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Introduction: 
Across the world, it’s commonly accepted knowledge that private schools are for the rich, and public 

schools are for everyone else.  However, research by James Tooley, documented in The Beautiful Tree, 

shows otherwise.  In case studies globally, a surprising majority1 of school-age children, supposed by 

statistics to be ‘out-of-school youth’ are electing to attend informal local neighborhood low-budget 

private schools, rather than their sometimes far away, under-performing public school counterparts.   

What’s going on in this global but off-the-radar system of alternative schooling?  Why are paid 

alternatives preferred by poverty-stricken parents to free public schools?  What are the benefits and 

shortcomings of each?  If we (outsiders) aim to help, ought we keep pouring into improving the public 

school system, or are there ways to help support the informal schools?  Ultimately, what might an ideal 

model look like?  And how might external funding be put to best use (if at all)?   

* All quotes below are taken from Tooley, The Beautiful Tree, unless otherwise indicated. 

1.  Factors Underlying the Growth of Private Schools in the Developing World 

Why Private Schools Bloom 

Private schools serving the poor are most frequently small-scale entrepreneurial pursuits:  a mix of 
business and philanthropy, charging budget-friendly fees to the vast majority of students, and allowing a 
small percentage in on scholarship.  Their success can be attributed to:  
 
1. Affordability.  Private schools are not just for the rich when school-masters are fellow poor 

community members willing to scrape by on a meager profit, comfortable making the best of what 
space and resources they have, and attuned to prices marketable to their neighbors.  The teachers 
they hire are not certified by expensive state training, but they are promising graduates who prove 
themselves on-the-job, and receive supplementary training from the headmaster.  As such, they are 
often paid at a fair market rate for their neighborhood.2  When enough students are gathered, the 
small costs of wages, rent / building maintenance, and supplies can generally be handled at minimal 
cost to students.     
 

2. Parents’ Desperation for an Alternative.  In many cases, like in India, parents’ assessment of public 
schools was “totally disparaging. Teachers partied at schools, they said, or taught only one class out 
of six, and treated the children like orphans. There was no question that they wanted their children 

                                                           
1 Chapter 4 concludes:  “In poor urban slums or shantytowns, and in poor rural locations adjoining metropolitan 

cities (termed “periurban”), private schools for the poor made up the majority of provision—in each case, we had 
found more private schools than government schools. And in all but one of the studies (East Delhi), the majority of 
schoolchildren were enrolled in private schools—usually around two-thirds to three-quarters of all enrollment. 
The picture in Nigeria and Hyderabad was replicated in Ghana” (Tooley, chapter 4: kindle 1375-1379).  
 
2
 In Tooley’s interviews in India, “salaries were apparently lower than the public schools—perhaps only 20 or 25 

percent of what the latter offered” (Tooley, chapter 1: kindle 237-238).  Yet the teachers were happy to work at 
the lower price, as they would not have been qualified to teach in public schools anyway, and genuinely enjoyed 
their jobs.   
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out of the public schools” (Chapter 1: kindle 373-375).  This will be discussed more in section 2, but 
illustrates parents’ desire for a quality education for their students. 

 
3. Accountability.  The accountability that is not present in public schools (as the local supervisors 

don’t often have the power to fire teachers), is very present in private schools – businesses bound 
by providing a pleasing service.  “In a private school, the teachers are accountable to the manager 
(who can fire them), and, through him or her, to the parents (who can withdraw their children). In 
a government school, the chain of accountability is much weaker, as teachers have a permanent job 
with salaries and promotions unrelated to performance. This contrast is perceived with crystal 
clarity by the vast majority of parents.”3 
 

4. Business Incentive.  Unlike a public school, private school headmasters must keep their teachers 
accountable to quality performance, and the headmasters themselves do all they can to make the 
curriculum, physical structures, and student outcomes appealing to the parents.  At a private 
school, like in the case studied in Ghana, “the owner is totally dependent on fees from parents—if 
[one] removes his daughter, the proprietor will lose income, and that’s the last thing he wants, since 
he needs the income to pay his teachers and make a profit. So he’s bound to watch his teachers 
closely and to fire anyone who doesn’t pull his or her weight... It’s simple really. It’s the way 
business works” (Chapter 4, kindle 1186-1189).  

 
Furthermore, as demonstrated in India, “running these schools must actually be profitable—
sometimes very profitable—whereas other times they just break even” (Chapter 1: kindle 212-213). 
It’s philanthropy and business; but certainly business.   

 
5. Competition.  But what if there is only one private school alternative to the nearest public school?  

In many cases, there aren’t; the first school Tooley studied in urban India had seven other private 
schools in the neighborhood one could see from the rooftop of the one (chapter 1).  In rural Ghana, 
six other schools catered to the same rural fishing village (chapter 4).  In the village in rural Ghana, 
students’ parents will be “gossiping with the other village women, comparing notes about the 
respective merits of all the private schools in the village” (Chapter 4: kindle 1198-1199).  
Competition, again, maintains accountability, which maintains quality.  Concerned parents have 
choices, and can vote with their students’ enrollment. And since school proprietors know this, they 
ensure that teachers show up and teach, and they invest any surpluses in school improvement, to 
ensure parental satisfaction” (Chapter 12: kindle 4770-4771).  
   

6. Commitment.  On top of the marketing aspect, the student performance itself at schools can partly 
be attributed to teachers’ and headmasters’ genuine interest in their students’ growth.  Tooley was 
convinced of this in India, “seeing the school owners giving up their entire weekends [for a science 
fair extravaganza] seemed a mark of their commitment to the children under their care” (Chapter 1: 
kindle 335).4   

 

                                                           
3
 (PROBE report, 1999, quoted in Tooley, chapter 2: kindle 498-501) 

Accountability was also highlighted by Amartya Sen. Low teaching standards “reflect an endemic lack of 
accountability in the schooling system.” 
4
 And in Somaliland: “In government schools, teacher absenteeism is rife, in our private schools we have 

commitment. … The poor again subsidizing the poorest” (Tooley, chapter 2: kindle 561-562). 
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7. Quality Learning.  In India, the reputable 1999 PROBE report researchers “did not observe such 
problems [laziness, indifference, and absenteeism of teachers and students] in the private schools 
serving the poor. When their researchers called unannounced on their random sample of private 
unaided (that is, receiving no government funding) schools in the villages, “feverish classroom 
activity” was always taking place. (Chapter 1: kindle 494-496).  

 
8. Proximity.  In Chapter 3, Tooley ventures into a slum on stilts in Makoko, Lagos, Nigeria.  The public 

high school on the edge of the slum would have been a bit of a daily trek for the students – do-able 
if they had incentive to go, but as they didn’t accomplish much in the public school in a day, many 
frequently made excuses not to come.  But in the same slum, neighborhood private schools were 
thriving.  They were not only desirable, but accessible.  The irony here is that public funds had put 
three public schools on the same grounds (rather than spreading them out), all serving the same 
grade levels, and not coordinating with each other (story in section 2).   

 
This is even more poignant in rural areas, where there may not be enough public funds to put a 
school in every village, and students (especially girls) are wary of walking country roads at extremely 
early or late hours.  A private neighborhood school, nearby, would save students the wearying travel 
time, and probably be more in tune with what the students need to learn. 
 

9. Relevance of Subject Matter.  Pre-colonial India was riddled with small, private schools, which were 
noted curiously by the British as they imposed their public school system.  One critic of the private 
schools, Mr. Campbell, at least commended them for being relevant, “well adapted to qualify the 
scholar for engaging in the actual business of native society” (Chapter 11: kindle 4172-4173).5 Local, 
private schools, are free to make their curriculum fit the competencies relevant to their society: 
usually reading, writing, and arithmetic, sometimes with a strong emphasis on bookkeeping, or 
whatever would be relevant to the most common trades.6 

 
  

                                                           
5
 Campbell goes on to say:  “My recollections of the village schools of Scotland do not enable me to pronounce that 

the instructions given in them has a more direct bearing upon the daily interests of life than that which I find given 
… in the humbler village schools of Bengal.” So what was offered was better than that in Scotland for equipping 
young people with the skills and knowledge needed for everyday life (Tooley, chapter 11: kindle 4173-4175).  
6
 Furthermore, a report from the Bombay Presidency in the 1820s held that “young natives are taught reading, 

writing and arithmetic, upon a system so economical … and at the same time so simple and effectual, that there is 
hardly a cultivator or petty dealer who is not competent to keep his own accounts with a degree of accuracy, in my 
opinion, beyond what we meet with among the lower orders in our own country; whilst the more splendid dealers 
and bankers keep their books with a degree of ease, conciseness, and clearness I rather think fully equal to those 
of any British merchants” (House of Commons Papers, 1831–32, vol. 9, p. 468, quoted in Tooley, chapter 11: kindle 
4177-4181). 
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2.  Tooley & Dixon’s Main Problems with State-Sponsored Schools 

“’So what’s the public school like?’ I asked innocently. Mr. Mushtaq laughed. ‘It’s a government school,’ 

he said flatly, as if no other description or explanation was required” (Chapter 1: kindle 274-275).  

Why Public Schools Don’t  Thrive 

Aside from lacking the characteristics described above, commonly public schools of the developing 

world have even more putting the odds against them:   

1. Quality of Teacher-Training.  “Government teacher training,” according to headmaster Khurrum of 

a private Indian school, “is like learning to swim without ever going near a swimming pool” 

(Chapter 1: kindle 243-244). Private school teachers, by contrast, are coached through their teaching 

while immersed in the classroom.  

 

2. Lack of Accountability.  “The school owners told me that the public schools were just not up to 

scratch. Teachers didn’t show up, and if they did, they seldom taught” (Chapter 1: kindle 367-

368).7  In parents’ assessment of public schools in India, “They even beat the children very badly, 

treat them as slaves,” (Chapter 1: kindle 380).  

In the reputable PROBE Report study in India, “when their researchers had called unannounced on a 

large random sample of government schools, in only half was there any “teaching activity” at all!  

In fully one-third, the principal was absent. … Children were clearly learning next to nothing. 

Children’s work was ‘at best casually checked’” (Chapter 2: kindle 486-489).  

The PROBE report concluded: “This pattern is not confined to a minority of irresponsible teachers—

it has become a way of life in the profession” (Chapter 2: kindle 493-494).  

3. Limited Power of Supervision.  As admitted by a Public school administrator in Ghana: “It’s 

supervision. Proprietors are very tough. If teachers don’t show up and teach, the parents react. 

Private schools need to make a profit, with the profit they pay their teachers, and so they need as 

many students as they can get. So they are tough with their teachers and supervise them carefully. I 

can’t do that with my teachers. I can’t sack them. I can’t even remove them from the voucher list 

[the payroll] if they are late or don’t turn up. Only the District Office can. And it’s very rare for a 

teacher to be sacked. So it’s supervision that is the second reason why parents send their children to 

private schools.”  (Chapter 4: kindle 1328-1332).  

 

4. Politics.  In 19th century Madras, India, in the new government-funded schools, “it soon became 

apparent that political patronage, not teaching commitment and skill, influenced the way teaching 

                                                           
7
 As mentioned in section 1, parents’ assessment of public schools in India was “totally disparaging. Teachers 

partied at schools, they said, or taught only one class out of six, and treated the children like orphans” (Tooley, 
chapter 1: kindle 373-375).   
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appointments were made” (Chapter 11: kindle 4287-4288).  It may be fair to say that the same 

problem exists to this day.   

 

5. Crowded classrooms.  In India, Tooley observed “130 students cramped together, all sitting on the 

floor, there being no desks or chairs anywhere in the school. ‘The other teachers are absent today,’ 

I was told unapologetically by the head, ‘so we’re teaching them altogether’ (Chapter 1: kindle 386-

389).8  

 

6. Parents’ withdrawal of their students.  “Public Report on Basic Education (the PROBE Report), 

[found] that ‘even among poor families and disadvantaged communities, one finds parents who 

make great sacrifices to send some or all of their children to private schools, so disillusioned are 

they with government schools.’” (Chapter 2: kindle 482-485).  

In Ghana, the resounding chorus from sites Tooley visited was: “The main reason those children 

weren’t in school wasn’t because the parents didn’t care about education, but because they 

thought the government school wasted their children’s time. If a private school were available, 

they would clearly jump at the chance to enroll their children.” (Chapter 4: kindle 1213-1215).  

7. Inability to reach all locations.  In Boroma, Somaliland, the resounding sentiment is: “If we waited 

for government it would take 20 years. We need schools now.” (Chapter 2: kindle 561).  

 

8. Mistreatment of Public School Teachers.  In Lagos, Nigeria, “Public school teachers are frequently 

on strike – in all fairness, to protest their non-payment of wages.” (Chapter 3: kindle 759) 

 

9. Language barrier.  “At the public school [in Lagos, Nigeria], English was the mode of instruction.  

Teachers traveled from 1-2 hours away, and didn’t speak the same mother tongue as most of the 

kids” (Chapter 3: kindle 862). 

 

10. Lack of cooperation between public schools / taking initiative to solve inconveniences.  In Lagos, 

Tooley recounts as he visited a cluster of public schools, “I pointed out to the headmistress that in 

the six empty classrooms in the first primary school, just yards away from where we were standing, 

there were stacks of unused desks and benches. She said she didn’t know that. Why didn’t she have 

the desks brought over? “What goes on in the other government schools is not my business,” she 

shrugged. (Chapter 3: kindle 886-888).  

 

  

                                                           
8
 The quote goes on to say… “‘They’ll be absent every day,’ the deputy district education officer said—the first of 

many comments from government officials that impressed me—if that’s the right word—with their matter-of-fact 
candor when addressing the failures of the system for which they were responsible.” 
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3.  Two Inspirational Stories of Private Slum Schools in The Beautiful Tree 

Stories of Private Schools Making it9 

Lagos (Chapter 3).  Inside Makoko, a “dystopian Venice” with ferry transport through murky canals to 

neighborhoods on stilts, stands a sturdy pink building, home to “Ken Ade Private School,” a leading 

member of a 26-member association of private slum schools in the area catering to the poor.  It receives 

200 students, 25 of whom attend for free.  In an ongoing struggle at the time of this research, an 

association of posh private schools (charging 10 to 100 times as much) prompted the government to 

move to close down the low-fee private schools, charging them for not meeting regulations.  The 

association of 26 low-fee schools jointly serve 600,000 children (about 70% of the school age 

population) and thousands of staff.  The low-fee schools suggested that the government help the 

physical standards improve, by setting up a revolving loan fund, but the government showed no interest 

in that suggestion.  Perhaps the local government schools are a bit jealous.  The three area government 

schools (on the same compound!) have a hard time attracting their students to come to class.  (It’s no 

wonder, as the researchers’ unannounced tour of the public school evidenced teachers sitting at their 

desks, apparently doing nothing, while students also sat at their desks, also apparently doing nothing.)  

By contrast, the Ken Ade Private School visited demonstrated vibrant teachers passionately teaching 

their lessons, and students in full attendance on the same days public school students from the same 

area made excuses not to come.  The atmosphere at the low-fee local private schools is immensely 

supportive.  Teachers genuinely care for their students, believe in what they’re doing, and staff generally 

care for each other.  “There’s no need for a teacher’s union here; we cherish oneness,” explained the 

head-master (Chapter 3: kindle 820).  And parents will pay a little to send their kids here, because they 

know they are getting a quality education.  

Ghana (Chapter 4).  A small fishing village on the coast of rural Ghana supports 6 competing private 

schools, in the same vicinity where one government school also exists.  A case study on Supreme 

Academy private school there demonstrates how schools that are run like businesses – (because they 

have to keep their teachers accountable to be competitive and stay afloat) – tend to perform better 

than public schools not held to the service recipients’ standards.   

Seven years prior to Tooley’s interview, Theophilus, the owner of Supreme Academy was a member of 

the same village who had been fired for abandoning his teaching job for a few days at another private 

                                                           
9
 One more of Tooley’s own ‘inspiring stories:’  In Ghana, taking time away from evaluating a proposed computer 

training franchise, I met the elderly but sprightly Mr. A. K. De Youngster, who looked on with pride as the children 
in De Youngster’s International School began their day with a hearty rendition of “How Great Thou Art,” in the 
school he started from scratch in 1980. Then there were 36 children in a downstairs room in his house, and he, an 
experienced headmaster, opened his doors after pleas from township folk, unhappy even then that public schools 
“were not doing their level best” for their children. When I met him, 22 years later, he had four branches to his 
school, with 3,400 children, charging fees of around $50 per term, affordable for many of the poor. And for those 
who couldn’t afford it, he offered free scholarships. Seated in his office beneath a rickety fan that blew the sweat 
across his forehead, he chuckled as he told me that at age seven he had written to President Eisenhower from his 
village in West Ghana asking for help with his studies. ‘The Americans wouldn’t help me,’ he smiled, ‘so I learned to 
help myself.’” (Chapter 4: kindle 544-552).   
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school.  When he got his life back together a bit, he became inspired to start his own school, and so 

began by teaching 14 young students on his mother’s front porch.  Their regular attendance and success 

gave him the courage to start asking their parents for nominal school fees, and soon had enough saved 

up to erect a wooden structure on his mother’s property.  The school expanded and he was eventually 

able to hire teachers to work under him.  The building is now a bit rickety, but parents “keep sending 

their children to his school, apparently unconcerned about his wooden building, … provided that his 

teachers care about their children, which he is proud they do” (Chapter 4: kindle 1225-1226).  

It hasn’t come without its challenges.  To keep the inspectors at bay, the school really ought to be 

registered with the government.  But a school that is built on its principal’s family property cannot be 

registered.  “He’d tried to get a loan to buy the adjacent plot that was for sale but there was a Catch-

22—no loan if your school is unregistered” (Chapter 4: kindle 1239-1240). He eventually gave in to bribe 

the inspectors to approve a 3-year registration.  But he still can’t get a loan from the bank, because it’s a 

risky investment for the bank.  If only revolving loans were available from elsewhere – the government, 

NGOs, etc!  Then he could buy the lot (to prepare for the registration renewal in 3 years), upgrade his 

building (so that rainstorms don’t soak and chill the students), continue to grow and turn a modest 

profit, and repay his loan for the next entrepreneurial school to use!   

The private schools here (and elsewhere) are particularly successful because they’re able to monitor 

their teachers: retain those who are performing well, and let go of those who aren’t.  The teachers in 

Theophilus’ school demonstrate a genuine love for teaching, and for their community children whom 

they teach.  (Their public school counterparts, on the other hand, are burnt out, traveling 1-2 hours from 

another community every day, showing up late and leaving early.)  Students like Victoria, 11, may 

demonstrate high achievement one year in a private school, and become listless the next in a public 

one.  Copying lessons from the black board and being surrounded by unmotivated students and teachers 

just doesn’t compare to the dynamic environment of the private schools.   
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4.  Oxfam’s Problems/Limitations with Tooley’s Market-Based ‘Solutions’  

Oxfam: Why Tooley ’s proposition may not work  

Despite the prevalence of successful private schools, development experts and key leaders seem to 

remain locked into the idea of improving public schools.  "When public education systems are broken 

they need fixing, not bypassing or franchising out to the private sector" (Kevin Watkins, Oxfam blog). 

Rather than making arguments against low-budget private schooling, Oxfam Education Reports by 

Watkins10 and Malouf11 opted to largely ignore the private option, and focused how to insulate the 

sinking ship that is the public school system.   

The PROBE report (cited in the Beautiful Tree) “conceded that, although it had painted a ‘relatively rosy’ 

picture of the private sector, where there was a ‘high level of classroom activity … better utilization of 

facilities, greater attention to young children, responsiveness of teachers to parental complaints,’ this 

definitely did not mean that private education was an answer to the problem of providing education 

for all” (Tooley, chapter 2: kindle 530-533).  

1. Allocating funds.  One major reason that bolstering the private sector in education is written off, it 

seems, is a concept of where government and foreign aid money can rightfully be poured.   

“Why couldn’t DfID12 channel some of its huge aid budget toward these private schools?” Tooley 

asked a Don Taylor, his colleague from England partially responsible for those funds’ dispersion in 

Ghana.  Tooley went on to suggest, “’Perhaps it could finance a revolving loan fund to help schools 

like Supreme Academy repair its roof?’ [Don] chose his words carefully. Yes, I had made quite a 

persuasive case about the private schools, schools that he hadn’t realized existed. Yes, they were in 

                                                           
10 Instead, we find in Watkins’ report something in favor of private schools, which he then overlooks in his 

conclusions. “The notion that private schools are servicing the needs of a small minority of wealthy parents is 
misplaced.… It is interesting to note that a lower-cost private sector has emerged to meet the demands of poor 
households.” Indeed, there is “a growing market for private education among poor households.” The author of the 
report, Kevin Watkins, pointed to research indicating large proportions of poor children enrolled in private schools 
and commented, “Such findings indicate that private education is a far more pervasive fact of life than is often 
recognized.” I put the book down and thought, that’s unexpected, isn’t it? Something as surprising as large 
numbers of the poor using private schools is surely worthy of comment in the conclusions, isn’t it? Not a bit. The 
fact that the poor are helping themselves in this way was deemed unworthy of further mention in the introduction 
or conclusions. It was all a nonissue as far as the Oxfam Education Report was concerned. (Tooley, Chapter 2: 
kindle 511-517).  
11 The January 2010 Oxfam report by Katie Malouf showed a seeming unawareness of (or a choice to ignore) the 

incredibly large numbers of “out-of-school youth” actually in school, in non-registered private schools. (“The 
number of children out of school in 2007 was greater than the number of primary aged children in the entire 
developed world.14 New analysis by UNESCO also indicates the numbers of out of school children are probably 
being under-reported” (Malouf, 6).)  For me, this reduces her credibility in relation to analyzing the problem of 
education for all from all possible angles.  I searched the 44-page document for the public-private debate, and it 
was nowhere to be found.  Malouf’s hopes for success depend upon wealthy countries continuing to maintain or 
increase their donations to developing world governments.   
12

 Britain’s Department for International Development, present in Ghana. 
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rural as well as urban areas. Yes, they seemed to be doing a good job. But there could be no place 

for aid funds for them because they were proprietor driven: ‘We can’t plough aid money into for-

profit businesses.’ And that was the end of the matter as far as he was concerned” (Tooley, Chapter 

4: kindle 1463-1467).13  

So schools like Theophilus’ Supreme Academy “couldn’t be part of any “education for all” strategy 

because they were for-profit. Public education can be the only vehicle for international assistance” 

(Chapter 4: kindle 1470-1472).14  

2. Politics.  Although not mentioned in the readings, I can’t help but think that it is more to politicians’ 

benefit to fund public schools, over whom they have more power.  Not only because politicians in 

developing countries are well-known for tapping into funds all the way down the line as the money 

makes it to the project for which it was intended, but I would like to believe that well-meaning 

politicians honestly believe that if they keep trying harder at what they’ve been doing, they’ll get it 

eventually.  And I’m sure it’s more appealing to remain in control of the system than to let it go into 

the hands of whatever entrepreneurs will spring up, with no central control mechanism for them to 

oversee.   

  

                                                           
13 Tooley’s DfID colleague from England (Don Taylor) “thinks that it’s the middle classes who should be encouraged 

to use private education, so that government and aid funds can be redirected from richer to poorer, so that the 
poor can benefit from more investment in public schools. … There is no alternative [say the development experts] 
to what the government is doing. It only has to be done better, with more aid. Don, it appears, was no exception” 
(Chapter 4: kindle 1434-1443). 
14

 “Their classes were small enough for them to get individual attention from their teachers, who lived in the 
village or its vicinity and knew their charges’ hopes and difficulties intimately. But they were studying in a building 
that would be flooded by the rains again in a day or two’s time. But no aid could be made available to help, not 
even through loans, because the proprietors were motivated, among other things, by profit—profit that seemed 
wholly beneficial as far as Victoria’s parents were concerned because it ensured that the proprietor would keep an 
eye on his teachers. Meanwhile, in the government school, I guess that children were awaiting the arrival of their 
teachers from the plusher suburbs of Accra, caught in the snarled traffic on the Cape Coast highway, reluctant 
conscripts to the poor fishing village. No matter, the children could patiently wait, playing on the swings and 
roundabouts thoughtfully provided by their American donors” (Chapter 4: kindle 1474-1481). 
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A related item on objections to Tooley’s proposed business models:  Tooley mentions creating a 

franchise of ‘brand-name’ schools.15  I personally don’t like this proposal, when I think of it in terms of 

what franchise stores in the US do to ‘ma & pa’ stores: run them out of business.  If students (and even 

their future employers) begin to have a strong preference for brand-name schools, these schools could 

tend toward monopolizing the market.  If students’ demand is higher than the supply of schools, prices 

would go up, furthering the dichotomy between students who can and cannot afford these schools – 

and employers choosing students who can.  I personally believe that franchising schools would be quite 

counter-productive to ensuring a fair education for all.16  To Tooley’s credit, Tooley argues that one 

franchise, rather than monopolizing, may actually spur other franchises (wise entrepreneurs would see 

what’s happening and copy it), and cause the market to explode, allowing private schools to compete 

even better with public schools.  It’s a risk; for me, I just don’t think it’s the first strategy I would 

gravitate to.     

However, I am not at all against helping the assortment of ‘ma & pa’ schools to flourish.  As Tooley 

mentioned, I think this could be done well through NGOs and micro-loan agencies offering loans to 

schools hoping to improve their facilities, (especially as risky loans to un-registered schools are not 

available from banks nor the government) (Chapter 12: kindle 4798).  

 

 

Equality.  Perhaps the most impressive argument in favor of public schools is not a question of 

technicality, but of philosophy:  On principle, we ought to make free [public] education available to all!  

Throwing in all one’s support for private schools raises the “question of equality. Because some children, 

the poorest of the poor, are left behind in the “sink” public schools, the private schools were 

exacerbating inequality, not improving the situation at all.  For that reason, we must devote all our 

efforts toward improving the public schools, not get carried away by what was happening in a few 

private schools” (Tooley, 432-435).  

So is it possible?  Could we improve the public schools if we wanted to? 

 

 

  

                                                           
15

 “Establishing a chain of “budget” private schools, serving poor communities, would seem an extraordinarily 
exciting and innovative project for investors and philanthropists to engage in…” (Tooley, 4801-4809). 
16

 One compelling piece of Tooley’s argument is that if a single brand name were able to flourish, such as NIIT 
information technology training has in India, we could actually create an alternative to the public system that will 
be recognized as equally valid by employers and universities’ admissions departments.  This brand name school 
system could revolve around a better curriculum, not based on cumbersome standardized testing and ‘teaching-
to-the-test’ – and thereby improve the quality of education.  I just think if a franchise like this did emerge, it would 
have a monopoly, and in the end, may not actually serve the poor.      
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5.  If Publically-Financed Schools Improved, Would they be more Popular?  Why? 

In the Public schools, Watkins calls for a “Reform of teacher recruitment, training and support, the 

development of national learning assessment systems to identify failing schools and pupils, a stronger 

focus on pre-school provision and early grade teaching which are amongst the most important 

determinants of learning and future well-being, and more equitable public financing all have a role to 

play” (Kevin Watkins, Oxfam blog). 

More succinctly, Kate Malouf of Oxfam identifies “autonomous management, …better quality aid, [and] 

accountability” to improve public schools (1).   

Can we just Improve the Public schools?  

If we were to improve public schools, what would we improve?  Is this improvement actually viable? 

1. Autonomous Management & Accountability.  One would have to radically change the system of 

accountability & supervision, allowing a check-and-balance system of local supervisors to hire and 

fire teachers – just as long as not too much power is put on the local supervisors that they may lord 

over their teachers, nor use their power to manipulate them.  But yes, that could help.  If teachers 

could be held more accountable, by their supervisors (and even by parents, if possible), that may 

better ensure that a quality education is delivered.  But none can say if imposing accountability 

alone would re-inspire public school teachers, who are already part of a culture of ‘loafing’ on the 

job.  To their credit, it seems they’re already exhausted by their long travel distance and large class 

sizes.   

 

2. Teachers’ Travel Distance.  As it is, teachers are traveling often 1-2 hours away to teach, making 

them late and a bit exhausted from the traffic.  Are you going to change who’s teaching in your 

government schools?  Or where they live?  Those who have attended post-secondary school to 

receive a formal teaching certificate to teach in a government school typically live in the cities, and 

travel such long distances, that it can be wearying – such that they arrive late, or sometimes just 

don’t come at all.  What are you going to improve about the travel-distance, or the “who you’re 

employing” factor?  They obviously aren’t choosing to move to the areas they’re teaching in, 

perhaps as their homes, families, and social networks are likely in the city.17   

 

                                                           
17

 A public school administrator in Ghana “tells me [(Tooley)] that she lives in Accra and drives out to the school 
every day. Indeed, she says, all but 2 of her 18 teachers live in Accra, and everyone else comes by public transport. 
“That must be dreadful,” I sympathize. I’ve been traveling from the city in a battered old taxi without air 
conditioning, and I know how wearing it feels, in the intense heat of the day, caught for ages in the snarled traffic 
of the Accra-Cape Coast highway. And that is in a personal vehicle. Imagine doing it every day, crowded into one of 
the decrepit minibuses that ply the route that takes two hours to get here and two hours back, all for four hours in 
the classroom! We both laugh at the difficulties of it all. “That’s why some don’t arrive until midmorning, because 
of the traffic,” she sighs. “I try to get them to leave earlier, but they can’t because most of them have their own 
families to get ready for school” (Tooley, Chapter  4: kindle 1319-1325). 
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 Incentive to move closer? Perhaps it would be possible to create even more incentive (than 

reduction in wearying traffic time) to move formally educated certified teachers closer to the 

schools they’re teaching in.  Of course we can’t prove that this is indicative of all place, but in a 

study in 19th century Madras, India, “there simply wasn’t a large group of better-educated 

people willing to become schoolmasters in the poor villages, whatever the pay.” (Chapter 11: 

kindle 4280-4283). But if there was incentive to move closer, that may help. 

 

 Certify local teachers.  It may require a lot of scholarship money for non-middle-class aspiring 

teachers to become certified in the current methods, but either bringing sufficient government 

certification training programs to the underprivileged areas, or bringing the underprivileged 

aspiring teachers to the city may help.18   

 

3. Size & Location.  Parents voice preference for smaller schools, and smaller class sizes, so more 

individual attention can be paid to their students.  Planting large schools in central locations 

supersedes planting satellite schools in every village, sometimes creating long journeys for students 

in order to attend (Chapter 11: kindle 4285-4288). 

 

 Can we make more school sites, with less students at each site?  Aside from initial building costs, 

in order for a government school to run efficiently, “they had to be large because the 

[government certified] teachers were paid much more” -- (in India, 4 to 5 times more than 

private school teachers19) – so you maximize expenditures by bringing more students together 

under fewer teachers.  The expense of spreading out smaller public schools would be an extra 

strain on an already tight public education budget.  But it is one of the keys making private 

schools so marketable.  The other, I believe, is the teachers’ genuine enthusiasm. 

 

4. Enticing Parents.  In a public school in Lagos: “On the top floor of this imposing building, there were 

six empty classrooms, all complete with desks and chairs, waiting for children to return. Why don’t 

the parents send their children here? I asked the headmistress, innocently. Her explanation was 

simple: ‘Parents in the slums don’t value education. They’re illiterate and ignorant. Some don’t 

even know that education is free here.  But most can’t be bothered to send their children to school’” 

(Chapter 3: kindle 857-860).20  Is that really the issue?  For so long, parents have witnessed the 

failure of public schools, such that they may have to see radical changes for trust to be regained.  In 

this case, the public school master didn’t even know that parents were actually sending their children 

to local private schools.    

                                                           
18

 Except that: (1) aspiring underprivileged teachers who have come to the city to study may not want to return to 
their hometowns.  And (2) as mentioned already, the government-approved teacher certification programs are like 
learning how to swim without getting in the water.  The only thing that makes them desirable is that they’re 
certified.   
19

 As footnoted previously, in Tooley’s interviews in India, “salaries were apparently lower than the public 
schools—perhaps only 20 or 25 percent of what the latter offered” (Tooley, chapter 1: kindle 237-238). 
20 (The quote continues: “Perhaps, they were going to private schools instead? She laughed at my ignorance. “No, 

no, these are poor parents, they can’t afford private school!” (Chapter 3: kindle 860-861).)  
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6.  Making Available to the Slums a Creative, Relevant, and Affordable K-12 Education 

How can we do this?  Whether Private, Public, or Partnership…  

James Tooley concludes, “The solution is easy: send your children to a private school that is 

accountable to you because you’re paying fees” (Chapter 12: kindle 4512).  

I don’t claim to have the perfect master-plan, (nor does Tooley), but from the evidence suggested in his 

book, I too would lean toward encouraging the development of small local schools.  How?  

1. Small-Scale Partnerships.  As Tooley suggests, “Rather than new Big Plans, I want to point to the 

general ways in which we can start small and work our way up—and by ‘we,’ I mean thousands of 

small-scale philanthropic and aid agency projects, working hand-in-hand with thousands of small-

scale educational entrepreneurs – trying different approaches, building on what works, and 

rejecting or modifying what doesn’t” (Chapter 12: kindle 4545-4547). 

 

2. Tooley suggested a targeted-voucher system for the poorest families (Chapter 10).  Basically, 

awardees would present the voucher to the school of their choice “in lieu of their school fees,” and 

then the school could bring the vouchers to the agency providing them, who after suitable checks to 

prevent fraud, would reimburse them (kindle 4577-4578).  

The problems I see with the voucher apporoach are:  (1) how do you get the vouchers to the right 

families?  (Say you give a stack to any local officials to distribute; are they not going to give first 

priority to their friends and relatives?) (2) How do these poorest families (and the poor ones just 

above the poverty line) react to the vouchers? (Perhaps those who appear just above the poverty 

line are really sacrificing and searching hard among their contacts to come up with funds, only to see 

those same school fees just handed out to those who don’t take the same initiative.)  Of course, any 

kind of aid is going to have to deal with this in some way (Chapter 12: kindle 4592).  

But we don’t aim to start this on a large scale just yet – too much room for corruption.  Try it first in 

pilot sites, monitor carefully, and evaluate & refine.   

3. Revolving Loan Fund.  What about the revolving loan fund for the private schools directly?  (They 

are businesses, after all!)  That can be used to address “problems such as poor infrastructure, lack of 

proper latrines, leaky roofs, and so on” (Chapter 12: kindle 4637-4638). Tooley tried that too, and 

was able to do a bit through his “philanthropic funding” (Chapter 12: kindle 4655). 

 

The revolving loan fund is my personal favorite intervention, because it enables the schools directly 

to grow as businesses, and can be monitored a lot more cleanly, I think, than a messy system of 

trying to give vouchers to select families.  Local private schools already have a habit of offering 

need-based scholarships to approx. 5-10% of their simply destitute students.  Enabling 

philanthropically-inclined private schools to thrive would also allow them to offer more scholarships 

to the poorest students.  There may even be ways of funding scholarships through the schools.   
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Forbid it that we think only in terms of how outside funders can put money in the right places to 

encourage the spread of efficient, affordable schools.  Education theory itself has something to offer: 

4. Cost-Effective Peer Teaching. In pre-colonial style schools in Madras, the whole assembly of 

students would be ranked and grouped, such that the head-supervisor would teach a concept to the 

top students, and then the top students would teach and coach the lower students.  The results 

were astounding when tried in England: a class of under-performing students that was marked 

“hopeless” by a certified teacher could be handed over to peer student teachers and perform quite 

well.  This is one means of multiplying the effectiveness of one qualified teacher through gifted 

students, rather than proposing an expense of more teachers to even out the atrocious 

student:teacher ratio.21 

Whatever it takes, I think our goal should be to create nearby schools of teachers who are motivated to 

teach, for however dank the physical accommodations may be, if teachers can ignite that ‘spark’ of 

intrigue in students, that’s where real learning will be fostered.   

*** 

In Gandhi’s day, low-budget neighborhood private schools throughout India had already been thriving 

for centuries when the British came in with their public school system, which was touted ‘one good 

thing that came of colonialism.’  The private school system was viewed by the government officials as 

inferior because of its lack of “paraphernalia, building, and so forth” (Chapter 11: kindle 3916-3922).     

But as Gandhi concluded:  “The schools established after the European pattern were too expensive for 

the people… Our state would revive the old village schoolmaster and dot every village with a school 

both for boys and girls” (Chapter 11: kindle 3927-3930).  But as Gandhi lamented, “Instead of embracing 

this indigenous private education system, the British rooted it out, and it perished. And this left India 

“more illiterate than it was fifty or a hundred years ago” (Chapter 11: kindle 4039-4042).  

Tooley muses he could probably “posthumously recruit Gandhi as a supporter of private schools for 

the poor in India, for he had written that he had wanted a return to this system. It turned out that was 

exactly what it was, a system funded almost entirely by student fees, plus a little philanthropy” (Chapter 

11: kindle 3991-3992).  

*** 

Last semester, we debated about whether a child productively helping with chores on the family farm 

should be made to instead give up his/her day to travel long distances (along sometimes dangerous 

roads) to a school that may or may not be teaching him/her anything relevant.  The argument was that 

                                                           
21

 The foundation of the peer-teaching method commonly praised today was actually picked up by Rev. Dr. Andrew 
Bell in India, and brought back to 19

th 
century England.  Far from being a weakness of the indigenous (private) 

education system, the cost-effective teaching methods used in the indigenous private schools of 19th-century 
India were in fact a manifest strength; so much so, as the supposedly critical Campbell noted, they were imitated 
in Britain, then across Europe and the world, and did so much to raise educational standards.” (Chapter 11: kindle 
4249-4253). 
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education is the key to a good future, juxtaposed against what you need to do to survive for today.  It 

seemed a slight but hardly do-able option to move more government schools closer to each student in 

the rural areas.  Nowhere in that debate was the thought of non-government schools.  But here we are 

reminded that education can be structured differently – as it was in India before the time of the British 

invasion.  As Ghandi concluded, I agree that perhaps we ought to “revive the old village schoolmaster 

and dot every village with a school both for boys and girls” (Chapter 11: kindle 3927-3930).  And I 

believe that the ideas listed above (small-scale partnerships, revolving loan funds, and cost-effective 

peer teaching) are among the great starting blocks to restoring and boosting it beyond its past successes 

to serve an even greater population more effectively. 
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7.  Relevance to Church-Based Schools 

Church-based schools: an Effective Alternative 

Church-based schools fit a unique niche, because they are able to provide the same benefits of low-

budget private schools, often with an added benefit of having some financial partner – whether the 

immediate church community or an outside funding partner – to help support them.   

As is the case with MMP (Mission Ministries Philippines) in Manila, a church plant’s building that can 

serve as a church on evenings and weekends can also double as a building for a preschool during the 

week days.  This model is extremely effective, not only for the use of space, but for the way it allows the 

church to reach out in meeting one of the basic needs of the community: quality basic education.   

It becomes a way for the church to build relationships with community members, serve them 

meaningfully, and establish itself as a familiar, approachable network that people seeking spiritual 

direction might be drawn to.   

The church preschool may in some cases (as with the project under MMP’s Jun & Milleth Paragas of 

Tatalon, Manila) be an intentional community joining rich and poor students under one roof.  In their 

case, wealthier parents noticed the attractive private school and wished to enroll their students.  Poorer 

families were awarded scholarships, and the parents of both caught on to the vision of breaking down 

barriers of rich and poor by bringing their children together under the same roof for a quality, well-

rounded education. 

Perhaps it goes without saying that a Christian school is a great avenue for the gospel to be proclaimed, 

lived out, and experienced by teachers and students alike.  As a service that seeks to bring rich and poor 

together and provide a quality education for a promising future, it’s also a manifestation of the Kingdom 

of God in action.    

 

8. External Funding:  Positive? Negative? Appropriate?  Best use Structurally: 

Pro’s & Con’s of External Funding.  + How best to use it.  

External funding should always be approached with caution, because of its huge inclination to create a 

sense of dependency, encourage feelings of entitlement, and cause frustrations, jealousy, and loss of 

motivation in families that don’t quite qualify for aid.   

But if used wisely, aid money in small-scale partnerships can go a long way in setting a school on a path 

to growth and self-sufficiency.   

Remember Theophilus, owner of Superior Academy in Ghana, who can’t get a loan from a bank to 

improve his private school building, even though he’s now registered (having paid a $440 bribe to the 

inspectors)?  Tooley recounts, “We puzzle over ways of helping schools like his raise funds at more 
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realistic rates. I tell him about the American nongovernmental organization that has helped the 

government school improve its building. ‘They’re just trying to undermine the private schools,’ he says, 

matter-of-factly” (Chapter 4: kindle 1362-1363).  Perhaps he says this because, without realizing it, the 

Americans who have sent a short-term team of strong young men to build up a cement building beside 

the school (which, by the way, the public school master hopes they’ll come back and finish soon), and 

these same Americans who donated money for new playground equipment for the public school, are 

not only playing into a culture of dependency for the public school, but are misplacing their money – 

what good are new playground equipment and a half-finished building to students who are not in a 

system of quality learning processes?  And perhaps the new physical improvements are attracting 

children away to the public school, thereby undermining the private schools.  If only the outsiders knew 

better the dynamics in the community before their arrival!   

As rule also, if an outside agency wants to put money to good use for education, for one, don’t give it to 

the government.  What doesn’t get siphoned off will be used as external agents in power see best, not 

always perfectly in tune with the need and dynamics of the community.  “But if reputable 

nongovernmental organizations or microfinance banks with good track records for genuinely reaching 

the poor could manage the funds, then there might be some hope of reaching a multitude of children” 

(Chapter 12: kindle 4599-4600).  

In the context of Theophilus’ private school in Ghana that could not get a loan – and many schools like it 

– I would like to reiterate a revolving loan fund (mentioned in sections 3, 4, & 6) as an optimal way to 

introduce outside money into a community to bolster the school system.  Because private schools are 

businesses, they should be able to repay loans.  And as they grow, they can support more students, and 

keep everyone more protected from the elements with better infrastructure.  And the schools can be 

responsible for dispersion of need-based scholarships, as is already the case.  The key is not necessarily 

making one program that suits every site, but small-scale agencies partnering on a case-by-case basis 

with entrepreneurial-philanthropic schools for the poor.   
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