is one of the first educationists who noted that 
progress in education can also be measured by the 
extent of benefits accruing and not all inputs result in high 
levels of benefits. Hanushek’s framework highlights the 
importance of efficiency and output in measuring 
progress in education provision. Unfortunately, this notion 
of educational measurement continues to be used to 
argue that education spending in some countries is 
disproportionately higher than the returns in terms of 
education performance (van den Berg, 2005). Moreover, 
closed system model of analysis which deals with 
matching inputs (for example, availability of textbooks) 
and outputs (numbers of graduating students and 
examinations scores) not only required comprehensive 
data often unavailable in developing countries, but these 
models are also very limited in illuminating the intricate 
manner in which processes are integral to inputs into the 
education system. There is no doubt that focus on 
education is important not only for economic growth, but 
also for addressing poverty and inequality (Sandolov, 
2012). However, particular attention has to be paid to not 
only  improving  access,  but  also  raising  the  quality  of  
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education especially for the increasing number of those 
affected by poverty and HIV and AIDS in Lesotho. 

In this study, the author employed a framework for 
analysing the efficiency of the education system in 
Lesotho which does not only focus on inputs and outputs 
issues, but one that also highlights the centrality of 
educators in curricular initiatives (Darling-Hammond, 
2000), the importance of the teaching and learning 
process (Abagi and Odipo, 2004) and the significance of 
a social environment that is supportive to an education 
system (Carnoy, 2004). Within this deep regard for 
education progress, quick gains are often inadequate 
especially when won at the expense of a more 
comprehensive approach that includes a focus on some 
long term, it is however difficult to measure gains such as 
teacher quality. 
 
 
METHODOLOGY 
 
The study adopted an integrated approach which 
gathered information from different sources on Lesotho’s 
education system with a view to undertaking a macro-
level analysis of policy and implementation. Information 
was also gathered through a set of questionnaires 
investigating stakeholders’ perception on education policy 
and provisioning in Lesotho. The stakeholders included 
education officials, educators and members of civil 
society. A key objective of the analysis was to explore 
perceptions about Lesotho’s education provisioning as it 
relates to the needs of the most vulnerable in society and 
the development of critical skills such as mathematics 
and science. The study further held a stakeholder 
workshop in order to validate the main findings and 
extend the analysis. 
 
 
Analysis of priorities 
 
The first level of analysis undertaken here was on the 
congruence of education spending with the expressed 
national priorities of human development and poverty 
alleviation. And indeed like other countries in the region, 
the prioritisation of education for developing ‘a healthy 
and well-developed human resource base’ is made very 
clear in Lesotho’s development plans (Ministry of Finance 
and Development Planning, 2004)

1
. Figure 1 illustrates 

projected expenditure over the medium-term expenditure 
framework (MTEF) period in a selected number of 
ministries, including the usually controversial Ministry of 
Defence.  

There has been an increase in the allocations to the 
Ministry of Education and Training, the Ministry of  Health

                                                
1
See Botswana’s Vision 2016 and Namibia’s Vision 2030 for equally explicit 

prioritisation of education. 
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Figure 1. Selected ministries’ medium-term expenditure framework (MTEF) budget allocations. 
Source: Revenue and recurrent expenditure estimates 2005/2006 (MoFDP, 2004 and 2005).  
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Figure 2. Share of education spending (recurrent). 
Sources: Education Statistics (2004). 

 
 
 
and the Ministry of Social Welfare and Finance and 
Development Planning. Therefore, at the level of 
projected allocation, there is congruency in priority and 
budgeting both in terms of the human development need 
and the concern to respond to the growing incidence of 
poverty and the HIV/AIDS pandemic. In addition, a 
combination of poverty alleviation measures including the 
removal of fees, a feeding scheme and a book rental 
scheme for all schools that agree to come under the 
government initiatives (non-private schools including 
many church schools), has meant that a substantial 
portion of the education spending goes towards the 
primary sub-sector as illustrated in Figure 2 since 2000.  

There is clear prioritisation of basic education through 
funding since the advent of Free Primary Education 
(FPE) in 2000 and over the 2004/5 – 2006/7 MTEF 
period. Of course, these quantitative measures conceal 
important nuances that are part of the complex field of 
education hence there is growing attention towards the 
quality of imperative evenness within the Ministry of 
Education and Training (Phamotse, 2003). For example, 
it shall be demonstrated that even with FPE, Lesotho 
faces high drop-out rates and poor transition rates both at 
primary and secondary level. Upon the introduction of 
FPE there was an overall increase of 12.5% in primary 
school enrolments  and  a  dramatic  increase  of  75%  in 



 

 

 
 
 
 
new entrants (Nyabanyaba and Letete, 2007). However, 
a decline in the enrolments in other classes in that year 
and a subsequent decline in new entrants in the following 
years has since been noted (Ministry of Education and 
Training, 2007). This implies that while FPE initially 
attracted many students, some of whom were overage 
learners and some underage learners. The attraction has 
since tapered off to below 2% increase in gross 
enrolment rates in subsequent years. And in the past few 
years, net enrolment rates have actually declined even in 
spite of free primary education and a host of other 
measurement to address the cost of primary education 
has confounded policy makers in Lesotho.  

An analysis of the circumstances of children further 
illustrates that even with the increased allocation aimed 
at addressing pro-poor issues; the situation is growing 
more desperate each year. Figure 3 indicates that the 
incidence of paternal orphans is quite high and double 
orphans are growing quite rapidly.  

Currently, more than 100,000 learners or 17% of all 
children are estimated to be orphaned in Lesotho, largely 
as a result of HIV and AIDS

2
. Participants in a 

stakeholder meeting noted that, in spite of the removal of 
the more obvious costs of schooling such as school and 
book fees, many learners were still being forced out of 
school by the prevailing difficult socio-economic 
conditions where young boys and girls are currently 
having to undertake economic activities or care for sick 
members of the family. It is therefore becoming evident 
that beside these bold steps aimed at addressing cost 
barriers, the government needs to support alternative and 
more flexible education delivery modes more 
comprehensively.  

At secondary level, although girls have a slight 
advantage starting off; many of the boys having been 
disposed off by a combination of the growing vulnerability 
in Lesotho and the highly inefficient primary system, the 
situation gets much worse for girls at secondary level. 
Figure 4 shows the transition rate for a cohort that started 
secondary school in 1999.  

In that period, girls enrolled started off 33% more than 
the number of boys enrolled in the first year of secondary 
(Form A). However, by the time the cohort reached the 
final year of secondary (Form E) in 2003, the two groups 
were almost equal. Evidence from the validation 
workshop indicated that part of the reasons why so many 
girls eventually drop out of school is that schools are 
unable to cater for the needs of girls who often have to 
interrupt their schooling because of lack of hygienic 
facilities in schools. Therefore, while obvious cost issues 
such as school fees have been addressed, the country 
needs an all round and innovative approach to removing 
barriers.  This  would  include  raising  the  awareness   of  

                                                
2
See the Independent edition of the 14

th
 January 2006 available on line at 

http://www.dolfilms.org/orphanage_letter.html  
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teachers to the not so evident threats to learner retention 
and transition and how teachers might be able to support 
the growing girl child and to note signs of children 
experiencing difficult home circumstances and abuse. Of 
course, one thing we need to be careful of is that, we do 
not eventually overload teachers with socio-economic 
obligations in an already demanding climate of 
challenging curricular reforms in which they currently 
operate.  

Another concern within our education system and a 
concern for national development is that the few Basotho 
students who reach the final year of secondary school 
continue to perform particularly poor in important areas 
such as mathematics as illustrated in Figure 5. The best 
performance in that year was in the local language, 
Sesotho, where many candidates obtained very good 
grades, A to C, which are classified as credits. The 
performance in English language is very modest with the 
majority of candidates getting very modest passes, 
grades D and E. Mathematics is notable by the extent of 
failure rate with more than 60% of students obtaining fails 
and less than 10% obtaining credits. The poor perfor-
mance in mathematics is all the more concerning 
because the subject remains one of the most widely used 
measures of selection for studies in areas of develop-
ment need for the country such as science and 
commercial careers. This means that many students fail 
to gain access to critical career opportunities. In a 
previous study, it has been illustrated that those who 
perform well in mathematics in Lesotho tend to be from 
socio-economic backgrounds that provide them with an 
advantage over the majority who fail (Nyabanyaba, 
2002). Indeed in this current situation of growing 
vulnerability, the poor and the disabled (the latter 
continuing to receive only one percent of the Ministry 
allocation) will continue to be at risk unless a more 
comprehensive approach to education provisioning is 
adopted. 
 
 
Alternative initiatives in Lesotho: Untapped 
possibilities 
 
A number of alternative offerings to formal face-to-face 
education hold the possibility of complementing the 
formal education system in Lesotho. These include the 
non-formal education (NFE) programmes often offered by 
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and particularly 
open, distance and flexible learning (ODFL) approaches. 
A comprehensive approach means not only supporting 
formal education comprehensively but also exploring 
other avenues for support to conventional schooling. 
There are various literacy and adult education pro-
grammes offered in the area of non-formal education. For 
example, the Lesotho Association for Non-Formal 
Education (LANFE) not only runs literacy programmes for
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Figure 3. Orphans enrolled in primary school (2004-2005). 
Source: Planning Unit, Education Statistics 2004 and 2005 (MoET, 2004). 
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Figure 4. Secondary transition rates (1999–2003). 
Source: Planning Unit, Education Statistics 2004 and 2005 (MoET, 2004). 
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Figure 5. Lesotho's 2005 school-leaving examination results. 
Source: 2005 school-leaving examinations pass list. 



 

 

 
 
 
 
both herd boys and children domestic workers, but also 
trains other member organizations from a wide variety of 
areas such as burial societies, popularly known as 
mpate-sheleng, community-based early childhood and 
care development (ECCD) centres. Other responses to 
the growing vulnerability include attempts by the Lesotho 
Girl Guides Association (LGGA) to place street children 
into relatives’ homes as well as winter and summer 
camps on such pertinent issues as HIV/AIDS and 
children’s rights.  

An institution that has a long history in the area of 
ODFL programmes is the Lesotho Distance Teaching 
Centre (LDTC), which has been offering out-of-school 
youth and adults the opportunities to develop functional 
literacy and numeracy, and a chance to engage with 
current and pertinent issues such as HIV/AIDS since 
1974. Indeed there is a lot of innovative work within non-
governmental organisation and faith-based entities. 
Current initiatives within government to coordinate efforts 
are likely to lead to a more coherent and significant 
response in general. However, it is clear that there are 
many more challenges to a more meaningful response to 
the pandemic. Amongst these challenges is the need to 
increase government funding for non-formal education 
and open, distance and flexible learning initiatives. It is 
emerging that both NFE and ODFL programmes have a 
lot to offer in a more significant response to the spread of 
HIV/AIDS and the apparent reversal of the progress 
towards EFA targets and MDGs. Therefore, more 
knowledge and more resources need to be invested in 
this important possible response to this growing 
pandemic. 
 
 
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Although the scope of the study largely allowed for a 
macro-level analysis of those documents that were 
available, it does reveal some important indications that 
are positive and some that are worrying regarding 
Lesotho’s responsiveness to the needs of the most 
vulnerable child. In the main, Lesotho’s education budget 
appears to be pro-poor and several advances have been 
made in the recent past in spite of some telling 
challenges. Like many developing countries, conditions 
such as drought, unemployment and the HIV/AIDS 
pandemic, have rendered a large portion of the 
population vulnerable and dependent on financial aid.  

It is worth noting that while education spending appears 
to have increased and this in favour of the poor, the 
efficiency rates as indicated by progression and 
completion rates have remained quite low. Overall, it can 
be deduced that the poor and the disabled would be the 
most vulnerable in the face of these high inefficiency 
rates. While girls are more likely to be in school, they also 
drop out of school at  a  much  higher  rate  than  boys  at  
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higher primary and secondary level. According to a 
recent survey, affordability remains the most frequently 
cited reason for children dropping out of school (Bureau 
of Statistics, 2002). Indeed the failure to attract more out-
of-school learners after the introduction of FPE has been 
associated with an observation that there has since been 
an increase in school charging fees in spite of the 
introduction of FPE (Ministry of Education and Training, 
2007).  

The realisation of education as an instrument for 
achieving human dignity, including for the most 
vulnerable in society, requires a comprehensive 
approach to education provisioning. Increased focus 
should be on education that is of good quality, relevant 
and efficient even for the poorest of the poor. This would 
mean more allocation to improving the quantity and 
quality of teachers so that the high levels of wastage are 
reduced. Moreover, for the long-term development of 
skills base for the country, allocation to other sectors, 
particularly the TVET and non-formal education, has to 
be increased. The value of NFE in supporting access has 
been recorded in other contexts where learners who drop 
out of formal institutions are able to regain access to 
formal education through NFE run by government and 
NGOs (Campaign on Education Forum, 2004).  

The allocation to learners with special needs is quite 
low. The report has very clearly indicated the following as 
vulnerable groups of learners, evidently needing a more 
comprehensive budget allocation and specifically 
targeted interventions: 
 

 Young boy learners who may need an education 
 provision that enables them to attend flexibly, 
 particularly in rural areas; 

 Growing girl-children who may need essential facilities 
 and special schemes to participate in science at school, 
 and a social welfare programme that targets vulnerable 
 girls; 

 Learners with special needs whose educational needs 
 appear to be left out because of a very limited 
 allocation to the sub-programme. 
 
Evidence from this analysis pointed out, is that there is 
need to move away from a budget that is purely, 
simplistically and exclusively driven by access issues. 
However, a growing need should be placed on quality 
issues such as training and in-service training of 
teachers, for greater retention of learners and greater 
efficiency in the delivery of education. Critical areas such 
as mathematics continue to suffer as a result of the 
overall poor quality of education provision in Lesotho. It is 
worth concluding by citing the commitment made by the 
Government of Lesotho, that in providing FPE that will 
increase access for the poor, quality will not be 
compromised (Ministry of Education and Training, 2004).  

There  is  evidence  that  the  Lesotho   Government   is 
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exploring the possibility of introducing legislation to keep 
children in school

3
. Enforcing such legislation would not 

only be difficult, but given the enormity of the growing 
desperation of children affected by poverty as well as HIV 
and AIDS, this might very well amount to double 
punishment for these vulnerable children and their 
affected families. The reversal of gains made since the 
introduction of FPE and the continuing high inefficiency 
rates indicate that in the face of the growing vulnerability, 
many children will continue to struggle to remain in 
school even when all costs are removed. Again there is 
evidence that placing all our eggs in one basket - the 
expansion of primary education - at the expense of 
secondary education, teacher training and support, and 
other alternative modes such as, open, distance and 
flexible learning delivery will not work in the context of 
growing vulnerability such as in the case Lesotho is 
currently facing. 
 
 
REFERENCES 

 
Abagi O. & Odipo G. (2004). Report of the gender audit on the 

education sector. Maseru: Ministry of Education and Training. 

Africa Progress Panel (2012). Africa progress report 2012: Jobs, justice 
and equity–seizing opportunities in times of global change. Retrieved 
on 08/06/2012 on: www.africaprogresspanel.org.  

Birmingham, D (2007). Education for All - Fast Track Initiative (EFA-
FTI). Presentation made at the 2nd Africa Region Capacity 
Development Workshop in Tunis on December 3, 2007. Accessed on 

September 4, 2014 on the FTI website: 
http://info.worldbank.org/etools/docs/library/244501/day3FTI%20Pres
entation%20WBIJuly07.pdf. 

Bureau of Statistics (2002). Lesotho core welfare indicators 
questionnaire survey, 2002. Maseru: Ministry of Finance and 
Development Planning. 

Campaign on Education Forum (2004). Accessing quality basic 
education through non-formal education: The position of non-formal 
education in Kakamega District in the face of declared free education 

[Electronic Version], from 
http://www.commonwealtheducationfund.org/downloads/Kakamega%
20NFE%20Research%20Report%202004.pdf. 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

                                                
3
 Largely as a result of evidence that schools are beginning to increase fees 

even at primary level, the Government of Lesotho has included a consideration 

of the introduction of legislation to accompany the implementation of Free 

Primary Education (FPE) in its call for proposals for the evaluation of FPE 

communicated to the Institute of Education, NUL, recently. 

 
 
 
 
Carnoy M. (2004). Comparing Cuban primary students’ academic 

performance with the rest of latin America held from October 25 to 

29. Paper presented at the World Council of Comparative Education 
Societies’ 12

th
 Conference on Education.  

Darling-Hammond L. (2000). Teacher quality and student achievement: 

A review of State policy evidence. Education Policy Analysis 
Archives, 8(1). 

Hanushek E. A. (1995). Making schools work: Improving performance 

and controlling costs. Washington DC: Brookings Institution Press. 
Ministry of Education and Training (2004). Free primary education 

programme: Strategic plan (2001-2006). Maseru, Lesotho: 

Government of Lesotho. 
Ministry of Education and Training (2007). Primary enrolments 2006. 

Maseru: Ministry of Education and Training. 

Ministry of Finance and Development Planning (2004). Lesotho vision 
2020: Empowerment for prosperity. Morija: Morija Printing Works. 

Nyabanyaba T. & Letete M. (2007). Education budget analysis and 

capacity building for civil society in Lesotho. Maseru: Commonwealth 
of Education Fund. 

Nyabanyaba T. (2002). Examining examination: The ordinary level (O’ 

level) mathematics examination in Lesotho and the impact of recent 
trends on Basotho students’ epistemological access. University of the 
Witwatersrand, Johannesburg. 

Phamotse P. (2003). Reaching for the EFA goal on numeracy: A 
proposed reform programme towards improving attainment in primary 
mathematics in the kingdom of Lesotho. An unpublished major 

project paper for the degree of MA. International Education. 
University of Sussex Institute of Education. 

Sandolov L. (2012). The effects of education on Brazil's economic 

development. Global Majority E-Journal 3(1):4-19. 
van den Berg S. (2005). Apartheid’s enduring legacy: Inequalities in 

education. Paper presented at the The Oxford University/University of 

Stellenbosch Conference on South African Economic Policy Under 
Democracy: A 10-Year Review. 


