
1Bridging the Learning Gap: Reforming Teacher Training in Uganda

There is evidence of a glaring learning crisis globally. In Uganda, 
over 25% of primary three students struggle with reading 
proficiency, while 10.8% struggle with basic numeracy. Teachers 
have a critical and direct role in averting this learning crisis. Yet, 
evidence reveals significant shortfalls in teacher training for 
the primary education sub-sector. In-service training is often 
inconsistent and in response to a central change and follows a 
cascade model. Pre-service training faces challenges, including 
inadequate practical training, which leads to poorly prepared 
graduates and a broad curriculum that neglects specialisation. 
To improve teacher training and promote learning in schools, 
there is a need to adopt a classroom-based approach for in-
service training and ensure continuous review visits. Further, it 
is crucial to dedicate more time to teaching practice to improve 
the quality of pre-service training.

Executive Summary

Introduction 

Uganda has made commendable strides in improving 
educational access. Notably, primary school enrolment 
rose from 8.26 million in 2016 to 10.7 million in 2020 (NRM 
Manifesto, 2021). The pupil-classroom ratio improved from 
63:1 in 2015 to 49:1 in 2020, while the pupil-teacher ratio 
saw enhancement from 43:1 in 2015 to 34:1 in 2020. The 
Primary Leaving Examination (PLE) pass rate increased 
from 86% in 2015 to 90.3% in 2020, and the survival rate 
for Primary Seven grew from 30.10% in 2015 to 34.38% in 
2020 (Ministry of Education and Sports, 2022).

Despite these achievements in increasing school attendance, 
significant challenges remain in translating this access 
into meaningful learning. A troubling number of students 

are finishing primary education without attaining essential 
competencies. For instance, the 2021 Uwezo National 
Learning Assessment revealed that over 25% of primary 
three students could not read even a basic primary two-
level English story, while a similar proportion (25.8%) could 
only identify letters, failing to read words. Overall, at the 
primary level-from Primary 3 to Primary 7-at least 11.6% 
of children are unable to read anything from a primary two-
level English story, a rise from 6.2% in 2018. A parallel 
decline in numeracy occurred, with over 10.8% of primary 
three students failing to complete basic numeracy tasks 
expected at the primary two level.

Teachers play a crucial role in shaping the quality of 
student learning outcomes. Nevertheless, they frequently 
encounter challenges due to insufficient training and 
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resources for effective instruction. This policy brief explores 
the training of primary school teachers. It addresses both 
in-service training, which teachers receive to enhance 
their qualifications and skills while they are already in the 
profession, and pre-service training, which prospective 
teachers undergo before entering the teaching field. 

It is an excerpt from the study “Improving Education 
Systems in Uganda: Evidence from the Primary Education 
Sub-Sector” conducted by the Economic Policy Research 
Centre (EPRC), Uganda, in collaboration with the Research 
on Improving Systems of Education (RISE) Programme at 
the University of Oxford, England.

The Model

The study employed a qualitative approach using the RISE 
systems framework which provides a tool to examine the 
key actors in an education system, their relationships, and 
the nature of their interaction to identify gaps that impede 
students’ learning. The framework comprises two key 
components, namely, key relationships and design elements.
Key relationships define the actors in the education system 
and the relationship between them. It is based on a principal-

agent model where the principal wishes to accomplish a 
certain task and gets an agent to help them complete it. 
It comprises four key accountability relationships, i.e., 
politics, compact, management, and voice and choice 
(Figure 1). Politics describes the relationship between 
citizens and the state’s highest executive, legislative, and 
fiduciary authorities. Compact describes the relationship 
between the highest executive, legislative and fiduciary 
authorities and the Education authorities and organizations. 
Management defines the relationship between education 
authorities, organizations, and frontline education providers. 
Voice and choice define the relationship between service 
recipients, including children, parents, and communities 
and frontline providers. 

Design elements define the nature of the interaction between 
the principal and agent in terms of what the agent asks the 
principal to do, how the principal equips the agents to do 
it, and monitors and motivates their performance (Pritchett, 
2015). There are five design elements, including delegation, 
finance, support, information, and motivation. Delegation 
is what the principal mandates or asks the agent to do. 
Finance details the resources that the principal provides 
to the agent to carry out the mandated tasks. Support is 

Figure 1: Accountability relationships in the education system
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through assistance and training the principal provides to the 
agent to do their job, i.e., pre-service and in-service training 
for the case of education. Information is how the principal 
evaluates the agent’s performance, i.e., information that 
the principal uses to evaluate the agent’s performance. 
Motivation is how the principal encourages the agent and 
how the agent’s welfare is contingent on their performance 
against set objectives. 

When combined, the two components discussed above form 
the RISE diagnostic framework with the relationships as the 
columns and design elements as the rows (Figure 2). 

This policy brief focuses on the management relationship 
and particularly on the support element in terms of pre- and 
in-service teacher training at the primary education level.

Teacher training in the primary education sector

The government generally facilitates in-service training 
for government/public school teachers in response to 
centralised changes, such as new policies or curriculum 
updates. However, the frequency of in-service training 
sessions is inconsistent due to limited central funding 

Figure 2: he Education Systems Framework

Source: Pritchett, 2015
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Due to limited resources, in-service training follows 
a cascade model. This model entails training a select 
group of representatives on specific programs, such as 
the launch of a new curriculum, who are then responsible 
for disseminating that knowledge to their peers. However, 
this presents a significant challenge. The training is often 
organized in one-off workshops lasting short periods like 
a week. Moreover, there may be no trained personnel in 
various schools, or only one teacher may receive training. 
This situation becomes problematic if the school then 
transfers that teacher, leaving the school without any 
trained teacher for that program.

The practical component of pre-service training is 
minimal. Pre-service training for primary school teachers 
typically spans two years. During the initial year, trainees 
participate in a month-long child study at the outset, 
during which they engage with schools to gain insights into 
children’s cognitive and psycho-social development. This 
is followed by two practical teaching rounds, each lasting 
one month—one termed semi-final teaching practice at 
the beginning of the second year, and the other, the final 
teaching practice, occurring toward the end of the second 
year. Consequently, trainees receive three months of 
practical experience throughout their studies. Educators 
have expressed concerns that the duration allocated for 
practical training is insufficient given the extensive demands 
of the profession, such as the preparation of teaching 
schemes, lesson plans, and instructional materials.

This inadequacy has led to a noticeable decline in the 
quality of new teachers entering the profession, with some 
referring to them as “half-baked teachers.” Many graduates 
leave their teacher training programs lacking foundational 
professional knowledge.

“One could leave teaching practice without learning 
how to write on the blackboard” 

EPRC Stakeholder workshop, 2022

Furthermore, it has been observed that the curriculum 
offered in teacher training colleges is excessively broad, 
necessitating significant revision of content previously 
covered at the secondary level, particularly in science 
subjects. In the first year, trainees are introduced to 13 
subjects, while the second year comprises nine subjects. 

Additionally, there is a lack of specialization within the 
programs, as all trainees follow the same modules 
regardless of whether they will be teaching lower or upper 
primary levels or focusing on science or arts subjects. 
This uniformity often renders certain subjects irrelevant in 
practical teaching scenarios, as voiced by one trainee.

“....where will I apply the nine subjects?” 
EPRC Stakeholder Workshop, 2022

Moreover, some teachers at the host schools where 
training occurs do not provide adequate teaching 
opportunities for student teachers and may even 
discourage them out of concern for job competition. This 
situation further detracts from the overall quality of pre-
service training received by these future educators.

Conclusions & recommendations

Primary school teachers are key stakeholders in the 
education sector, and the interaction between teachers and 
pupils is key to ensuring learning. The government needs to 
enhance teacher training to achieve a leap from schooling 
to quality teaching and learning. The study proposes the 
following actions to streamline teacher training toward 
enhancing student learning:
•	 Adopt classroom-based in-service training 

programs. To ensure that training happens in a 
more natural and practical teaching environment 
where real scenarios can be drawn on to enhance the 
effectiveness of the training programs.

•	 Relatedly, ensure follow-up visits/training over a 
sustained period instead of one-off workshops. 
This will allow for a continuous review of the training 
material and its implementation and provide room for 
ironing out any misinformation.

•	 Increase the time dedicated to teaching practice. 
This will ensure that teacher trainees have prolonged 
exposure to the classroom environment, allowing for 
deeper learning and improvement in teaching skills.
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