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Praise for Really Good Schools



“Ten years after his pioneering book The Beautiful Tree, James Tooley has taken his argument about the transformative power of low-cost private education to a new and revelatory level in Really Good Schools. The deeply researched first part of this volume makes the compelling argument that decentralized, self-organized teaching and learning offer the best hope for children in the poorest parts of the world, from Kenya to Ghana, from Liberia to Nigeria, from Gujarat to Gansu. But Tooley wants us to understand that we in the developed world—with our sclerotic systems of public education, our over-priced private schools for the wealthy, and our insufficient schemes for reform—also have much to learn from the spontaneous order of the countless slum schools he has visited. This is a bold and inspiring manifesto for a global revolution in education.”


—Niall C. Ferguson, Milbank Family Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution, Stanford University


“In the fascinating and provocative book, Really Good Schools, James Tooley applies his immense learning about low-cost, entirely-private schools around the world to develop a daring and truly thought-provoking proposal along those lines for the United States. En route, he engages in lively virtual arguments with both Charles Murray and Milton Friedman! Check it out.”


—Chester E. Finn Jr., Distinguished Senior Fellow and President Emeritus, Thomas B. Fordham Institute; Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution; former U.S. Assistant Secretary of Education


“Based on James Tooley’s extensive knowledge of educational systems in developing countries from around the world, his pathbreaking and superbly written book Really Good Schools provides the essential understanding of how low-cost, private schools extend access to high quality education for the poor. Reading this book will allow educators and parents, academics and students, school reformers, policymakers, and the general public at last to have the proven and authoritative know-how to allow children to transition from failing government school systems in the U.S., U.K., and elsewhere, into inexpensive, first-rate schools. This makes Really Good Schools utterly essential reading!”


—Sir Anthony F. Seldon, former Vice Chancellor, Buckingham University; Co-Founder and First Director, Institute for Contemporary British History; President, International Positive Education Network


“Based on remarkable and fascinating, personal, worldwide experience and meticulous research—both conveyed with engrossing detail—James Tooley’s book Really Good Schools reveals the surprising successes of low-cost private schools pioneered by conscientious entrepreneurs (including himself) in the slums of developing countries where resources are frequently scarce, and danger often lurks. Careful to acknowledge and respond to critics, Tooley makes the case for the comparative advantage of low-cost private schools that merits respect and serious attention. Really Good Schools has relevance to both those interested in international development as well as to readers in advanced nations that are experiencing educational ferment given the social and economic problems of contemporary times, including the threat to educational attainment posed by the coronavirus pandemic.”


—Donald A. Downs, Alexander Meiklejohn Emeritus Professor of Political Science, Law and Journalism, the Glenn B. and Cleone Orr Hawkins Emeritus Professor of Political Science, and Co-Founder of the Center for the Study of Liberal Democracy at the University of Wisconsin, Madison


“Here in Really Good Schools is perhaps the most beautiful and neglected story in the world. Unremarked and unreported, low-cost private schools have sprung up to serve some of the poorest places on Earth. For 20 years, Professor Tooley has been seeking to bring this heartening development to wider notice. He has travelled the shantytowns of Africa and India. He has found ultra-cheap independent schools even in China. Again, and again, he has heard how slum-dwellers make sacrifices to avoid the listless and perfunctory education offered in government schools. Here, in his most complete analysis of the phenomenon, he examines why it continues to expand, despite the disdain of Western aid agencies and the outright hostility of local authorities. And he ponders how some of the principles of self-organized learning might be imported into the United States and other wealthy nations. I guarantee that, after reading Really Good Schools, you will feel more cheerful.”


—Daniel J. Hannan, former Member, European Parliament; bestselling author and columnist, Sunday Telegraph and Washington Examiner


“James Tooley, rightly celebrated for his discovery and promotion of private schools serving the poor in Africa, India, and China, now in Really Good Schools argues that the logic of his findings could transform education in America and Britain. Tooley would abolish government’s role, even in the form of support for vouchers and charter schools, allowing a ‘spontaneous order’ of education to emerge through the decisions of entrepreneurs and parents. A stimulating reading for a time when, as he points out, COVID-19 has brought much of formal schooling to a standstill and invites its reinvention.”


—Charles L. Glenn, Professor Emeritus, Educational Leadership and Policy Studies, Boston University


“In Really Good Schools, James Tooley presents a compelling argument for education in contradistinction to schooling, a difference seemingly lost in the bureaucracies of public education. He identifies the possibilities and promise of private education as a ground-up, spontaneously ordered enterprise that can serve even the lowest income individuals more effectively than can the Administrative State.”


—John W. Sommer, Knight Distinguished Professor Emeritus, University of North Carolina at Charlotte; former Dean, School of Social Science, University of Texas at Dallas


“In Really Good Schools, James Tooley takes us on an adventure across some of the most difficult parts of sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia, revealing the extraordinary revolution of low-cost private schools taking place. But he also takes us on a journey back to the West, to Britain and America, to show the relevance of his findings for education there too. Really Good Schools is a manifesto for educational freedom—the emancipation of education, as he calls it—and how we can move towards it.”


—Sir Robert G. W. Balchin (Lord Lingfield), Chairman, Commission on Special Needs in Education; former Pro-Chancellor, Brunel University; Founder Chairman, League of Mercy; Chairman, Centre for Education Management; former Director-General, St. John Ambulance; author, Choosing a State School: How to Find the Best Education for Your Child


“James Tooley is an invaluable authority on private schooling. In Really Good Schools, his advice on the provision of accessible, affordable school choice options has never been more timely or necessary.”


—Frederick M. Hess, Resident Scholar and Director of Education Policy Studies, American Enterprise Institute


“I strongly support the idea of expanding the affordable independent sector: variety in education is the spice of life especially in this drearily conformist age. So, more ammunition from James Tooley and from his book Really Good Schools.”


—Lord Robert J. A. Skidelsky, Emeritus Professor of Political Economy; University of Warwick


“The author of The Beautiful Tree has done it again. His truly unique and exceptional book Really Good Schools is another must-read about how some of the most disadvantaged people on earth are taking matters into their own hands to provide great, low-cost educations for their children. But, Tooley goes much further in Really Good Schools and provides a new clarion call for those who believe in the power of education to empower individuals to live their best lives—a call for education-choice supporters to recognize and embrace the notion of ‘self-organized learning environments’ in order to reclaim the education of youth from those who prize uniformity and government control over schooling.”


—Benjamin Scafidi, Professor of Economics and Director, Education Economics Center, Kennesaw State University


“Dr. James Tooley has uniquely challenged all of us with his revelations on low-cost private schools. Really Good Schools is a trailblazer for a grassroots transformation of education and illuminates the rewards that follow a system that is left in the hands of those closest to children. Tooley takes us with him in his journey, exploring the privatizing of education across the world, and through his clever insights, leads us into a new world that will change the course of education for generations to come.”


—Jeanne R. Allen, Founder and Chief Executive Officer, Center for Education Reform


“Well-read, well-travelled, and thoughtful, James Tooley has created compelling starting points for a lot of critical conversations. Tooley imagines that his, ‘task is simply to write it all up, in the hope of inspiring and motivating others to get involved.’ In Really Good Schools, he has written it all up, and it is inspiring, but he is far too modest. He has discovered and directly demonstrated that freedom and entrepreneurship can produce excellent, low-cost schools that very few others thought possible, even when they have already existed, against long odds, right under their noses.”


—John D. Merrifield, Professor of Economics Emeritus, University of Texas at San Antonio


“In the well-trodden field of education studies, it is rare enough for a researcher to supplement the public’s understanding of a well-known issue. But in an earlier book, James Tooley revealed a massive, striking, largely unknown phenomenon: the existence of ultra-low cost, high-quality private schools in developing countries. Now in Really Good Schools, Tooley expands his descriptive and empirical research to other developing and war-torn countries, while offering a thoroughgoing reflection on the significance of this still under-studied reality. Interesting enough on its own terms, Tooley’s book has acquired an unexpected aspect in the wake of COVID-19—might we see the rise of such schools within developed countries like the United States? Tooley argues, persuasively, that it’s possible. For it to happen, would-be entrepreneurs, policymakers, and parents would be well-advised to learn the lessons that Tooley teaches.”


—Max C. Eden, Senior Fellow, Manhattan Institute


“In Really Good Schools, Tooley reminds us through vivid examples from across the globe that we don’t have to turn to government for education; that even in the poorest and most remote areas, it is private schools, not public schools, serving the needs of families. And when so many continue to insist that ‘accountability’ comes from government oversight, Tooley shows yet again how market-based education creates the ultimate form of accountability by making schools responsive to the needs of parents. His book on the promise of low-cost private education comes at a pivotal moment: the COVID-19 pandemic has shuttered public schools and led many families to turn to private options. At a time when the pandemic has given us the opportunity to rethink the structure of education, Really Good Schools provides a must-read guide.”


—Lindsey Burke, Director, Center for Education Policy, Institute for Family, Community and Opportunity, Heritage Foundation


“Really Good Schools picks up on James Tooley’s previous revelations about the wondrous and (at the time) unknown existence of low-cost private schools and sketches a future built on them. This underlying structure of a radically different education system breaks out of Mumbai and heads for America. It not only builds a case for a new future but artfully dissects the arguments of those still holding hope for making today’s schools better. Warning: this is not a book to be skimmed but one to be intellectually grappled with.”


—Eric A. Hanushek, Paul and Jean Hanna Senior Fellow, Hoover Institution


“Really Good Schools provides an interesting review of educational entrepreneurship around the world.”


—Kent Grusendorf, Senior Fellow and Director, Center for Education Freedom, Texas Public Policy Foundation; former Member, Texas House of Representatives and Texas Board of Education; former Chairman, Texas House Public Education Committee


“James Tooley’s work documents the ubiquity of low-cost private schools in the poorest countries and poorest villages of the world. It is hard to read this book and do nothing. Really Good Schools illustrates both the deep-seeded desire for education that exists among humans regardless of income and the many efforts by private individuals to help the poor who otherwise would not be educated.”


—Eugenia F. Toma, Wendell H. Ford Professor of Public Policy and University Research Professor, Martin School of Public Policy & Administration, University of Kentucky


“There is no one who matches James Tooley when it comes to giving a global perspective on the widespread availability of well-performing and low-cost private schools serving children from Africa to India. Importantly, his research gives him the unique ability to analyze why similar low-cost private education is not plentiful in the U.S. and to challenge American education reformers to rethink some of their basic assumptions. Tooley does not merely challenge, however, as he also gives hope for U.S. parents by laying out a business model for low-cost private schools in America. Really Good Schools is a must read for all those interested in expanding and improving the education options for children.”


—Lance T. Izumi, former President, Board of Governors, California Community Colleges


“In the midst of a pandemic, many parents in developed countries have become keenly aware of the inability of government-operated schools to educate their children. In response, these parents are struggling to form affordable and effective micro-schools. The wonderfully readable book by James Tooley, Really Good Schools, has arrived at exactly the right time to offer models and lessons from how parents in developing countries have managed to succeed in educating their own children without state assistance.”


—Jay P. Greene, Distinguished Professor and Chair of the Department of Education Reform, University of Arkansas


“Really Good Schools is a valuable follow up to James Tooley’s remarkable 2009 book, A Beautiful Tree, which showed us that in some of the world’s poorest slums, with dreadful public schools, a large share of students were enrolled in small private schools started by local entrepreneurs. In this innovative book, Dr. Tooley updates the reader with more case studies and research on this bottom-up educational phenomenon and suggests potential lessons for the U.S. Really Good Schools makes an important contribution to policy discussions regarding school choice and education reform.”


—Michael J. Podgursky, Chancellor’s Professor of Economics, University of Missouri-Columbia


“James Tooley has done it again. With Really Good Schools: Global Lessons for High-Caliber, Low-Cost Education, he has produced another excellent volume on how the power of markets and choice can help drive high-quality school options for poor families. The global revolution of low-cost private education that he profiles shows us how school-reform entrepreneurs across the world are achieving genuine equity. Really Good Schools is a must read for citizens, school leaders, and policymakers alike who want to embrace a larger vision of how to make equality of educational opportunity real for the kids who need it most.”


—Jamie Gass, Director, Center for School Reform, Pioneer Institute
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Introduction



“A general State education is a mere contrivance for moulding people to be exactly like one another …; in proportion as it is efficient and successful, it establishes a despotism over the mind, leading by a natural tendency to one over the body.”


—John Stuart Mill, On Liberty


“We are going to emancipate ourselves from mental slavery because … none but ourselves can free the mind.”


—Marcus Garvey, October 1937, in a speech that inspired Bob Marley’s “Redemption Song”


MALALA YOUSAFZAI, THE youngest person ever to win the Nobel Peace Prize, is a brave and resolute young woman. She has become a twenty-first-century icon of global education,1 instantly recognizable in her pink hijab with yellow embroidery and for her serious dark eyes.


She had started campaigning in the picturesque Swat Valley, Pakistan, her home region, about the virtues of girls’ schooling and became known to the Taliban, the murderous regime from neighboring Afghanistan, which also thrives along the Pakistan-Afghanistan border. One morning, as she was on her way to school, Taliban thugs against women’s education tried to murder her. Miraculously, she survived and is now a forthright young activist, completing her degree at Oxford University.


But there is something strange about the way her story is told. Something crucial to her experience is always omitted when her life and mission are described by international agencies and the media. Education International, the global federation of teachers’ unions, is typical. Malala is campaigning, they say, so that all can benefit from “equitable public education.”2 The BBC summary of her talk to the United Nations on her sixteenth birthday highlighted only “her campaign to ensure free compulsory education for every child”3—“free” and “compulsory” being the buzzwords for “public” or “government” education for all. Meanwhile, Gordon Brown, erstwhile British prime minister, now UN special envoy for global education, used the same event to “renew the call for all governments to guarantee equitable quality education for all.”


But it wasn’t to government that Malala and her family turned to enable her to get an education. In fact, everything in her life story—related beautifully in her autobiography, coauthored with journalist Christina Lamb—points to something importantly different.


In her life story, she’s not standing up for the right to public education. In fact, she’s scathing about public education: it means high teacher absenteeism and teachers abusing children. Public-school teachers, reluctantly posted to remote schools, “make a deal with their colleagues so that only one of them has to go to work each day.” On their unwilling days in school, “all they do is keep the children quiet with a long stick, as they cannot imagine education will be any use to them.”4 She’s surely not fighting for the right of children to an education like that.


But if not public education, what is she standing for? In fact, Malala’s life story shows her standing up for the right to private education, and for the kind of private education that has been my passion for the past two decades: low-cost private education.


The school she attended, on her way to which she was famously shot by the Taliban, was in fact a low-cost private school set up by her father. This reality gets totally obscured in media reports: not untypically, Education International describes her father as a “headmaster.” Time magazine describes him as a “school administrator.” Headmaster, school administrator? No. Not at all. Her father was in fact an educational entrepreneur.


In 1994, he started a private school in Mingora, a city in the Swat Valley, seeing few other private schools there and recognizing that there was market demand for English-medium schools,5 because the area was “a tourist destination.”6 He and his friend invested their entire savings of PKR 60,000 (about US $1,754 at contemporary exchange rates). It was a struggle, but they eventually succeeded. When Malala was born (July 12, 1997), the school fees were PKR 100 (US $2.47) per month. That’s a low-cost private school, accessible to poor families. (In chapter 1, see section, “Toward a Definition of Low-Cost Private Schools.”) Her father joined the Swat Association of Private Schools and quickly became vice president.


Government officials tried to make him pay bribes to get his school registered—the going rate was about PKR 13,000, or around one-quarter of what he had been able to invest to get his school off the ground. He encouraged other school owners to fight this corruption: “Running a school is not a crime,” he told them. “You are not running brothels; you are educating children!”7 Pretty soon he was president of the organization; under his leadership, it expanded to four hundred schools.


This is all remarkable and surely part of Malala’s story. Shouldn’t it at least be mentioned, if not celebrated? Against the odds, her father, with four hundred other educational entrepreneurs, has created private schools for the poor in a remote region of the world, because even poor parents don’t want to accept the mediocrity and abuse of public schools. But it’s all studiously ignored by the international agencies and media, and most definitely by the international federation of teachers’ unions, Education International, which continues to use Malala’s story to push the case for public schools. This is precisely the opposite of what her life story shows—that she and her family are interested in private education. Why?


Perhaps readers might think it’s because what happened to Malala is exceptional, relevant only to that most remote, Taliban-infested part of Pakistan where girls aren’t allowed education. If readers think that, then they are mistaken. What is happening in Malala’s native Swat Valley is happening everywhere across the “developing world.”8 Malala’s story points to a global movement, in which Malala’s father is a far from unusual player. Low-cost private education, private education for poor and low-income families, is in fact ubiquitous.


I first discovered for myself the extraordinary revolution of low-cost private schooling in 2000. I was in Hyderabad, in south-central India, doing consulting work on elite private schools and colleges for the International Finance Corporation, the private finance arm of the World Bank. As an outcome of my doctoral work at University College London’s Institute of Education, I’d become an expert on private education. But this meant there was a severe disconnect in my life. Everyone knows that private education is for the well-to-do, for the elites. For various reasons, I felt that my life should be about serving the poor and disadvantaged. And yet I was stuck with being an expert on something that clearly didn’t fit with what I wanted my life to be about.


But my life was about to change. On a fateful day, Indian Republic Day, January 26, 2000, I read in my Rough Guide to India that the slums of the Old City were behind the Charminar, the Arc de Triomphe of South India. I took an autorickshaw (what motorized rickshaws are called in India) down to these slums, curious to see what I could find—indeed, excited by a hunch from my research about what I might find. Down one alley, I found a small school in a residential building. It wasn’t a public school. It was a low-cost private school, charging in those days about US $1 per month. Then I found another, and another, and soon I was connected to the president of a federation of five hundred of these low-cost schools, serving poor and low-income communities across Hyderabad. I spent as much time as I could in these schools after finishing my meetings in the elite colleges that had brought me to Hyderabad. I watched lesson after lesson, where energetic young teachers taught, some in an extremely impressive way.


I remember going back to my hotel room, in an upmarket area of the city, and thinking that the different parts of my life could fit together after all. I was an expert in private education, and I had discovered that private education seemed as much about the poor and disadvantaged as about anyone. My life suddenly felt complete. It was a wonderful feeling that has stuck with me for the past twenty years.


But I also had many questions about this low-cost private education. What proportion of children did these schools serve? There seemed so many of them. Perhaps I was not gauging this properly by traveling around town only with federation members. I needed to find out for myself and do some robust research.


How good were these schools? The buildings didn’t look great, but certainly the teachers seemed eager and confident, and children busied themselves in their books and on their chalkboards. Were children doing well in these schools? As well as those in government schools? More research was urgently needed.


But there was one question that I immediately could ask the parents—mostly Muslim mothers of children in the schools in the Islamic quarter of the Old City that I was visiting. Why were they sending their children to private schools, which cost money, when they were poor, and the government schools were free and provided free food at lunchtime, free books, and sometimes free uniforms? One mother answered, “In the government schools, our children are abandoned.” Others concurred with this sentiment. I had to see for myself.


So, my hosts arranged for the district education officer (DEO) to accompany me to a nearby government school. The visit will stay in my mind forever. It was in an impressive building, more spacious and airier than the private schools. We went upstairs. In the first classroom we visited, 130 children were seated on the floor among the swarming mosquitos, doing nothing. They sat there, all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed, excited by having a visitor, eager to hear what he had to say, eager to learn. But only two teachers were present at the school. And with remarkable and admirable candor, the DEO explained that only two teachers were present every day. The same thing was happening in urban India that Malala had observed in rural Pakistan, where teachers came in only occasionally, following an informal schedule that allowed them not to be there most of the time.


It broke my heart the first time I saw it. “Abandoned,” the Muslim mother had told me. The word rang true.


But it wasn’t just because the government schools were bad, and the children within them were abandoned. During my first visit to the Hyderabad slums, I realized there was something else going on. One day, while I was sitting in the office of one school owner, taking in as much as I could about this strange new phenomenon of low-cost private education, a mother dressed in a hijab came to visit. She owed money for several months. There I was, a well-meaning foreigner with a wad of rupees in my pocket. I did what I guess many would have done: I pulled out the number of rupees she owed and handed it over to her.


Her response was emphatic. She held up—not out—her hand and spoke to the proprietor in Urdu. He translated her response: “I don’t want your charity. I can stand on my own two feet, thank you very much.” This struck me deeply. What was it about her desire for independence? The proprietor explained it a bit more: “Independence, self-help, for sure. But she wants the school to be accountable to her, not to you. By paying her own fees, in small amounts each month to cover her arrears, she knows that she keeps me on my toes. Don’t ruin it by stepping in between us.”


I went back to the World Bank in Delhi, and then to the International Finance Corporation in Washington, DC, fired up by all I had seen. Did colleagues know that there were an amazing number of low-cost private schools in poor parts of India? The response? “Calm down, Tooley, calm down. You’ve seen a small number of businessmen ripping off the poor.9 And in any case, it’s only happening in Hyderabad, nowhere else.” Ripping off the poor? I’d seen the proprietors running sports competitions and science fairs on their weekends—was that the sign of someone abusing the poor? And was it true that I had just happened to uncover something that only occurred in the places I’d visited? Was this just a chance discovery or something that, in any case, was relatively minor?


I had to know. Fortunately, I received a grant from the John Templeton Foundation to see if the same phenomenon was occurring elsewhere and to answer these two questions: What proportion of children is served? And how good are the private schools? Two more questions also seemed important: What is the business model for these schools? Can it be replicated and improved? I’ll be addressing these questions further throughout the book. Suffice it to say now that in poor urban areas, it is common to find 70 percent or more of children in low-cost private schools, while in rural areas there is a substantial minority in private education. Children in low-cost private schools outperform those in government schools, after controlling for all relevant background variables. And the schools do it for a fraction of the per-pupil cost.


It is an incredible success story, and I’ve been championing it ever since.


For the research, I always went to places on my own first, to check that the phenomenon of low-cost private schools existed there and to satisfy myself that the places were safe for researchers to visit. Then, often with Pauline Dixon (who started as my doctoral student, then research associate, and ended up as a professor in her own right), I created a team in each place and managed them in the conduct of the research.


I went to places like Kibera, one of the largest slums in East Africa, in Nairobi, Kenya. The old Uganda Railway line runs through it; the railway was built by the British to link the port of Mombasa with Nairobi and then Kisumu, on Lake Victoria, where steamboats could connect you with the old capital of Uganda, Entebbe. Before I started my research, if one had noticed any children at the edge of the slum, you’d assume that they were either in public school or out of school. But I went with these children into the slum and found that they were very frequently in low-cost private schools. We found more than one hundred low-cost private schools in the slum of Kibera alone.


And I went to places like the fishing village of Bortianor, in the district of Ga, outside of Accra, Ghana, where there were seven low-cost private schools. Later, in one of them, I helped make a film that followed one of the students, Victoria, through her daily routine.10 We went out on her father’s fishing boat at 3 a.m., riding the surf in the bay out to the Atlantic. The family lived close to the public school, and Joshua, the father, told us in detail of how he or his wife, who worked all day smoking the fish that they would sell, saw how late in the day the public-school teachers arrived, how little teaching they did, and how early they left. Mostly the children played outside.


Joshua told me how, as soon as he could afford to, he sent his daughter to the private school. “The reason the private school is better than the public,” he said, “is because there is a private owner. If the teacher doesn’t teach as required, he will be fired and replaced.” He understood precisely the dynamics of the situation. In a parallel way, he knew that if a fisherman didn’t turn up to the fishing boat before it left in the morning, he’d be fired unless he had a very good excuse. He could see the same accountability operating in the private schools.


Low-cost private schools even existed in rural China. I was asked to speak at a major conference in Beijing, and I told the large audience about what we’d found in India and sub-Saharan Africa. At the end of the session, I asked, “Could the same thing be happening here in China?” A rather embarrassed silence followed. Had I not seen how wealthy China was now, what with Beijing’s multiple circular ring roads and countless plush high-rise office and apartment buildings? Of course, it was a silly question to have asked. I felt ready to concede that there wouldn’t be low-cost private schools in a country growing as wealthy as China.


In the break time after my talk, an Englishman came up to me. He was from the Department for International Development (DFID), the British government aid agency. He told me that they were working in the poorest part of China, in the northwest, the Gansu province. They were working in the poorest villages. There were no private schools there, I could take it from him. Perhaps I had found low-cost private schools in India or Africa. But in China, there were none. Here private schools were only for the elite.


This was like a red rag to the bull in me; the same had happened wherever I sought to find out about low-cost private schools. I would arrive in a country and meet with academics or even sympathetic think-tank leaders from whom I was seeking help with the research. They would tell me: I’m sorry to say this, but whatever you’ve found in other countries, in our country, private schools are for the upper classes, not for the poor. I would hear the same story repeated time and time again by government officials or those working for aid agencies. But in every single one of the countries in which I had worked, I would go into the slums and poor areas, and within a few minutes I would find a low-cost private school, then another, then another, and realize that this phenomenon seemed to be well-nigh universal, wherever there were poor people—well-nigh universal, but also well-nigh universally ignored.


So, when the Englishman from DFID told me that there were no low-cost private schools in rural China, couldn’t this just be the same as I’d been told so many times, in so many different places? I had to go back to England the next day, but I vowed to return and find out. And as luck would have it, a few days later a young Chinese man came to see me in my office in Newcastle. His name was Liu Qiang, and he’s a professor now at Beijing Normal University. Then, he was a young man who wanted to sign up to do a doctorate with me. “Where are you from?” I asked. “China,” he said. “I know you’re from China,” I said, “but where in particular?” “Gansu province,” he said. “Are there low-cost private schools there?” I asked. “Of course,” he said. “Do you mind if we put off registering for your PhD for a couple of months and go there together?” I asked. “Of course,” he agreed.


So it was that a week later we flew into Lanzhou, the capital of Gansu. We drove out into the valleys of the most beautiful highlands, getting up early to go to markets and talk to women and men, asking whether there were low-cost private schools in the remote villages they had come in from. We found a few leads, drove out into the highlands, then abandoned our car and hired one of those three-wheeled vehicles that carry goods and passengers into the remotest mountains. We traveled along mountain routes in late September, seeing peasants harvesting—as they had harvested for hundreds if not thousands of years, gathered in a family circle, cutting with scythes. We went through a narrow gorge. There we found our first low-cost private school in the Gansu mountains: Ming Xin, People’s Hearts private school, where the husband-and-wife team greeted us warmly, and the husband gathered his school choir to sing to us. “No more turn your cold eyes away from these innocent children,” they sang.


Over the next few days, we visited five similar low-cost private schools in these spectacular highlands. The head of international relations in the government office in Lanzhou was nonplussed that I’d been out looking in the mountains myself but was eventually convinced that it was a legitimate research interest. And so, we got a large research team organized and out into the mountains, and the team found 586 low-cost private schools. DFID had been right, but only to a point. They were working in what they considered to be the remotest, poorest villages of Gansu, the poorest province in China. In those villages, it was true, there were no private schools. But if you pushed farther, traveled for a day beyond those villages, then there were even poorer communities, beyond the reach of the state. And there we found the low-cost private schools.


I went to places like Makoko, Nigeria, the shantytown built on stilts in the dark waters of Lagos Lagoon. Makoko has probably played one of the greatest individual roles in highlighting globally the significant role played by low-cost private schools.


Many foreign visitors arriving at Murtala Muhammed (Lagos) International Airport make their way to Victoria Island, the upmarket part of the city. As you travel there over Third Mainland Bridge, you can look down and see Makoko, with its thin veneer of smoke emanating from the open cooking fires, and you’ll see its fishermen out in the lagoon. When I first traveled across that bridge, I pointed down to Makoko and said to my host, “That’s where I want to go to find low-cost private schools.” “Too dangerous” was the response.


So, the next day I went without him. The taxi I took stopped on the edge of the slum, also implying that it was too dangerous to go on inside. Instead, I went by canoe, found some children, and asked where they went to school. Little eight-year-old Sandra said, “KPS.” “What does that mean?” “Kennedy,” she said, or at least that’s what I heard. “Kennedy what?” I asked. “Kennedy Private School,” she answered, and then she took me to see it. It was not, in fact, named after the American president but instead was Ken-ade Private Secondary School, on the edge of the waters. It turned out to be one of thirty-two private schools that my researchers found in that slum alone.


Makoko and Ken-ade Private School (and its amiable, committed proprietor, Bawo Sabo Elieu Ayeseminikan, whom everyone calls “BSE”) have featured large in what happened next in global public awareness of low-cost private schools: In 2010, after thirteen years in opposition, the British electorate returned the Conservative Party to power, in coalition with the Liberal Democrats. Prior to the election, I’d been talking to the opposition shadow secretary of state for international development, the Right Honourable Andrew Mitchell, about the virtues of low-cost private schools, and he’d become convinced that they had an important role to play in reaching “education for all.” When my book The Beautiful Tree was published in 2009, he had circulated it to his entire team, making sure that they understood the importance of this phenomenon. Later, when the Conservative Party was in power, their “Green Paper on International Development” expressly referred to low-cost private education, and future prime minister David Cameron mentioned its importance at a press conference launching the paper.


I was in Ghana, doing teacher training in low-cost private schools, when the 2010 election result came in. Andrew Mitchell’s political assistant phoned me. He said, “You know that Andrew is convinced. Now you have to convince the officials in the Department for International Development.” So, when I returned to England, I went to visit Mark Lowcock (now Sir Mark), then head of policy, soon to become the department’s permanent secretary, the most senior civil service position. He appeared skeptical that such schools could exist in any numbers or be of the quality that I was reporting. I was used to this. Ever since I first started talking about low-cost private schools, senior academics as well as government and aid officials have been dismissive.


But then an opportunity arose for Lowcock to go and see for himself, accompanying Mitchell, who was now secretary of state, on a visit to Lagos. From Ken-ade Private School’s computer, Lowcock wrote me an email: “In twenty-seven years of working in development, I have had few surprises. This is one of them. I am impressed by both the quantity of private schools I have seen, as well as their quality.” From that moment on, he became an ally in this work. A few months later, he invited me to the Department for International Development’s education retreat in southwest Scotland, where he told the gathered education advisers from all over the world that they must always report back to him on the number of low-cost private schools in their communities. He said to me afterward, “Why have they never told me about these schools? They’re serving a majority of the urban kids, and significant minorities of rural ones. Why didn’t they think I’d be interested?”


The next year, David Cameron, the prime minister, was also in Lagos as part of his tour of Africa. His political adviser, Steve Hilton (now a commentator on Fox News Channel), wrote about the trip in his book More Human: “When we were accompanying the prime minister on a 2011 visit to Africa, Rohan [Silva] and I asked to see one of James Tooley’s schools in one of the worst slums in Lagos.” While it’s flattering to be mentioned in this way, the larger point is that there are literally hundreds of thousands of these schools that have nothing whatsoever to do with me or any foreigner at all. They’ve been built and set up by local entrepreneurs.


Hilton continues:


Whereas the UK-government-backed school, run by the state and financed via the Department for International Development (DFID), was a disaster, the Tooley-backed for-profit school was a sensation: eager children in pristine uniforms learning literacy, maths, science—with the help of a solar-powered computer. This is in the middle of a slum. Literally. To get there, Rohan and I had to pick our way through stinking, festering garbage, open sewers, ramshackle structures that could and would be washed away by the next rains. To arrive at that school, peep over the makeshift wall, and see rows and rows of eager pupils happily studying in the midst of utter chaos and squalor was completely astonishing, incomparably inspiring.11


It is most definitely all those things and more. It’s the inspiration I still get each time I visit such a poor area. As a result of my team’s research in Lagos State, and the film that we made in Makoko in 2005 for Newsnight, the BBC’s flagship news program, DFID decided to conduct a thorough census of all the private schools in Lagos—in part, I guess, to verify that the data I was giving them were correct. They invited the young researcher Dr. Joanna Härmä to lead this census, and I made sure that the Association for Formidable Educational Development (AFED), the huge and vibrant private school association of which I’m a patron, fully cooperated. The census found 12,098 private schools, serving 1,408,420 children. This census, the first full census of low-cost private schools that had been conducted in any major city, led to other projects by the Department for International Development, including DEEPEN—Developing Effective Private Education in Nigeria—to help foster the environment for low-cost private schools in Lagos State and elsewhere. Härmä, too, has contributed enormously to the research effort on low-cost private schools in Lagos and in other states and countries.


So, by degree, in large part because of my teams’ research work, people became aware of the role played by these low-cost private schools. Critics of this work have been many, and you’ll be hearing from some of them in this book. But one criticism did challenge me. Some critics charged that when I said, “Private schools are good for the poor,” I had only looked at Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, India, and China. Those countries are hardly the world’s most difficult places. For the real poor, the most disadvantaged children, how can you say that private schools are good for them?


I have taken this challenge seriously. The world’s most difficult places are not hard to find: they are in war-torn, conflict-affected states, especially in sub-Saharan Africa. So, again with funding from the John Templeton Foundation, I created research teams in Sierra Leone, Liberia, and South Sudan, looking to see what we could find. Would the extraordinary phenomenon we’d found in the rest of the world also be present in these settings, the world’s most difficult places? I’ll take up this story in the next chapter, but it’s not too great a spoiler to say that yes, they were there too, in extraordinarily large numbers, doing pretty much the same as they were doing in the other countries I’d visited already.


So, there is truly a global revolution, a grassroots social entrepreneurship revolution—what I call “education, by the people, for the people,” in my own version of the Gettysburg Address. What’s happening in developing countries is radical.


Three Parts


This book has three parts. Part 1, “A Global Revolution,” looks at the current state of the debate on low-cost private education. Here I have a dilemma. I’ve been working in this area for nearly twenty years now; it is my life’s work. I’ve already written a book (The Beautiful Tree) on the subject, published a decade ago. One aim of part 1 of this book is to update the reader on some of the important debates and examples that have emerged since that book. However, in the space available, it would be impossible for me to bring out all the examples and challenge all the arguments that have emerged since then. In any case, some readers may not be familiar with low-cost private schools, so they would need a more introductory approach, while some challenges to the arguments would require going back to earlier cases already made.


So, part 1 of this book aims to give a flavor of some of the important debates that are live in this area now. As I shall outline at the beginning of the next chapter, there seem to be seven themes or dimensions that commentators consider the most important to address, gleaned from sources evaluating developmental impact. These dimensions are scalability (or ubiquity) and affordability (chapter 1), quality and value for money (chapter 2), equity and choice (chapter 3), and sustainability (chapter 4).


It’s my contention that if you are satisfied that low-cost private schooling compares favorably with the public alternative along these seven dimensions, then you will be convinced that low-cost private schooling has an important role to play in development. In each of these chapters, I give an example or description to illustrate the dimension, and then I explore some of the evidence to support the theme. Readers seeking a watertight case defending the role of low-cost private schools, however, may need to go back to some other referenced articles, reports, and monographs. Nevertheless, I am hopeful that part 1 of this book gives a clear enough picture of the direction of travel of the evidence and arguments to satisfy many readers.


All of this is a defense of low-cost private education against critics who feel that governments, not the private sector, should be doing education. But there are also independent arguments against letting governments have control over education, particularly in conflict-affected or war-torn states, such as Sierra Leone, South Sudan, and Liberia. The arguments may even be applicable more widely, to countries such as Nigeria and India, and perhaps even to the United States and the UK. Part 1 concludes with chapter 5, which examines these arguments, drawing the themes together with a look at implications of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Part 1, then, is an update to The Beautiful Tree, a survey of the current landscape of the extraordinary phenomenon of low-cost private education.


But this book also aims to move the discussion forward in other respects. The existence of this alternative private education sphere in developing countries raises fundamental questions about the role of government in education in general, as applicable to the West as to developing countries. This is linked to the growing interest in “self-organized learning environments.” My friend and colleague Sugata Mitra, PhD, has been at the forefront of this movement—he won the first US $1 million TED Prize and is an internationally acclaimed educator, hugely in demand for his folksy, charming, and inspiring talks. Sugata and his team coined the phrase “self-organized learning environments,” or SOLEs, when we were working together in Hyderabad, India, to set up the first of these learning laboratories in low-cost private schools there. “Self-organized” means that there is no central control that has led to the order that emerges. When people think of “self-organized learning environments,” they may tend to think of Mitra’s work, of how children can learn by themselves, without the aid of a teacher. It’s all remarkably interesting, deserving of the attention it is getting.


But there’s another usage of the term self-organized learning environments that is equally, if not more, exciting: a way of designating the emergence of the schools I’ve been describing already. The extraordinary rise of low-cost private schools is itself a dramatic manifestation of self-organization. There is no central control that has led to their emergence. They are organized completely outside of any external state authority. Individual entrepreneurs set them up, using their own template, to satisfy the community, which organizes itself to learn, without any input from government or international agencies.


I have come to think it’s useful to explore the rise of low-cost private education under the terminology of self-organized learning for two reasons. First, it’s a popular term at present and, seen in a positive light, a virtue-signaling term. More seriously, once one starts to look at the rise of low-cost private education in this light, it brings to the surface important ways in which these schools’ self-organization is impeded. For there is one crucially important aspect whereby self-organization is not typically permitted: in what I call the “framework of education,” the curriculum and assessment systems, the system of compulsory schooling, and the organization of schooling, all imposed by governments and monitored by governments and international agencies.


As I research schools in different countries, work with large federations that contain so many schools, manage some schools myself, and keep up to date with the academic literature, I worry about the curriculum and assessment systems that get imposed on children in these schools, a framework typically imposed by governments. It has many side effects that seem to be negative. Some of these may appear trivial, yet they are all crucially important:




	I worry why school often seems so boring, particularly to older children.


	I wonder why school can be so demotivating for children, or, to turn it around, why we as educators don’t exert ourselves more to motivate students.


	The way we measure educational outcomes seems so primitive—why wait until children have finished high school to decide how well they’ve done?


	Why do we treat children as if they are age-batches in some factory rather than individuals with their own learning pace?


	Why do the widely accepted international measures of education focus not on outcomes related to the goals of education but instead on tests of what is taught in schools?


	And I worry that schooling as we see it leads to what the educational sociologist Ronald Dore called in 1976 the “diploma disease.” Rampant “credentialism” or “qualification inflation” leads to an arms race of students piling up certificates whose sole purpose is to provide a signal to employers; the certificates don’t appear to add much in the way of valuable skills or knowledge and thus waste everybody’s time and resources.





These are not new questions, but in the developing world no one much seems to be worrying about them, at least not in public. It’s almost as if those in developing countries should be grateful for all the “education” that gets handed out to them—as if it would be churlish of them to question its worth. Part 2 of the book, “Reclaiming the Framework of Education,” is devoted to exploring and proposing answers to some of these questions:




	How far can self-organized learning go?


	Can it encompass even the framework of education?


	Could freedom to challenge the existing framework of education lead to increasing the motivation of children?


	Could educational freedom crack the diploma disease?





The discussion brings in new perspectives on these questions, which are also of relevance to education in the West.


Let’s be clear: part 1 of the book is based on evidence, while part 2 is somewhat speculative. Pointing to problems that arise from the framework of education being under state control, it suggests what could happen if education were fully self-organized, a fully spontaneous order. I’m not necessarily trying in part 2 to convince anyone; instead, I want to illustrate alternative ways forward.


In part 3, “Off to America,” I’m assuming that readers will by then be convinced of the virtues of the spontaneous order in education and open to exploring its applicability to America (and by extension to the United Kingdom, Australia, New Zealand, Europe, and so on). However, a few words of caution: When American reformers sympathetic to the private sector speak about education reform, typically they talk about top-down initiatives, like giving parents vouchers to use at any school of their choice, public or private. Or they promote charter schools, which are funded and regulated by the state but otherwise have independent management. This is far from what we see in developing countries, where individual entrepreneurs run their own schools, providing high-quality and low-cost education completely independent of the state. But could there be mileage in exploring why there is this difference and whether the solution found in developing countries—burgeoning low-cost private schools—could be relevant to America (and Britain, and others) too?


Perhaps I wouldn’t be asking this question if American education reformers were successful in bringing about vouchers or charter schools. But in my view, they are losing an uphill struggle. Less than half of 1 percent of children in America are in voucher programs, and I can’t see it ever realistically exceeding 2 percent. I’m all for seeing a glass half-full rather than half-empty, but this glass appears to be very nearly empty.


Perhaps there are currently no low-cost private schools in America because public education is nowhere near as bad as that found in, say, Nigeria or India. There won’t be the same incentive for parents and their children to seek out independent alternatives. This is not to say that dissatisfaction, even extreme dissatisfaction, is absent. However, it won’t ever be as widespread as that found in developing countries.


But recall that this was not the only reason why parents I first spoke to—in the slums of Hyderabad, India—desired to send their children to low-cost private schools. There was also the issue of accountability and control. In a way, this inverts the whole question of why there are private schools: Why would you not want control over your children’s education? And if you do, then why would you acquiesce in public education?


In the past, when giving talks about my work, I’ve often been asked whether I think there would be any interest in low-cost private schools in America or in England, depending on where I’m giving the talk. My stock response has been that public schools in America (or England) do not suffer from the parlous conditions of government schools in sub-Saharan Africa or South Asia, so perhaps that’s why low-cost private schools haven’t emerged, and why they won’t.


But then, a couple of years ago, I did some research in the less wealthy neighborhoods of Newcastle upon Tyne, in North East England, interviewing opportunistically selected parents on street corners, in marketplaces, and the like. Newcastle includes some of the most deprived neighborhoods in England. In part this is because it used to be a significant industrial city, important for shipbuilding and coal mining in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, that declined as these industries declined. It is now finding its feet again as a “postindustrial” city, with new industries in software and finance emerging.


My sample was not random; nevertheless, it showed some interesting results. Around one-fifth of participants thought they could afford a school costing around £50 per week. The survey seemed to suggest that there could be demand for private education if fees were low enough. I got together with two other educators in North East England and created a business plan for a chain of low-cost private schools. The idea quickly captured the interest of those in the British media—the BBC, the Daily Telegraph, the Times, the Sunday Express, the Sun, and the Daily Mail all ran stories on it, and several television production companies asked to do documentaries on the first year of the school chain. And, most important, more than 150 parents expressed an interest in the school, even before we got government permission to open. Perhaps we’d hit on a market niche that was capturing the imagination, one that nobody else had thought of before. I’ll have more to say about this later, when we examine what was happening in education before the state got involved, which has remarkable parallels to what we see in developing countries today.


Let’s be clear about what we mean by education. I’ve used the word loosely so far, in the way that it is typically used in public discussions. That is, it’s been referring to the institutions in which it commonly takes place, so education has been used as a synonym for schooling or schools. This is a widely accepted usage, and we’ll carry on with this kind of usage throughout part 1, where we focus mainly on schools—low-cost private schools—and mainly, too, on what is typically described as K–12 education—that is, schooling from kindergarten through twelfth grade. 13


I was originally a philosopher of education, and the tradition in that field is to be careful about the use of the word. Because if we use education to mean schooling, we may preempt the answers to some important questions concerning how and where young people should become educated and the role of government therein. For instance, the nineteenth-century member of Parliament and pamphleteer William Cobbett begins his Advice to Young Men with “What need had we of schools? What need of teachers? What need of scolding or force, to induce children to read and write and love books?”14 Cobbett was dismissive of early government intervention in what he derisively dubbed “Heddekashun,” or mandatory education in schools; he saw that genuine education readily took place outside of institutions called schools. Some economists later agreed. For example, Milton Friedman wrote in his influential essay “The Role of Government in Education” that it is important to distinguish schooling from education: “The proper subject of concern is education. The activities of government are mostly limited to schooling.”15


Why do we need to make this distinction? There are two major ways in which education can be understood: (1) the preparation of children and young people for adult life, including for the world of work (the economy), the family (social), and society (political), in all aspects of knowledge, skills, disposition, character, and values, or (2) the initiation of children and young people into the “best that has been thought and said in the world”—that is, initiation into knowledge and culture that is “good for the soul.”16


It doesn’t take much reflection to realize that many of these—knowledge, skills, disposition, and values—can be, and often are, inculcated outside of formal schooling: in the family, in religious communities, through play, through participation in political processes, and, of course, in the world of work itself. Similarly, initiation into the best that has been thought and said in the world can also readily take place outside of any formal schooling—even before the internet, there were libraries, reading rooms, concert halls, and radio and television broadcasts, all of which are vehicles for this kind of initiation, whether one is learning as an autodidact or within sympathetic groups. The internet has transformed the potential here so that the world of learning about high culture (as well as much else, of course) is literally at the fingertips of much of the world’s population.


The concern of this book, which will come to the fore in parts 2 and 3, is with education broadly understood; it remains an open question whether or not its components can best be introduced through schooling or through other mechanisms.


This book was completed before governments across the world put countries into “lockdown,” reacting to the global coronavirus pandemic. To keep up to date with this crisis, I’ve inserted a few paragraphs at various points into the text to raise some potential implications.


In large part, I find it very hard to predict what the impact of this crisis will be on education, and on anything else. It really is “too early to say,” as Chinese premier Zhou Enlai said of the impact of the French Revolution. A lot depends on whether the rapid lifting of lockdown restrictions that are taking place as I write now (July 2020) will continue, or whether further lockdowns will be imposed later this year. If the former, then the impact of the crisis on education may be minimal, and we may return very quickly back to normal—not a “new” normal, as some are putting it, but just normal. If further lockdowns occur, then clearly there will be a much bigger impact on how we view education.


One impact has been immediately apparent. Across the developing countries that I discuss in the first part of the book, governments acted swiftly to close all schools, including low-cost private schools, and as I write they still have not been allowed to reopen. These governments meanwhile offered no safety-nets to mitigate their actions. This has caused great hardship to so many school operators; many will go out of business as a result. This is a terrible outcome. However, if schools can reopen soon, then they may be able to bounce back, as long as country economies have not been sent into freefall.


Concerning the impact on “developed” countries (those in the West), there has been a mix of experience. Governments closed all public schools, and for many children this has meant a long, extended time of educational inactivity, which is likely to have been harmful to most. For some parents, however, government closure of public schools may have led to a bit of a renaissance in their educational thinking—and this may be the only silver lining to the crisis. Some parents have seen the indifference of public schools to their children—and their teachers’ lack of engagement with them online—and been led to think differently about how education can be delivered, and how their children’s learning can be transformed. Other parents have experienced homeschooling for the first time and been led to question why governments have a near-monopoly on schooling. Even if these parents don’t wish to continue homeschooling much into the future, they’re very likely to be more open to the arguments of this book for engaging with educational alternatives.


With that in mind, let’s return to our text: Where did this idea of low-cost private schools come from? In the next chapter, we’ll journey to Liberia, to give a flavor of what is happening across the developing world, with implications for the future of education in the rest of the world. That will come after we’ve outlined the seven important themes or dimensions that will frame the discussion in part 1.





PART ONE



A Global Revolution


THIS BOOK IS about the global revolution of low-cost private education. Part 1 catalogs our current state of knowledge of this phenomenon. I started writing about it back in 2000.1 One influential development expert, Kevin Watkins, recently director of UNESCO’s Education for All Global Monitoring Report and now CEO of Save the Children UK, wrote in 2004, “Professor Tooley and his like-minded colleagues are ploughing a lonely furrow. Nobody, it seems, is listening to them. Long may it stay that way.”2


Sixteen years later, the furrow is much less lonely. Hundreds of researchers, activists, philanthropists, investors, and new entrepreneurs are active in this field. Many of the researchers and activists are deeply antagonistic, however. The furrow may be less lonely, but it is sharply polarized.3


Why the controversy? Painfully, to many in the development industry (academics, officials in aid agencies, and teachers’ unions), the very existence of low-cost private education shows that the people themselves are not embracing the education solution they are supposed to accept. They are not embracing the accepted wisdom that came about with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948, that free and compulsory public education is the only way forward. It’s hard when the people themselves reject seventy years of development consensus.





1



Ubiquity and Affordability


PEOPLE TEND TO take one of three positions concerning the relevance of low-cost private schools to development. First, some argue that low-cost private schools are irrelevant to the promotion of education for all, which should be done through universal, free public education.1 Second, low-cost private schools can be tolerated for now, given the parlous state of public education, but only until we get public education back on track.2 Finally, my own view is that parental preference for low-cost private schools, coupled with the parlous state of public education, should make us think differently about the roles of public and private education for development. Indeed, private education alone seems to be able to offer a route to providing educational opportunities for all.


What might be beneficial to know in order to adjudicate between these three positions? Using criteria that I’ve gleaned from sources evaluating developmental impact,3 I suggest that there are seven particularly important issues that would apply in general to any development-proposed solution—in this case, low-cost private schools:




	
Scalability/ubiquity: Is the solution (i.e., low-cost private schools) found across many different types of low-income communities? Does it serve the poor and hardest to reach, in the most difficult countries? Does it exist at scale, or have the potential to scale, in these communities?


	
Affordability: Is the solution affordable to low-income communities? Is its cost competitive with existing alternatives, including that offered by government?


	
Quality: Is the solution better than other alternatives, including anything offered by government? Is it amenable to being further improved?


	
Value for money: Is the solution financially sustainable? Is it more cost-effective than any alternatives, including government alternatives?


	
Equity: Does the solution help narrow gender gaps and gaps between ethnic, religious, caste, and other minority groups? Is it better in this respect than existing alternatives, including government alternatives?


	
Choice: Is the solution an option desired by the poor themselves?


	
Sustainability: Is the solution sustainable—that is, able to continue over time without ongoing external support?





Let’s look at scalability/ubiquity first. Synonyms for ubiquitous include universal, pervasive, global, and abundant. I don’t think it’s at all contentious now to point out that low-cost private education satisfies this epithet splendidly. In The Beautiful Tree, I presented research from five countries: Ghana, Nigeria, Kenya, India, and China, with smaller forays into Zimbabwe. Personally, I’ve now seen the phenomenon of low-cost private schools in twenty-two countries on four continents. The British government aid agency, the Department for International Development (DFID), recently commissioned a “rigorous literature review,” supposedly a comprehensive survey of evidence about low-cost private schools in a total of eleven countries: India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Nigeria, Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, South Africa, Malawi, and Jamaica—and these were just DFID countries of interest. Other studies show low-cost private schools in the Philippines and Indonesia as well as in Latin American countries, including Peru, Brazil, Honduras, and Guatemala. In other words, we can easily talk about this phenomenon as ubiquitous in the sense of global. It truly is a global phenomenon.


Moreover, we can also show that, within countries researched, the phenomenon is abundant; serving, more importantly, an abundant number of children. In sub-Saharan Africa, the most detailed research has been done in Nigeria. Lagos State is the most studied: extrapolating from a recent census, it is estimated that enrollment in private schools in Lagos State alone is now 2.78 million, of which around 2.12 million are likely to be in low-cost private schools. There are likely to be 14,000 low-cost private schools in that one state of Nigeria alone. And the proportion of children served by the private sector is high—around 70 percent of preschool and primary-school children are in private schools.4 These figures seem typical of major urban areas across West and East Africa. Recent research reports from Nairobi (Kenya), Kampala (Uganda), and Accra (Ghana) support this.5 The highest percentage is from Kampala, where 84 percent of primary-school children in deprived areas are in private education.


India is the most studied country in Asia. Extrapolating from recent research, we can make some estimates of the numbers of children in low-cost private schools there. In India, there are around 300 million school-age children. Assuming a 69 percent rural, 31 percent urban split (in line with the split across India), there would be 93 million urban and 207 million rural children. In rural areas, 30 percent of children, according to the comprehensive Annual Status of Education Report (ASER), are in private schools, the vast majority of which are low cost. That is, around 60 million children in rural India are in low-cost private schools.


In urban India, it is estimated that around 70 percent of children are in unaided private schools (ignoring government-aided private schools, which would increase the number further, but which are often counted as government schools). This gives a figure of 65 million children in private schools in urban India. It has been suggested by one study that 49 percent of these could be low cost,6 so that would give a figure of around 32 million children in urban India in low-cost private schools.


Hence in India, I estimate that the total number of children in low-cost private schools is around 92 million. Supposing the average size of a school is 200 students, this gives an estimate of around 450,000 low-cost private schools in India alone.


Indeed, it is well recognized in India that the growth of private schooling is leading to an emptying of public schools. In the year 2015–16, 5,044 government schools were empty; yes, you read that correctly—more than 5,000 schools had no pupils at all. But this didn’t stop them from employing 6,961 teachers. A total of 12,196 schools had five pupils or fewer (employing 19,419 teachers), 31,963 had ten students or fewer (employing 26,186), and altogether there were 1,047,895 public schools in India with fifty students or fewer.7


And let’s be clear, this is not because of any drop in India’s child population; it has been growing during the period that the emptying of public schools has been taking place. No, the emptying of government schools “is largely the result of an exodus of students from government schools and migration towards private schools.”8


These estimates are based on research. Anecdotally, one gets the impression that other countries across South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa are similar. Extrapolating from a few studies, I’ve estimated that there could be about 74 million children in sub-Saharan Africa in low-cost private schools. Indeed, the figures from India and sub-Saharan Africa suggest a common figure of around 75–80 million children in low-cost private schools per billion of population.


One important corollary of all this is that any figure for out-of-school children given globally must be taken with caution, because many of the children are in low-cost private schools that are unregistered and therefore off the official radar. So, it is likely that the global figure for out-of-school children is much lower than suggested, because many of the children will be in unregistered low-cost private schools.


There is no doubt that low-cost private schools are a ubiquitous phenomenon across developing countries. Because of this fact alone, low-cost private schools possess scalability.


One of my questions for ubiquity pushes the concept to its limits: Does it serve the poor and hardest to reach, in the most difficult countries? This is where some might balk. Indeed, a criticism of my earlier work for The Beautiful Tree was that I’d said that private schools are “good for the poor,” but are they really reaching the most difficult places? Only if they did so would they really satisfy my claims.


With research teams in these countries, I directed a study in Liberia and Sierra Leone, countries recently torn by civil war, as well as South Sudan, still in the throes of bloody conflict. What is happening in those countries is extraordinary. It has huge implications for the way we see the role of government in education in the developing world and beyond.


In the world of international development and education, Liberia has recently featured prominently because the government has contracted out management of some public schools to the private sector, funded by international charities. The project, Partnership Schools for Liberia (PSL), has been covered in, among other publications, the Financial Times and the Economist.9 Because the American chain of schools Bridge International Academies—funded by, among others, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative—is involved, this has aroused the ire of international teachers’ unions and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).10


This focus is a shame. Something else is happening in Liberia—and other war-affected countries—that in my view is far more noteworthy, as I found out when I first visited Liberia back in 2012. It has nothing to do with any outsider agencies, charities, or for-profit companies. Instead, it has to do with individual educational entrepreneurs, battling the odds to create something of immense value.


Emancipation in Liberia


When one thinks of Liberia, emancipation is an obvious word that springs to mind. Liberia—literally, the “land of the free”—was the place where emancipated slaves from America went or were sent. But the history of Liberia is a terrible example of how one person’s freedom can become another person’s oppression. Public education was an important vehicle of that oppression.


In 1816, white Americans formed the Society for the Colonization of Free People of Color of America, commonly known as the American Colonization Society (ACS), to address the issue of what should be done about the increasing numbers of free black Americans. Their idea, inspired by what they had seen the British create in Sierra Leone, was to resettle the people in a new state in West Africa. But where could the new state be established? In 1818, ACS representatives first went to the British colony of Freetown, in what is now Sierra Leone, but they were not welcomed there, so they moved along the coast looking for a suitable site, one where local African leaders might sell them land; none agreed. In 1821, with the aid of the US Navy, they went again. Still, African leaders refused to sell them land. This time the navy captain “persuaded”—presumably with the threat of violence—the local leader, King Peter, to sell them land, and a thirty-six-mile-long peninsula, Cape Mesurado, was acquired by the society. The local African tribes were antagonistic from the beginning, attacking the (black) colonialists for taking their land. The colonialists suffered, too, from diseases and the climate.


By 1835, six more of these embryonic colonies had been established, including one by the US government itself. Meanwhile, Cape Mesurado had been extended, as the indigenous Africans had feared, sometimes through purchase of land, sometimes by brute force. These colonies agreed to create the Commonwealth of Liberia in 1838, with the capital of Monrovia—named after James Monroe, who had been the American president when the first colonies were established. More colonies joined in 1842 as the size of the state increased. After the abolition of the Atlantic slave trade, slaves freed by the US Navy were brought to Liberia (just as slaves freed by the British Navy were set ashore in Sierra Leone), whether or not that was the area in Africa from which they had originated. (There seems to have been at best ignorance, at worst a despicable laziness here—anywhere in Africa appeared to be suitable as home for someone black, never mind the thousands of different languages, tribes, and ethnic groups that there were in Africa.)


Up until 1841, the colony had been governed by the white members of the ACS. In that year, the first black governor, J. J. Roberts (the international airport and Robertsport are named after him) was appointed. He was what was by then called an “Americo-Liberian”—someone of African American descent, usually a freed slave. Many of these were of mixed race, with some European ancestry.


In 1847, the Americo-Liberians proclaimed independence, and the Commonwealth became the Republic of Liberia. Its constitution was modeled on the US Constitution, with one key difference—only people with black African ancestry were permitted to obtain citizenship and to own land. This aspect of the 1847 Constitution is still in force today.
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