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Abstract: This paper sheds light on the causes of school dropouts, a major challenge facing UPE
attainment in public primary schools of Uganda. We offer microregional analysis of school dropout
patterns in the Mpigi district, and show a number of distinct patterns of school dropouts in Mpigi that
can be differentiated from studies based on national data. While the Universal Primary Education
program covered tuition fees, additional costs for education, such as meals, school transport, and
uniforms, function as hurdles for longer school years. This is an obstacle regardless of parental
awareness about education’s importance and how wealthy the parents think they are. Such findings
directly conflict with existing knowledge that higher household income results in longer school
years. The previous understanding of girl dropouts in Sub-Saharan Africa and its patriarchal context
offer little explanations on the dropout pattern of Mpigi, as it is more related to the economic cost
of education and the high demand for male agricultural labor. For a multicultural society such as
Uganda, we highlight the importance of microlevel regional study in educational research.
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1. Introduction: Universal Primary Education

Universal education refers to universally available educational opportunities to all
human beings regardless of their economic, social, and cultural conditions. Universal
education is guaranteed by Article 25 of the 1948 United Nations Universal Declaration of
Human Rights that states, “Everyone has the right to education . . . Education shall be free,
at least in the elementary and fundamental stages” [1].

Universal primary education (UPE) was first implemented in 1976 in Nigeria and
proliferated in Sub-Saharan Africa in the 1990s to increase the rate of primary education at-
tainment by providing free universal education [2]. There were positive socioeconomic and
political effects of primary education in the least developed countries (LDCs). Education
contributes to economic growth at both the national and household levels by improving
labor productivity, facilitating the introduction of new technologies and rational resource
allocation, and broadening the choice of available jobs in the labor market [3–7]. Primary
education leads to positive social and health effects. The average years of primary schooling
is related to an increase in life expectancy in 193 countries [8], an increase in the gender
equality index [9], and an increase in the vaccination rate of infants and young children and
the adherence to guidelines on preventing infectious diseases [10,11]. Education contributes
to a reduction in infant mortality rate through public awareness about HIV/AIDS [12].
Furthermore, universal education contributes to the quality of politics, as it increases peo-
ple’s trust in the democratic political system [12] by facilitating the acquisition of political
information and the spread of democratic political culture [13]. Indeed, Ref. [14] reported
that primary-education completers are 2.5 times more likely to support democracy than
those without any formal schooling in 18 Sub-Saharan African countries.

Despite the increase in public spending on improving the educational environment,
previous studies reported that UPE implementation has been accompanied with high
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dropout rates since the early 2000s in Uganda. Studies analyzed and identified challenges
to UPE at the continental and national levels [15–18]. However, community-specific causes
of school dropouts remain largely unexplored. Sociocultural diversity in Sub-Saharan
Africa requires microlevel regional study to reveal the community’s uniqueness. Filling
the gaps of previous research, this study explores the trend of school dropouts in the
Mpigi district, covering the three following aspects: (1) assessment of UPE in Uganda
and Sub-Saharan Africa, (2) challenges in pursuing UPE, and (3) the current snapshot of
Ugandan UPE and the microregional characteristics of dropouts in the Mpigi district. The
study aims to shed light on the causes of school dropouts, a major challenge facing UPE
attainment in the public primary schools of Mpigi district, Uganda.

2. UPE in Uganda

In Uganda, Y. Museveni came to power through a military coup in 1997 and pro-
claimed the Poverty Eradication Action Plan and the Education Strategic Investment Plan,
both of which had UPE at their core. The rationale for introducing UPE was to compen-
sate for the negligent educational policies of the two previous administrations led by Idi
Amin (1971–1979) and Obote (1979–1985), which led to a continuous degradation of the
education system.

The Museveni administration’s UPE program consisted of five key policies [19]: (1) the
provision of free primary education for up to four children per household; (2) increased
budgetary allocation for primary education to alleviate individual households’ school
fee burden; (3) the provision of school facilities, including tuition, teachers’ salaries, and
classroom construction by the government, and parents’ contribution towards other costs,
such as meals, school transport, and uniforms; (4) the abolition of the Parent–Teacher
Association fee, and (5) campaigns to promote girls’ education by local governments. To
achieve these goals, the Ugandan government allocated UGX 5000 per student for grades
1–3, and UGX 8100 per student for grades 4–7 [20]. In 1990, the education budget was 15%
of the overall government budget, subsequently raised to 31% in 1997, of which 65% was
allocated for implementing UPE [21].

2.1. Achievements of UPE in Uganda

UPE’s introduction in Uganda resulted in three main achievements. First, there was
a remarkable increase in the absolute number of primary schools, and the enrollment
and attendance rates of students, as shown in Table 1. While the enrollment rate for girls
and boys was 63.2% and 75.7%, respectively, in 1995, it soared to over 100% in 1997 after
introduction of UPE. This rise in enrolment rate continued until recent years. Providing
free education led to overenrollment (i.e., the number of enrolled children exceeded the
number of primary school-eligible children) of students of preschool age (4 and 5 years old)
and postprimary school entrance-age children entering primary schools. This achievement
was supported by [16], which reported significant enhancement in school enrollment and
attendance rates in Uganda after the launch of UPE. These high enrollment rates in Uganda
are a greater achievement when compared to other countries that also introduced the UPE
program [19].

Table 1. Children enrolled in and attending Ugandan schools (unit: thousand).

1995 1996 1997 1998 2010 2013 2017

Girls, age 6 349 363 376 390 555 612 635

Boys, age 6 354 367 381 395 563 621 675

Girls, grade 1 (%) 243 256 443 485 677 686 690
(63.2) (65.2) (109.3) (117.2) (122.4) (113) (104.1)

Boys, grade 1 (%) 223 239 417 463 689 702 684
(75.7) (75.9) (126) (131.6) (121.5) (111) (101.3)

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2020 [22].
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Second, the program contributed to an increase in literacy rates, as shown in Table 2.
The rural literacy rate among young adults (15–24 years) was 75.2% for males and 59% for
females in 1992. In 2010, eight years after the introduction of UPE program, the literacy
rate among rural youths increased to 88.6% for males and 83.1% for females. Urban literacy
among males and females increased from 90.5% and 86.5% in 1991 to 94.7% and 93.9% in
2010, respectively. The annual change in literacy rate between 1991 and 2002 was higher
than that between 2002 and 2010 in all cohorts due to the implementation of UPE.

Table 2. Youth literacy rate in population aged 15–24 years (unit: %).

1991 (t1) 2002 (t2) 2010 (t3) (t2 − t1)/yrs (t3 − t2)/yrs (t2 − t1)/yrs −
(t3 − t2)/yrs

Rural male 75.2 84.5 88.6 0.85 0.51 0.34

Rural female 59.0 73.2 83.1 1.29 1.24 0.05

Urban, male 90.5 93.8 94.7 0.30 0.11 0.19

Urban, female 86.5 91.3 93.9 0.44 0.33 0.11
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2020 [22].

Third, the introduction of UPE also contributed to a reduction in the age at first
marriage in Uganda, as shown in Table 3. Before UPE’s launch in 1991, the age at first
marriage was 19.4 years for women, showing a steady increase since then and reaching
20 years in 2005. Refs. [23,24] explained the trend on the basis of UPE’s implementation
as follows. First, the age at first marriage increased as the length of schooling years
extended; second, as education broadens one’s knowledge, the girls are made aware of the
disadvantages of early marriage, leading them to refuse early marriage.

Table 3. Age at first marriage in Uganda.

1991 1995 2001 2005 2011

Women
Age at first marriage 19.4 18.2 19.6 20 20

Difference/year −0.30 0.23 0.10 0.00

Men
Age at first marriage, Male 23.7 22.5 23.4 23.8 24.3

Difference/year −0.30 0.15 0.10 0.08
Source: United Nations Population Division: World Marriage Data 2019 [25].

2.2. Student Dropouts in Uganda

The greatest problem facing the Ugandan UPE program is the high dropout rate.
Figure 1 illustrates gender differences in primary-school dropout rates in Uganda and other
countries in East Africa (Tanzania, Kenya, and Rwanda) that introduced the UPE program
around the same time. The statistical trend of the Ugandan dropout rates shows a number
of problems when compared with neighboring countries. First, the urban areas of Uganda
had a 33% higher dropout rate than that of rural areas, twice as high as the urban–rural
difference in neighboring countries (17%). Second, the trend has not shown any progress
in dropout rates since 2002, thoughneighboring countries have recorded a rapid decrease.
While the dropout rate of Ugandan students in rural areas decreased slightly and reached
62–63%, and that in the urban areas had stabilized at 35%, neighboring countries recorded
a 26–37% dropout rate in rural areas and 16–20% in urban areas in 2016.

Then, what makes students drop out of schools despite the increase in the govern-
ment’s education budget?
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Figure 1. Dropout rate of primary school students by gender and region. Source: UNESCO Institute
for Statistics 2020; DRRF, dropout rate of rural females (%); DRRM, dropout rate of rural males (%);
DRUF, dropout rate of urban females (%); DRUM: dropout rate of urban males (%).

3. Reasons for School Dropouts Explored by Previous Studies

Despite the importance of universal education and its positive effects on the economy
and society, LDCs including Uganda face several obstacles in implementing UPE. Previous
studies highlighted a number of challenges including low household income, gender
discrimination, family’s social status, and commuting time.

3.1. Low Household Income

Low household income is an obstacle to universal education across Africa, including
Uganda, as it prevents poor households from investing in their children’s education.
Education is given a lower priority than that of immediate life essentials such as food,
housing, and healthcare [26–28]. When household income is low, parents engage in two to
three auxiliary jobs in the agricultural or service sector and lack the time required to create
a conducive environment for their children’s education, causing dropouts [29,30]. In this
vein, Ref. [17] researched the relationship between household labor force and dropouts in
Uganda. They found that the number of economically active family members had a higher
influence on dropouts than other variables did, including the marital status of the head
of the household, distance to school, parents’ educational qualifications, rural residence,
and the number of family members. They interpreted that the variable of the number
of economically active family members reflected Uganda’s high unemployment rate and
low wages, which directly impact dropouts by burdening household income. Ref. [16]
also reported that, while the UPE alleviated the disparities in income, sex, and parental
education level for reverse inferring the causes of dropouts to some extent, they continued
to affect students’ attendance rates to a large extent.

3.2. Educational Costs

In Uganda, the relative share of educational spending is also a cause of school dropouts.
According to the Ugandan National Household Survey, spending on education was re-
sponsible for 67.6% of school dropouts for boys and 64.6% for girls in 2016. Although
the UPE program covers tuition fees, schooling involves other expenditures, such as on
uniforms, school supplies, transportation, and dormitories. Table 4 shows that educa-
tional costs have been a greater cause for dropouts since 1999. Another survey conducted
by [15] supports the findings of the Ugandan National Household Survey, identifying
school fees as a prominent cause of dropouts, with school meals and uniforms constituting
additional expenditure.
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Table 4. Number of students per classroom and students per teacher.

Survey National Household Survey Mpyangu et al.

Year 1999 2002 2016 2014

Sex Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls Boys Girls

Cost 61 49 65 62 67.6 64.6 78.7

Lack of interest among pupils - - - - 8.7 8.3
27.8

Completed the desired level of schooling 5 0 4 4 5.8 5.5

Sickness or calamity in family 7 12 8 4 4.9 4.7 -

Pregnancy - 10 - 9 - 4.4 13.8

Housework 4 4 2 2 2.4 2.3 22.2

Grade repetition - - - - - - 16.2

Crowded classrooms - - - - - - 19.4

Poor school facilities - - - - - - 10.7

Unsafe commute to school - - - - - - 8.1

Source: Uganda National Household Survey 1999, 2002, 2016; [15]. -, option not included in the survey.

3.3. Gender Discrimination

Gender discrimination embedded in societies of Sub-Saharan Africa is another major
challenge in implementing UPE. The gender of the children shapes the family’s decision
regarding investment in their education. The primary cause of the nonenrollment of girls
under the age of six is housework [31–33]. While boys drop out of school around the age of
11 to engage in the agricultural and service sectors [34,35]. This preference in the investment
of male children’s education in Sub-Saharan Africa stems from gender discrimination in
the labor market, as the expected economic rewards from investing in female children’s
education are less than that in a male child’s education [36,37].

Early marriage and childbearing also lead to the school nonenrollment and dropout
of girls. While early marriage and childbearing rates for girls under 15 years are as high
as 18% and 8%, respectively, in Sub-Saharan Africa, they are expected to engage only
in household chores after marriage [38–40]. At the same time, the husband dominates
the economic decisions of the household, which renders investment in girls’ education
economically irrational for parents [30,41]. As the marriage of underage girls leads to
additional household income through dowries [42], child marriage is considered to be a
better investment for girls than their education [15]. Girls born to young mothers tend to
have a shorter schooling period compared to other girls [43], which creates a vicious circle
involving child marriage and fewer years of education. In Uganda, the sex of students
continues to be a cause of dropouts, though the UPE has alleviated the disparities to some
extent [16]. Ref. [44] who analyzed the factors affecting gender-dependent enrollment rate
in Uganda, reported that boys’ attendance rate increased with age when the father was the
head of the household, and reduced when the family resided in the central region. Girls’
attendance rate increased with age when the mother had a high educational qualification.

3.4. Religion

Some studies observed that religion affects the schooling years of girls. Protestantism
positively affects the length of schooling for Ghanaian women and for children aged
10–14 years in the Democratic Republic of Congo [45,46], while Islam has a negative ef-
fect [45]. Uganda exhibited a mixed result of religion on the years of schooling. On the basis
of a comparison between Uganda and Malawi, [47] argued that Catholicism had significant
positive correlation with the length of schooling, whereas Islam had negative correlation in
Malawi. However, refs. [44,48] did not observe any significant effect of religion on Ugandan
children’s educational attainment.
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3.5. Commute Time

Previous studies reported that commute time and school enrollment are inversely
proportional in Sub-Saharan Africa because a long commute is directly related with issues
such as transportation costs, road infrastructure, and safety [49]. Ref. [50] showed that,
in LDCs, transportation cost and commute time to school were significantly correlated
with the length of schooling, especially among female students. Ref. [17] reported that
commute time accounted for 1.2% and 0.7% of dropout rates among Ugandan children
aged 5–8 and 9–12 years, respectively. Ref. [18] also discussed long distances to school as a
contributing factor.

3.6. Education Levels of Parents

Studies also highlighted other household characteristics, including parents’ educa-
tional level and the number of children, as factors affecting children’s educational level.

Ref. [51] argued that educating one generation brings about a perceptual change
regarding education in the next generation, because education increases one’s ability to
acquire information, including social networks and literacy for their households’ and
children’s welfare. In other words, the low educational attainment of one generation affects
the educational prospects of the next generation. Indeed, [52] found that the educational
attainment of the head of the household determined a child’s dropout rates in South Africa,
while [16] found that mothers’ educational level significantly affected their children’s
schooling in lower grades (6–8 years). After controlling for economic status, age, and
residence type. Ref. [53] argued that parents’ educational level significantly affected their
children’s schooling in Uganda. Ref. [43] also reported that, in rural areas of Uganda,
children whose parents were well-educated were less likely to drop out than those whose
parents were not. Refs. [16,17] also identified the educational level of parents as a cause of
dropouts, although the UPE has alleviated disparities. Ref. [54] analyzed determinants of
primary-school attendance rates in Uganda and revealed that, for boys, the child’s age and
mother’s educational level, and for girls, the child’s age and the educational level of both
parents positively affected attendance rate.

3.7. Other Household Characteristics

The number of siblings determines the average length of schooling and affects the
share of household budget for education per child. [25] analyzed the likelihood of school
enrollment of children aged 6–14 years in Kenya, Tanzania, and Zambia, and argued that
children without siblings had a significantly higher likelihood of school enrollment than
those with two or more siblings. Ref. [55] analyzed the effect of sex on the attendance
rate of private primary schools in Uganda. Analysis revealed that the number of children
in the family had a negative effect, and family size had a weak positive effect on boys’
attendance rate, while the child’s age, father’s death, number of brothers, and family
size had a weak positive effect on girls’ attendance rate. Ref. [17] identified the marital
status of the head of the household, rural residence, and the number of family members
as contributing factors for school dropouts in Uganda. Ref. [54] reported that having
the caregiver as a guardian (e.g., foster family) negatively affected the attendance rate of
students in Uganda regardless of the child’s gender. Further, residing in the northern region
negatively affected girls’ attendance rates. Ref. [56] indicated the age of the child, child
disability, and no biological parents in the household as negative factors that influence
school dropouts. Table 5 summarizes the findings of studies that examined causes of school
dropouts in Uganda.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 5875 7 of 15

Table 5. Previous research on factors that influence Ugandan school dropouts.

Authors
Low

Household
Income

Educational
Costs

Gender Dis-
crimination Religion Commute

Time

Educational
Levels of
Parents

Other
Household

Characteristics

Mpyangu et al.
(2014) O

Deininger (2003) O O

Mike et al. (2008) O O O O

Nabugoomu (2019) O O O

Nishimura et al.
(2008) O O

Izama (2014) O

Essama-Nassa
(2011) O

Drajea and
O’Sullivan (2014) O

Lincove (2012) O O

Grogan (2008) O

Candia et al. (2018) O

4. Research Methods
4.1. Research Site

The Ugandan sociocultural topology is diverse, consisting of more than 7 kingdoms
(Toro, Lango, Teso, Busoga, Bunyoro, Buganda, and Bukedi) and 54 tribes with at least
10 clans each. This leads to diverse cultural, historical, and social identities coexisting over
and above the national identity within Ugandan boundaries, and mutual distinctions often
precipitate competition and conflict. Diversity in ethnic communities leads to different
attitudes toward life, social ideas, and norms, which Weber called “differences in daily life
affairs” [57].

Mpigi is a region in Uganda with a population of 280,000, of which only 8.4% live
in the county, and 91% live in the surrounding rural areas. Mpigi is the oldest of the
112 national administrative divisions formed after decentralization in the 1980s. It consists
of 1 county and 16 subcounties, with each subcounty consisting of a parish and a village.
Mpigi has some distinctive characteristics compared to other agricultural regions in Uganda.
As it is located approximately 50 km from the capital city of Kampala, Mpigi’s people
share economic, political, and cultural infrastructures of Kampala on a daily basis. The
market zone formed around and within Kampala provides information and employment
opportunities for Mpigi’s population. Mpigi, therefore, has an above-average educational
environment compared to other rural districts in Uganda. As seen in Table 6, the teacher–
pupil ratio and number of students per classroom are far lower than the national average.
The literacy rate of the 10–17 years age group is higher and the nonenrollment rate of
school-age children is lower than the national averages.
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Table 6. Educational statistics in Mpigi district.

Government Private
Overall

Male Female Total

No. of students 37,371 7076 22,520 21,927 44,447

No. of schools 106 28 134

Pupil–teacher ratio 32 27

Pupil–classroom ratio 27 33

Illiterate people aged
10–17 years 8088 (15.6%)

Children 6–12 years not
attending primary school 14.8% 12.9% 13.8%

Source: Uganda Bureau of Statistics, 2016 [15].

While all previous studies analyzing school dropouts in Uganda used national
data, this study explored the dropout patterns of Mpigi, a region with both urban and
rural characteristics.

4.2. Sample and Data

We randomly selected four schools and conducted a questionnaire survey for school
children and their parents for eight days (12–20 July 2018). The schools were Mbute, St.
Bruno, Bulamu, and Nsumba National Primary School located in the Mpigi district. A total
of 830 parents participated in the survey, along with 2402 school-age children (6–20 years).
Table 7 outlines the sociodemographic characteristics of the participants.

Table 7. General characteristics of the study sample.

Respondent Parents Pupils

Age

Category Frequency % Category Frequency % Category Frequency %

10~20 3 0.3 6 224 9.3 7 227 9.5

20~30 222 26.7 8 215 9.0 9 189 7.9

30~40 280 33.7 10 237 9.9 11 143 7.3

40~50 166 20 12 201 8.4 13 202 8.4

50~60 92 11 14 175 7.3 15 140 5.8

60~70 54 6.5 16 126 5.2 17 91 3.8

70~80 7 0.8 18 107 4.5 19 48 2.0

80~90 6 0.7 20 77 3.2

Sex
Man 159 19.1 Boy 1121 47.4

Woman 673 71.9 Girl 1242 51.7

Marital Status

Married 156 18.7

Divorced/widowed 321 38.6

Single/living together 353 42.5

Total 830 2402

4.3. Variables and Analytical Methods

We separately set the actual dropout rates and parents’ expectations about the pupils’
educational years as the dependent variables to distinguish the effect of socioeconomic
causes and parents’ feelings and preunderstanding of children’s education. We conducted
separate regression analysis by gender, considering the age and marital status of the head
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of the household as control variables. Independent variables were self-perceived household
economic status, religion, household head’s educational attainment, educational cost,
commute time, and the household head’s perception of education. The first dependent
variable, child dropout, was analyzed through binary logistic regression analysis; multiple
regression analysis was performed to analyze the effect of parents’ educational expectation
level as a continuous variable. Figure 2 shows the analytical model.

Figure 2. Analytical model.

Table 8 presents the variables used in analysis. Parents’ educational expectations for
their children were a continuous variable calculated through the number of schooling
years from the first grade to university. Child dropout was a dummy variable (no = 0;
yes = 1). Regarding perceived household economic status and the importance of education,
we asked the respondents the following questions: “How do you judge your family’s
economic status?” and “Do you consider your children’s education important?” Responses
to both questions were measured using a Likert scale and treated as continuous variables.
The major religions in Uganda, Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, and no religion, were
treated as dummy variables. Educational cost and school attendance were continuous
variables, but we subjected educational cost to a natural logarithmic transformation to
avoid distorting the analytical results and to observe the ratio-dependent change in the
key relationship.

Table 8. Description of variables.

Category Frequency % Category Frequency %

Expectancy

2 38 1.6

Household
economic status

1 0 0

3 142 6.0 2 2 0.2

4 84 3.6 3 774 32.9

5 55 2.3 4 1373 58.4

6 93 4.0 5 198 8.4

7 213 9.1

Religion

Catholic 1203 51.2

8 1329 56.6 Protestant 864 36.8

Missing 396 16.9
Muslim 257 10.9

Atheist 10 0.4
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Table 8. Cont.

Category Frequency % Category Frequency %

Importance of
education

1 0 0

Education cost

Mission 16 0.7

2 0 0 10,000 178 8.4

3 8 0.3 20,000 342 16.1

4 235 10.0 30,000 300 14.1

5 2054 87.4 40,000 302 14.2

Missing 53 2.3 50,000 290 13.7

Commute time

10 249 12.9 60,000 163 7.7

20 231 12 70,000 87 4.1

30 491 25.4 80,000 115 5.4

50 155 8 110,000 47 2.2

60 583 30.2 200,000 108 5.1

90 111 5.7 300,000 36 1.7

120 195 4.9 400,000 107 5.0

180 16 0.8 600,000 48 2.3

Missing 419 17.8

Total 2350 100

5. Results

We performed logistic regression analysis using dropout status and multiple regression
analysis using the child’s expected number of years of schooling as the dependent variables,
respectively. Variance inflation factor values did not exceed 2, rejecting the problem of
multicollinearity. Analysis showed the following results.

As shown in Table 9, when using the child’s desired number of years of schooling
as the dependent variable, the importance of children’s education (1.346, p < 0.001) had
the strongest effect on girls’ length of schooling, followed by practicing Islam (−0.519,
p < 0.001), educational cost (−0.272, p < 0.001), and parents’ age (−0.008, p < 0.05). For
boys, awareness about the importance of children’s education (1.674, p < 0.001), practicing
Islam (−0.448, p < 0.05), being divorced or widowed (−0.393, p < 0.05), and educational
expenses (−0.179, p < 0.05) were the most important factors. The explanatory power was
9.7% for girls and 12.5% for boys.

Table 9. Regression analysis of determinants of educational expectations by child’s sex.

Respondent Pupil

Variable Girls Boys

Sex: Boys Girls 0.098 −0.044

Age −0.008 * −0.008

Marriage: married
Divorced/widowed −0.216 −0.393 *

Single/living together −0.069 −0.097

Household economy −0.028 0.068

Religion Catholic
Protestant 0.077 0.132

Muslim −0.519 *** −0.448 *
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Table 9. Cont.

Respondent Pupil

Variable Girls Boys

Ln Educational cost −0.272 *** −0.179 *

Commute time −0.002 −0.003

Importance of education 1.346 *** 1.674 ***

Household head’s education level 0.023 0.009

Constant 5.425 *** 6.962 ***

R2 9.7 12.5

Observation 1633 765

Mean of the dependent variables 7.05 7.02
***: p < 0.001. *: p < 0.05.

Table 10 presents the results of the logistic regression analysis performed using the
child dropout (dummy variable) as a dependent variable. Significant variables were
educational cost (girls: 0.516, p < 0.001; boys: 0.415, p < 0.05) and parents’ age (girls:
0.03, p < 0.001; boys: 0.023, p < 0.05). The explanatory power was 8.2% for girls and 8.1%
for boys.

Table 10. Logistic regression analysis of determinants of actual school dropouts by sex.

Variable Girls Boys

Sex: Boys Girls −0.144 0.156

Age 0.030 ** 0.023 *

Marriage: married
Divorced/widowed −0.499 −0.562

Single/living together −0.353 −0.178

Household economy 0.188 0.220

Religion Catholic
Protestant −0.009 −0.108

Muslim 0.558 1.698

Ln Educational cost 0.516 ** 0.415 *

Commute time 0.006 0.006

Importance of education 0.119 −0.371

Household head’s education level 0.023 −0.028

Constant 1.220 −0.242

R2 0.082 0.081

Observation 1798 849

Log likelihood 603.204 328.156
**: p < 0.01. *: p < 0.05.

We performed a t-test to analyze differences in the expected grade completion and
dropouts between boys and girls. The expected grade completion by the mean number of
years for boys and girls was 7.03 and 7.09 years, respectively; however, with a significance
level of 0.400, the difference was not significant. When 1 was assigned to dropout, and
0 to no dropout, mean values for boys and girls were 0.11 and 0.09, respectively, with
statistically significant difference (p < 0.05). The expected grade completion did not show
sex-based difference; however, the dropout rate for boys was higher than that for girls.
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6. Concluding Discussion

Our microregional analysis on school dropout patterns of Mpigi showed a number
of distinct patterns from other studies based on the national data of Uganda and other
Sub-Saharan African countries. This uniquely contributes to existing knowledge on school
dropouts of Uganda in the following ways.

First, this paper casts a simple message to prolong schooling years in the case of Mpigi.
Educational costs are the key cause of school dropouts. Despite the waiver of tuition fees
after the launch of the UPE program, education still serves as an economic burden for
families in Mpigi. Parents pay approximately USX 80,000 (USD 20) per year per child for
additional items such as transportation, examination, lunch, school supplies, and school
uniforms, and USX 600,000 (USD 150) as dormitory expenses. While previous studies
highlighted the importance of social campaigns targeting an increase in parental awareness
of the importance of education [58–60], our findings suggest that a further reduction in
educational costs needs to be the focus of the UPE program to expand the level of basic
education. In addition, the influence of educational costs over school dropout rates needs
to be acknowledged and independently analyzed from the effect of household income.
Previous studies argued that low household income is the main contributing factor to
school dropouts, which means that higher household income would result in longer school
years [16,17]. However, findings show that educational spending on its own acts as an
obstacle in Mpigi regardless of how wealthy households think they are (self-perceived
household economic status does not influence investment in education).

Second, the result shows a wide gap between parents’ expectations for their children’s
education and actual school enrollment rates. This represents a significant hurdle for
parents to provide an ideal level of education to children. Our analysis showed that parents
in Mpigi have relatively high aspirations for their children’s education, meaning that they
are keenly aware of the potential rewards of education (see Table 9). Parents’ understanding
about the importance of children’s education also has a strong effect on expected grade
completion, as shown in Table 9. Unfortunately, parental awareness about the importance
of education in Mpigi does not lead to actual investment in their children’s education. In
other words, parental understanding of educational importance does not overcome their
actual economic obstacles.

Third, as discussed in the second point, the parental aspiration of children’s edu-
cation in Mpigi is powerful. It incapacitates the impact of other reverse inferring vari-
ables addressed by previous studies [15,16,18,44,48,55]. While the patriarchal system in
Sub-Saharan Africa is a sociocultural barrier undermining parents’ investment in girls’
education [16,44], such a pattern was not found in Mpigi. Rather, dropouts in Mpigi are
more related to reality, educational costs, and demand for agricultural labor. Our study
showed a higher dropout rate among boys than that among girls, especially in rural areas
that require manual labor. A work of [61] on the cultural causes of boy school dropouts in
rural Uganda provides a good explanation on this pattern of dropouts. Boys are socially
and culturally expected to be a means to survive in families, which in turn impacts the
retention rates of boys in the mainstream educational system. Given that Mpigi’s main
agricultural products include food crops, such as cassava and maize, male agricultural
labor is often mobilized during the labor-intensive season (sowing and harvesting) [62].
This implies an inevitable choice for families in rural Uganda on employing their children
in agricultural labor despite their high aspirations for children’s education.

Fourth, this study highlights the importance of microlevel regional studies in educa-
tional research, especially for a multicultural society such as Uganda. The sociocultural
topology of Uganda is diverse. Geographical distinctiveness created by its own tribal
cultural and social characteristics hinders understanding a regional phenomenon from
national data. Indeed, analysis shows that many contributing factors of school dropouts
in Uganda identified by previous studies do not significantly impact school dropouts in
Mpigi. Previous studies in Uganda used national datasets highlighting the educational
levels of the household’s head [16,43,44,63], and commuting time [17]. As significant con-
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tributors to school dropouts in Uganda. Religion was also a contributing factor in other
countries [45–48] (in 11 neighboring countries). Such factors do not affect dropout rates in
Mpigi after controlling for socioeconomic variables, which means that Mpigi may have its
own unique regional characteristics that cannot be identified using national data.
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