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The practice of charging school fees has been 

consistently shown to be an ineffective means of poverty 

alleviation. The international community, including 

governments, donors, and civil society, have worked for 

the last two decades to abolish school fees, and the 

World Bank has been a key actor in driving these policy 

shifts. Nevertheless, the World Bank, through the 

International Finance Corporation (IFC), is investing in 

the expansion of for-profit, fee-charging private primary 

and secondary schools as a means of providing basic 

education to the poor, raising a fundamental question: 

With costs of education being a known obstacle to the 

extreme poor and most marginalized, how do IFC 

investments in the expansion of for-profit, fee-charging 

private schools contribute to the World Bank’s goal to 

end extreme poverty by 2030? 

 

For these reasons, RESULTS Educational Fund set out to 

learn how IFC investments in basic education target the 

poor, reach the poor, and benefit the poor. To do this, 

RESULTS Educational Fund conducted a portfolio review of 

IFC investments in K-12 (pre-primary, primary, and 

secondary) education over the last 20 years and field visits 

in South Africa, Uganda, and Kenya. The portfolio review 

consisted of all approved IFC investments that included a 

K-12 education component between 1996 and 2015, 

totaling 43 projects. The field visits in South Africa, 

Uganda, and Kenya, in addition to other outreach, created 

a total of 104 interviews between October 2015 and April 

2016. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

Portfolio Finding #1: IFC investments in K-12 education 

have significantly increased in the last five years. 

Between 1996 and 2010, investments in K-12 education 

represented less than 15 percent of total IFC investments 

in education. However, K-12 investments have sharply 

risen over the past five years, now representing more than 

half of all IFC education investments. IFC investments in 

the private provision of K-12 education over the last five 

years are more than double those of the previous 15 years 

combined, with USD $162.28 million invested in private K-

12 education providers from 2011 to 2015 compared to 

USD $73.91 million from 1996 to 2010. The average 

annual investment in private K-12 provision over the last 

five years has been seven times that of the preceding 15 

years, with USD $32.5 million annually over 2011-2015 

compared to USD $4.9 million annually over 1996-2010. 

The average investment amount in private K-12 provision 

has likewise tripled from USD $5 million per project over 

1996-2010 to USD $16 million over the last five years. 

 

Portfolio Finding #2: IFC K-12 education investments 

increasingly target lower and lower-middle income 

groups. From 1996 to 2015, 58 percent of IFC K-12 

investments were in low (14 percent) and lower-middle 

(44 percent) income countries. IFC investments in direct 

provision of private K-12 education targeting lower and 

lower-middle income populations has also radically 

increased, from previously no attention to 65 percent of 

the IFC’s K-12 direct private provision portfolio over the 

last five years. 

 

Portfolio Finding #3: IFC investments in provision of 

private K-12 education are increasingly in school chains. 

The surge in IFC K-12 investments in the last five years is 

owed to increased investment in large school chains, 

rather than operators of individual schools. The IFC’s K-12 

private education provision portfolio has flipped over the 

last 20 years in terms of numbers of projects with school 

chains and individual school owners. Over the 1996-2000 

period, six out of the eight K-12 education provision 

projects were with individual school owners. By 2011-

2015, this had more than reversed, with eight out of the 

ten K-12 education provision projects being with school 

chains. Over the last five years, IFC investments in school 

chains have quadrupled, from USD $37.4 million in 2006-

2010 to USD $153.18 million in 2011-2015. 

 

Portfolio Finding #4: IFC K-12 investments are often 

operating alongside IDA/IBRD basic education 

projects. Ninety percent (35 of 39) of country -specific 

IFC investments in K-12 education over the last 20 

years were approved alongside active IDA or IBRD 

investments in basic education, or within a year of one 

another. 
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Field Finding #1: Fees are still the primary barrier to 

access for the poor. Field research in South Africa, 

Uganda, and Kenya reinforced the significance of fees in 

blocking access to, or reach of, IFC-funded schools to the 

poor. Fees present an initial barrier to education access as 

well as a lever pushing students to drop out. Across 

interviewees there was a consensus that school fees 

prevented many poorer children from attending school. 

IFC-approved schools were seen as too expensive, not 

relatively affordable, and not for ordinary families, while 

the general expense of private schools prohibited some 

students from attending. Private providers and IFC-

supported private schools recognized that they do not 

provide access for all children. The bulk of the poor cannot 

afford school fees, even those in schools that claim to 

target them. Other investors also recognized that private 

schools, even the lowest fee private schools in slums, 

could not cater to the poorest families.  

 

Field Finding #2: Quality is being increasingly defined by 

what one can afford, not as a universal right. With the 

expansion of private schools making student fees more 

common, there is a growing notion that the definition of 

quality education varies by what each family can afford. 

For example, different notions of quality were evident in 

one IFC-approved school chain that operated a suite of 

schools that were available to families at different income 

levels, offering distinct versions of good quality based on 

the level the family could afford. The acceptability of 

having different benchmarks of quality, instead of one 

universal understanding regardless of family income level, 

was reinforced by another investor in IFC-approved 

schools who emphasized that the school provides the best 

quality it can, given the economic reality of their 

communities. 

 

Field Finding #3: Commercial operators are prone to put 

business interests over education interests. A typology of 

for-profit, fee-charging private schools emerged 

throughout the fieldwork, with owners of individual 

community schools on one end and commercial operators 

on the other. The latter tended to either approach 

education as an untapped industry for profit or moved in 

that direction as part of securing or repaying loans. For 

financial sustainability (whether for loan repayment or to 

meet the expansion requirements of the business model), 

IFC-approved commercial operators were sometimes 

found to put business interests over education interests, 

including avoiding regulations, reducing bursaries/

scholarships, and employing unqualified teachers. 

 

Field Finding #4: Private education often struggles to 

complement the public system. The capacity for private 

schools to complement the public system, such as 

through innovation transfer or expanding access, is often 

cited as a reason to support expansion of the private 

education sector. This field research however found little 

evidence of this. Interviewees largely struggled to 

provide examples of innovation transfer. While some 

suggested that the public sector could learn more about 

managing teachers, accountability, monitoring, and staff 

motivation, others questioned whether the government 

had the structure or capacity to implement such reform. 

Little evidence was found that private schools were 

expanding access to otherwise out-of-school children, 

and IFC-approved schools were often found operating in 

near proximity to other schools. Issues around 

regulations, registration, and funding were also found to 

be points of contention between some private schools, 

including some IFC-approved school operators, and the 

government. The fee-charging, for-profit natures of IFC-

approved private school operators also raised questions 

as to whether these providers shared the same bottom 

line as their government counterparts, particularly in 

policy contexts like those of Kenya and Uganda, where 

primary education has been declared free by law. 

 

Field Finding #5: Public education is widely preferred, 

but quality improvements are needed. Interviews 

suggested that the public system would be the preferred 

system for community members if certain aspects of it 

were to be improved. The central challenges for the 

public system were situated around perceived quality 

and availability. Real or perceived, there was a general 

belief that private schools were of better quality. These 

conclusions were largely drawn from assessment scores 

which were publicized and effectively used in marketing 

material by private schools. This has led to some parents 

fleeing public schools due to quality issues and a sense in 

the community that if you send your child to a 

government school, your child is going to fail. Teacher 

absenteeism and time on task, overcrowding, and lack of 

funding were cited as issues plaguing public education 
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systems. A need for flexibility to meet the needs of 

parents was also highlighted. The public system may be 

preferred by communities, but until the funding is 

present and policies are in place to improve its perceived 

quality, overcrowding, and more rigid structure, it will 

have difficulty in fulfilling its promise of education for all. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The findings reveal increased IFC investments in the 

provision of K-12 education amidst considerable questions 

as to whether for-profit, fee-charging private schools are 

an effective means to reach poor children and achieve 

free, quality education for all. This research concludes 

with the following recommendations: 

  

 The IFC should focus its basic education investments 

on non-provision aspects of education as a means of 

supporting the development of free, public 

education systems rather than investing in for-profit, 

fee-charging private schools. 

 

 The World Bank Education Global Practice Senior 

Director, regional leadership, and Executive 

Directors should ensure the presence of IDA and 

IBRD basic education projects in countries in which 

IFC basic education investments are being developed 

or proposed for approval so as to ensure that they 

complement and effectively support the provision of 

public education. 

 

 The World Bank Education Global Practice should 

increase efforts to support Ministries of Education 

and Ministries of Finance to develop IDA and IBRD 

basic education projects and renew its efforts to 

provide financial and technical support for school fee 

abolition. 

 The World Bank should seize the 2018 World 

Development Report as an opportunity to reaffirm 

its commitment to free education and opposition of 

school fees. 

 

 The IFC should improve the quality of its publicly 

available data and improve the way it tracks the 

poverty impact of its investments.  

 

 The World Bank’s Compliance Advisor Ombudsman 

(CAO) should conduct an investigation in regards to 

potential violations of the IFC’s Environmental and 

Social Performance Standards by Bridge 

International Academies. 

 

 Other multilateral agencies, donors, and investors 

should examine these findings and 

recommendations in relation to their strategies in 

basic education.  
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