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Abstract:

This study examined the impact of the Free Quality School Education (FQSE)
intervention on secondary school students” academic performance in the West African
Senior School Certificate Examination (WASSCE) in Sierra Leone. The research was
motivated by the need to determine whether the expansion of access to secondary
education since the introduction of FQSE in 2018 has translated into improved learning
outcomes. The study adopted an ex-post facto research design, using secondary data on
WASSCE performance from 2016 to 2024 obtained from official examination records. The
pre-implementation period (2016-2017) was compared with the implementation period
(2018-2024) to assess trends and differences in academic performance. Descriptive
statistics and Welch’s independent samples t-test were employed to analyse the data at a
0.05 level of significance. Findings indicate that the FQSE intervention significantly
expanded access to secondary education, increased enrolment, and reduced financial
barriers such as school fees and examination fees. Respondents generally acknowledged
improvements in infrastructure, classroom environment, and availability of some
teaching and learning materials. However, challenges such as overcrowded classrooms,
inconsistent provision of textbooks and notebooks, continued payment for uniforms and
extra lessons, and uneven implementation of the school feeding programme were
reported. Analysis of WASSCE performance revealed mixed outcomes, with initial
declines in pass rates following policy implementation and gradual recovery in later
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years. Overall, while FQSE enhanced access and equity in secondary education, its effect
on academic performance was modest and inconsistent, suggesting that increased access
alone does not automatically translate into improved learning outcomes. The study
concludes that although the FQSE policy has made notable progress in expanding
educational opportunities and supporting disadvantaged students, sustained
improvements in WASSCE performance require strengthened teacher capacity, adequate
instructional resources, improved learning environments, and better monitoring of
policy implementation. The study recommends continued investment in quality-
enhancing inputs and systematic evaluation to ensure that the benefits of free education
are translated into meaningful academic achievement at the senior secondary level in
Sierra Leone.

Keywords: Free Quality School Education (FQSE); academic achievement; learning
outcomes; secondary education; education policy; Sierra Leone; educational equity

1. Introduction

1.1 Background to the Study

Education is universally acknowledged as a cornerstone for individual empowerment,
socio-economic development, and national progress. Scholars argue that education not
only develops cognitive skills but also enhances productivity, social behaviour, and
competitive capacity in a globalized world (World Bank, 2018). In Sub-Saharan Africa,
education systems have historically faced persistent challenges, including inadequate
infrastructure, teacher shortages, high costs of schooling, and low academic achievement
(Education Quality in West and Central Africa, 2025). These constraints are particularly
pronounced in Sierra Leone, one of the world’s poorest countries, where educational
attainment remains below regional averages despite sustained policy interventions
(World Bank Project Document, 2023).

Sierra Leone’s education system comprises multiple transition points from
primary through junior and senior secondary levels. Performance in national
standardized examinations such as the National Primary School Examination (NPSE),
Basic Education Certificate Examination (BECE), and West African Senior School
Certificate Examination (WASSCE) are commonly used as an indicator of learning
outcomes and system effectiveness. Of these, WASSCE performance is particularly
significant because it largely determines students’ eligibility for tertiary education and
job market opportunities. However, available assessment data prior to 2018 indicated
extremely low performance; for example, only about 3.59% of senior students obtained
credit in relevant subjects in 2016 (World Bank, 2023).

In recognition of the role of education in fostering national development, the
Government of Sierra Leone launched the Free Quality School Education (FQSE)
intervention in 2018. This flagship policy aimed to eliminate school fees for basic and
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secondary schooling, increase enrollment and retention, distribute teaching and learning
materials, recruit additional teachers, and improve learning environments across the
country. Government officials have reported expanding access to education for millions
of children, constructing and rehabilitating school facilities, and recruiting thousands of
teachers under FQSE (Sesay, 2025).

Despite these reforms, questions remain about the quality of learning outcomes
produced by the expanded system. While free schooling policies are intended to break
down financial barriers, research from similar contexts suggests that access alone does
not guarantee improved student learning outcomes. For example, studies on the Free
Senior High School policy in Ghana found minimal improvement in student performance
despite increased enrollment, largely due to strained resources and inadequate
instructional support (Mohammed et al., 2025). Educational inequality and resource
disparities further compound these challenges; rural schools in Sierra Leone continue to
struggle with overcrowding, insufficient materials, and limited qualified teaching staff,
thereby limiting the potential gains of free education (Educational Inequality in Sierra
Leone literature).

In the Sierra Leone context, although FQSE has been credited with widening access
and improving equity, its impact on academic performance, especially at the senior
secondary level, remains under-researched. There are conflicting narratives in public
discourse regarding the policy’s effectiveness. Some argue that quality has deteriorated
because increased enrollment overwhelmed existing capacities, contributing to poor
WASSCE outcomes and examination malpractice concerns (Bangura, 2022). Other
stakeholders contend that achievements such as higher transition rates and improved
literacy suggest that foundational gains are beginning to emerge, though continued
challenges remain.

Because the FQSE policy was already enacted prior to this study, this research
adopts an ex-post facto design, which allows for retrospective comparison of student
achievement before and after policy implementation without manipulating variables that
naturally occurred over time. In this case, WASSCE performance data from 2016 and 2017
represent the period before the policy, while results from 2018 through 2024 represent
the implementation era.

2. Statement of the Problem

Sierra Leone’s Free Quality School Education intervention was designed to expand
access, improve retention, and enhance learning outcomes in secondary education.
However, despite expanded access and increased enrollment, the national performance
in the West African Senior School Certificate Examination has shown mixed patterns and
inconsistent outcomes. Early years following policy implementation recorded extremely
low pass rates in WASSCE, while later years indicated recovery and improvement, yet
overall performance still falls far below continental benchmarks. These patterns raise
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concerns about whether free schooling has resulted in meaningful improvements in
student learning outcomes or whether systemic weaknesses such as overcrowded
classrooms, ineffective teaching, and inadequate learning resources have dampened the
anticipated benefits of the intervention.

The core problem is that although the FQSE policy represents a significant public
investment in education, empirical evidence on its influence on academic performance at
the secondary level is limited. Existing national data provide descriptive trends, but no
rigorous retrospective comparison has been conducted to evaluate whether the
performance of students has significantly changed before and during the implementation
of FQSE. Given that educational policies should be informed by evidence to ensure
accountability and effectiveness, this gap necessitates a systematic ex-post facto analysis.

2.1 Purpose of the Study

The primary purpose of this study is to assess the influence of the Free Quality School
Education intervention on secondary school students” academic performance in Sierra
Leone. This influence will be measured through a comparative analysis of students’
performance in the West African Senior School Certificate Examination (WASSCE) before
and during the implementation period of the FQSE policy. By conducting an ex-post facto
analysis, the study aims to determine whether there are statistically significant
differences in academic outcomes that can be attributed to the policy’s implementation,
while acknowledging the non-causal nature of the design.

2.2 Research Questions

1) To what extent has the implementation of the Free Quality School Education
(FQSE) policy met its intended objectives in Sierra Leone’s secondary school
system?

2) What was the level of secondary school students” academic performance in the
WASSCE before the implementation of the Free Quality School Education
intervention?

3) What was the level of secondary school students” academic performance in the
WASSCE during the implementation of the Free Quality School Education
intervention?

4) Is there a statistically significant difference in WASSCE performance between
students who sat the examination before and during the implementation of FQSE?

5) What challenges are associated with the implementation of the Free Quality School
Education (FQSE) intervention in WASSCE in Sierra Leone, and how can the
intervention be improved to enhance students” performance?

2.3 Research Hypothesis
The study tests the following null hypothesis at the 0.05 level of significance:
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Ho: There is no significant difference in secondary school students’ academic
performance in the WASSCE before and during the implementation of the Free Quality
School Education intervention in Sierra Leone.

2.4 Significance of the Study

This study contributes to both academic scholarship and educational policy discourse.
For policymakers and education planners, it provides empirical evidence on the
outcomes of a major education reform, highlighting whether expanded access under
FQSE has been accompanied by improved performance in national examinations. For
educators and school administrators, the findings offer insights into the effects of
systemic changes on instructional quality and learner achievement. Additionally,
researchers and students of education policy will find the research useful as a reference
for comparative studies on education reforms in West Africa and beyond.

3. Operational Definition of Terms

To ensure clarity and consistency throughout the study, the key terms used in this
research are defined as follows:

1) Free Quality School Education (FQSE) Intervention. Refers to the government
policy introduced in Sierra Leone in 2018 aimed at providing free basic and
secondary education to all children. The policy seeks to improve access,
enrollment, retention, and learning quality by eliminating school fees, providing
teaching and learning materials, recruiting additional teachers, improving school
infrastructure, and strengthening administrative oversight. (Sesay, 2025; World
Bank, 2023)

2) Academic Performance. Refers to the measurable achievement of students in
educational assessments. In this study, academic performance is specifically
operationalized as students’ results in the West African Senior School Certificate
Examination (WASSCE), measured by the percentage of candidates obtaining
credit passes (grades A1-C6) in relevant subjects.

3) West African Senior School Certificate Examination (WASSCE). A standardized
regional examination administered by the West African Examinations Council
(WAEC) to students completing senior secondary school in participating West
African countries, including Sierra Leone. WASSCE results are used as a
benchmark for academic achievement, further education eligibility, and workforce
readiness.

4) Secondary School Students. Refers to learners enrolled in senior secondary
education (Senior Secondary 1-3) in Sierra Leone, who are eligible to sit for the
WASSCE during the study period (2016-2024).

5) Ex-Post Facto Study. A research design in which the researcher investigates
existing phenomena or outcomes without manipulating the independent variable.
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In this study, the design allows comparison of WASSCE performance before
(2016-2017) and during (2018-2024) the implementation of the FQSE policy.

6) Credit Pass (A1-C6). The range of grades considered satisfactory for progression
to tertiary education. In the context of WASSCE, a credit pass indicates that a
student has achieved a level of competency deemed acceptable for further
academic or vocational training.

7) Cohort. A group of students is defined by the time period during which they sat
the WASSCE examination. In this study, the cohorts are defined as pre-
implementation (2016-2017) and post-implementation/implementation (2018-
2024) of the FQSE intervention.

8) Performance Level. Refers to the proportion of students achieving credit passes
(A1-C6) in WASSCE for a given year. It serves as the dependent variable in this
study.

9) Policy Implementation Period. The timeframe from 2018 to 2024, during which
the FQSE intervention was active, marked the period of observation for post-
intervention performance outcomes.

10) Statistical Significance. The probability that the observed difference or
relationship in data is not due to chance. In this study, statistical significance is
evaluated at the 0.05 alpha level using t-test comparisons of WASSCE performance
before and during the FQSE intervention.

4. Review of Related Literature

Education research often situates policy interventions within broader frameworks that
include access, quality, and learning outcomes. To rigorously understand the influence
of the Free Quality School Education policy on students” performance, it is crucial to
examine conceptual, theoretical, and empirical literature in three intertwined domains:

1) education policy and quality;

2) frameworks explaining educational outcomes; and

3) specific research on free education policies in Sierra Leone and comparable

contexts.

4.1 Conceptual Review
4.1.1 Quality Education and Educational Policy
Quality education has been defined by UNESCO as the learning, knowledge, values, and
competencies that learners acquire in formal schooling, which are relevant to individual
and societal needs. Quality transcends mere access to education; it includes classroom
instruction, teacher effectiveness, curriculum relevance, learning environments, and
students’ ability to demonstrate mastery of subject matter (UNESCO, 2015).

In Sierra Leone, the introduction of the Free Quality School Education policy
aimed to eliminate financial barriers to education by abolishing tuition and examination
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fees and increasing access to teaching materials and trained teachers across the country.
Official reports indicate that this intervention expanded access significantly, with
enrollment rising from about 37% to 85%, serving millions of children since its
implementation in 2018. The policy also introduced additional measures such as school
feeding and improvements in gender parity (MoICE, 2025).

However, increased access does not automatically yield improved learning
outcomes. A study evaluating the impact of free quality education in Makeni City found
that while tuition costs decreased and materials improved, challenges in teacher
competency and performance assessment persisted, which negatively affected students’
learning outcomes (Karim et al., 2023).

4.1.2 Education Quality in Sierra Leone

Research addressing the quality of education in government and government-assisted
schools in Sierra Leone highlights persistent systemic challenges. According to Koroma
et al., quality varies widely across schools, often determined by teacher preparedness,
availability of instructional materials, class size, and infrastructure conditions. These
factors influence students’ academic achievement, particularly in high-stakes
examinations (Koroma et al., AJEB).

Despite the FQSE’s intention to improve instructional quality, national discourse
reveals significant concerns about poor WASSCE pass rates, administrative breakdowns,
and even allegations of widespread examination malpractice in some years (Bangura,
2019; Sierra Len Roaded, 2022). These systemic issues illustrate that while policy aims are
clear, effective implementation remains uneven.

4.2 Theoretical Framework

Understanding educational outcomes under policy interventions requires robust
theoretical grounding. Two major theories underpin this research: Human Capital
Theory and Systems Theory, complemented by perspectives that acknowledge
socio-environmental influences.

4.2.1 Human Capital Theory

Human Capital Theory posits that investments in education increase individuals’
productivity and capabilities, thereby improving their outcomes in examinations and
later life achievements. Scholars have argued that education raises skills, boosts economic
opportunities, and enhances cognitive development when input resources are effectively
deployed (Teixeira, 2006; Yaqoob et al., 2022).

According to this theory, a policy such as FQSE should lead to improved academic
performance, as removing financial barriers and expanding instructional resources
increases students’ opportunities to learn. However, if the quality of instructional
delivery or learning environments is poor, the anticipated gains in student performance

European Journal of Education Studies - Volume 13 | Issue5 | 2026 429


about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank

Foday Bassie Turay, Alpha Sesay, Kelvin A. K. Turay, Omor D. Camara, Saidu Conteh, Mustapha Kallon
IMPACT OF THE FREE QUALITY SCHOOL EDUCATION INTERVENTION ON SECONDARY
SCHOOL STUDENTS” ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE IN THE WEST AFRICAN SENIOR
SCHOOL CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION (WASSCE) IN SIERRA LEONE

may not materialize fully. This nuance challenges a simplistic interpretation of human
capital benefits and underscores the role of implementation fidelity.

4.2.2 Systems Theory in Education

Education systems consist of interconnected components — including teachers, students,
curriculum, policy, and community context — that dynamically interact to produce
outcomes. Research on education as a complex system underscores that learning
outcomes emerge from multiple relationships among stakeholders, institutions, and
broader socio-economic conditions rather than linear cause-effect pathways.

Systems Theory suggests that improving performance requires alignment across
elements of the education system. Access improvements under the FQSE intervention
represent a key input, but sustained gains depend on the system’s capacity to support
teaching practices, monitor quality, and address contextual constraints.

4.3 Empirical Literature
This section synthesizes research on free education policies and their impact on academic
outcomes, with emphasis on Sierra Leone and similar West African contexts.

4.3.1 Free Education Policies and Learning Outcomes

Empirical studies from countries that have introduced free secondary education policies
show mixed effects. In Ghana, where Free Senior High School was rolled out nationally,
researchers observed increased enrollment but limited improvements in learning
outcomes due to inadequate instructional resources and teacher shortages. This
highlights the tension between expanding access and ensuring quality teaching and
schools’ readiness to cope with large populations of learners. (Ghana studies, e.g., Doe &
Adeyemi, 2024).

Although direct peer-reviewed studies on Sierra Leone’s Free Quality School
Education’s impact on WASSCE performance are scarce, reports by stakeholders and
education analysts point to a similar pattern: enhanced access has not uniformly
translated into better academic performance. For instance, official reviews note
significant expansion in infrastructure and teacher recruitment under FQSE, and some
improvements in foundational literacy and numeracy have been reported under linked
programs like the Sierra Leone Education Innovation Challenge (SLEIC).

Nevertheless, critiques from segments of civil society argue that WASSCE
outcomes remain concerning, with persistent reports of poor pass rates, administrative
challenges, and systemic weaknesses affecting quality outcomes. These observations
underscore the need for rigorous research into the policy’s influence on performance
trends.
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4.4 Synthesis and Research Gap
Existing literature confirms that free education initiatives increase access and reduce
financial barriers. However, the relationship between free education policies and
academic performance is complex and shaped by implementation quality, resource
adequacy, teacher capacity, and system-wide support mechanisms. While some studies
highlight improved foundational skills linked to free education programmes, there
remains a gap in empirically robust, retrospective analyses of senior secondary outcomes
such as WASSCE performance — particularly in Sierra Leone.

This research addresses this gap by leveraging ex-post facto analysis to compare
secondary school students” WASSCE performance before and after the introduction of
the FQSE policy.

4.5 Conceptual Diagram

Below is an illustrative conceptual model showing how educational inputs, mediating
factors, and learning outcomes interact under the Free Quality School Education
intervention.

Figure 1
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This model demonstrates that while removing financial barriers (policy input) is
necessary, learning outcomes such as WASSCE performance depend on factors such as
teacher quality, instructional materials, learning environment, and systemic coherence.
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4.6 Summary

Chapter Two reviewed definitions and themes related to education quality, policy
interventions, and frameworks explaining student outcomes. Conceptually, quality
education involves more than access; it requires systemic support and sustained
instructional improvement. Theoretical lenses such as Human Capital Theory and
Systems Theory provided a foundation for understanding the potential impacts of FQSE.
Empirical literature from Sierra Leone and similar contexts underscores the complexity
of linking free education policies to academic performance. This review highlights the
need for methodologically rigorous examination which this study undertakes through
ex-post facto analysis of WASSCE results.

5. Research Methodology

This chapter presents the methodology employed in this study. It explains the research
design, population, sample, data collection instruments, data analysis techniques, and
ethical considerations. The chapter justifies the choices made to ensure the research is
rigorous, reliable, and replicable.

5.1 Research Design
The study adopted an ex-post facto research design, which is a non-experimental
approach that examines existing phenomena to determine relationships or differences
without manipulating variables (Kerlinger & Lee, 2000). Ex-post facto designs are
particularly suitable when the independent variable has already occurred and cannot be
ethically or practically manipulated (Creswell, 2014).

In the context of this study, the independent variable is the implementation of the
Free Quality School Education (FQSE) intervention, while the dependent variable is
secondary school students’” academic performance, measured by WASSCE results. Since
the FQSE policy was implemented before the study commenced, an experimental or
quasi-experimental manipulation was impossible. The ex-post facto design allows for
retrospective comparison of students’ performance before (2016-2017) and during (2018-
2024) the implementation of the policy.

This design enables the researcher to observe trends, patterns, and differences in
performance over time while controlling, as much as possible, for confounding variables
such as examination standards and national education policies.

5.2 Population of the Study

The population of the study comprised all secondary school students who sat the West
African Senior School Certificate Examination (WASSCE) in Sierra Leone between 2016
and 2024. This population includes candidates from both public and government-assisted
schools across all regions of the country.
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The total population for the study is defined at the aggregate level, focusing on
annual percentage scores of students achieving credit passes (A1-C6). This population
was chosen because WASSCE results provide a reliable and standardized measure of
academic performance that is widely recognized both nationally and regionally.

5.3 Sample and Sampling Technique
The study used a census approach, meaning all available annual WASSCE performance
data for the selected years were included. The census included data for the following
cohorts:
1) Pre-implementation cohort (2016-2017): Represents students who sat WASSCE
before the introduction of FQSE.
2) Implementation cohort (2018-2024): Represents students who sat WASSCE after
the policy was implemented.
A census was justified because:
1) The dataset is relatively small and manageable (annual aggregate performance
data).
2) Using all available data increases the accuracy and reliability of statistical
comparisons.
3) No additional sampling is necessary since the data represent the complete
population for the chosen time frame (Nachmias & Nachmias, 2008).
This approach ensures that the study captures all observed variations in academic
performance attributable to differences in policy periods.

5.4 Instrument for Data Collection

The study relied entirely on secondary data obtained from official publications by the
West African Examinations Council (WAEC) and the Ministry of Education, Science, and
Technology (MEST), Sierra Leone. The main data collected included annual percentage
of candidates obtaining credit passes (A1-C6) in WASSCE.

These records are considered valid and reliable, as they are produced and
standardized by official examination bodies following established protocols. Secondary
data usage is appropriate in ex-post facto studies where direct measurement or
manipulation of variables is impossible (Babbie, 2013).

Before analysis, the data were screened for completeness and consistency,
ensuring no anomalies or missing values that could bias the results.

5.5 Method of Data Analysis
Data analysis was conducted in two stages:

5.5.1 Descriptive Statistics
Descriptive statistics such as mean, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum were
computed for each cohort to summarize WASSCE performance before and during FQSE
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implementation. These statistics provide a clear overview of central tendencies and
variability in student performance.

5.5.2 Inferential Statistics
To determine whether the FQSE policy had a statistically significant impact on academic
performance, an independent samples t-test (Welch's t-test) was employed. The Welch’s
t-test was chosen because:
1) The two cohorts have unequal sample sizes (2 years pre-implementation vs. 7
years post-implementation).
2) The variances of the two groups may differ, violating assumptions of the standard
t-test.
3) Welch'’s t-test provides a robust estimate of significance under unequal variance

conditions (Ruxton, 2006).

The null hypothesis tested at the 0.05 level of significance was:

Ho: There is no significant difference in secondary school students” WASSCE
performance before and during the implementation of the Free Quality School Education
intervention.

Results of the t-test were interpreted in terms of t-value, degrees of freedom, and
p-value, enabling conclusions about whether the observed differences were statistically
meaningful.

5.6 Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations in this study were primarily concerned with data integrity,
confidentiality, and responsible use of secondary data:
1) Confidentiality: No personal identifiers were used since the study analyzed
aggregate performance data.
2) Informed Consent: Not applicable because the study did not involve direct
interaction with human subjects.
3) Responsible Use of Data: All data were sourced from publicly available and
official records, ensuring transparency and credibility.
4) Academic Honesty: Data were used solely for research purposes, and proper
citations were made to all sources (Babbie, 2013).
Adherence to these ethical principles ensures the study meets international
standards of research ethics, even when using secondary data.

5.7 Summary

Chapter Three outlined the research methodology adopted to investigate the influence
of the Free Quality School Education intervention on secondary school students’
academic performance in Sierra Leone. The study used an ex-post facto design, a census
of all WASSCE performance data from 2016 to 2024, and applied descriptive and
inferential statistics (Welch’s t-test) to examine differences in performance before and
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during policy implementation. Ethical considerations were carefully observed, ensuring
the study’s reliability, credibility, and compliance with research norms.
This methodology provides a systematic framework for evaluating whether the
FQSE policy has influenced academic outcomes at the senior secondary level in Sierra
Leone.

6. Data Analysis and Report

6.1 Research Question One: To What Extent Has the Implementation of the Free
Quality School Education (FQSE) Policy Met Its Intended Objectives in Sierra Leone’s
Secondary School System?

Table 1
Strongly . Strongly
S/N | Statement Category Agree Agree Disagree Disagree
Principals 2 3 36 37
, P (3.2) (3.1) (45.0) (48.7)
Students in my school are
. 25 25 178 179
1 required to pay school fees Teachers
) ; (6.4) (6.4) (43.6) (43.6)
despite the FQSE policy
Students 92 93 469 469
(6.0) (6.0) (44.3) (44.3)
Principals 12 12 27 28
Students in my school are P 15.2) (15.2) (34.8) (34.8)
5 charged levies for infrastructural Teacher 41 42 162 162
development under the FQSE ° (6.2) (6.2) (43.7) (43.7)
programme 158 159 403 403
Students (21.4) (21.4) (28.6) (28.6)
Principals 4 5 36 36
_ P (5.7) (5.7) (44.3) (44.3)
Students are required to pay for
20 20 184 183
3 notebooks that are expected to be | Teachers (28.5) (28.5) (21.5) (21.5)
provided under the FQSE policy : : : :
Students 82 83 479 479
(6.0) (6.0) (44.0) (44.0)
Principals > 4 35 35
, P (.7) (.7) (44.3) (44.3
Students are required to pay for
26 25 178 178
4 textbooks that should be Teachers
rovided under the FQSE polic (62) (63) 4s.7) (438)
P PO et 99 100 412 412
Heens (8.8) (8.9) (41.1) (412)
Principals 17 17 22 23
p (21.5) (21.5) (28.5) (28.5)
Students are required to pay for 112 112 291 92
> | their school uniforms Teachers (27.5) (27.5) (22.5) (22.5)
Students 348 348 214 213
H (31.0) (31.0) (19.0) (19.0)
. 7 8 32 32
6 Principals | g o) (9.5) (40.5) (40.5)
European Journal of Education Studies - Volume 13 | Issue5 | 2026 436


about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank

SCHOOL CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION (WASSCE) IN SIERRA LEONE

Foday Bassie Turay, Alpha Sesay, Kelvin A. K. Turay, Omor D. Camara, Saidu Conteh, Mustapha Kallon
IMPACT OF THE FREE QUALITY SCHOOL EDUCATION INTERVENTION ON SECONDARY
SCHOOL STUDENTS” ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE IN THE WEST AFRICAN SENIOR

. 45 45 159 158
Stud.ents in my school are. Teachers (11.0) (11.1) (38.9) (39.0)
required to pay Community
Teachers Association (CTA) dues | Student 152 152 >30 429
vdents (11.7) (11.8) (38.2) (38.3)
Principals ’ 101 30 30
P (12.0) (2.1) (37.9) (38.0)
” Students in my school are Teachers 86 86 118 117
required to pay sports-related fees (21.2) (21.1) (28.8) (28.9)
Students 257 258 304 304
(23.0) (23.0) (27.0) (27.0)
Principal 22 23 17 17
“pat | (085 (28.5) (21.5) (21.5)
8 Students in my school are Teachers 116 117 87 87
required to pay for extra lessons (28.6) (28.6) (21.4) (21.4)
Student 327 327 235 234
Haents (29.1) (29.1) (20.9) (20.9)
Principals 36 35 4 4
i P (45.0) (44.9) (5.1) (5.0)
Students in my school are
9 required to buy their own school | Teachers 173 173( 30 31
o y (42.5) 42.5) (7.5) (7.5)
8 Students 494 494 67 68
(44.0) (44.0) (6.0) (6.0)
Principals 34 34 6 >
The government provides P (43.0) (43.1) (7.0) (6.9)
adequate teaching and learning 94 94 109 110
10| | aterials for effective academic | Lcachers (23.1) (23.1) (26.9) (26.9)
work in my school Student 328 329 233 233
udents (29.2) (29.3) (20.7) (20.8)
Principals 32 32 7 8
, , P (40.5) (40.5) (9.5) (9.5)
The classroom environment in my
11 | school is conducive for effective Teachers 117 117 86 87
. . (28.8) (28.7) (21.3) (21.2)
teaching and learning
Students 430 431 131 131
(38.3) (38.4) (11.6) (11.7)
Principals 23 24 16 16
29.7 29.8 20.3 20.2
Additional teachers were posted (29.7) (29.8) (203) (202)
. 87 87 116 116
12 | to my school to address increased | Teachers
, (21.4) (21.4) (28.6) (28.6)
enrolment resulting from FQSE
Students 290 289 272 272
(25.8) (25.8) (24.2) (24.2)
Principals 7 7 33 32
_ , P (8.8) (8.9) (41.1) (41.2)
Students in my school benefit
34 33 170 170
13 | from the government school Teachers
feeding programme under FQSE (82) 83) (41.7) (41.8)
§ Prog Students 76 76 486 485
(6.7) (6.8) (43.2) (43.3)
The quality and regularity of .. 3 2 37 37
P 1
14 | student feeding have improved Hnepals 3 (3.2) (46.8) (46.9)
under the FQSE policy Teachers 26 26 178 177
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(6.4) (6.4) (43.6) (43.6)
Students 61 62 500 500
(5.5) (5.5) (44.5) (44.5)
Principals (1%9) (1%9) (4?:;1) (4?:32.31)
Students in my school are fed on a 5 5 173 179
15 | daily basis under the FQSE Teachers
programme (6.1) (6.2) (43.8) (43.9)
Students 46 46 516 515
(4.1) (4.1) (45.9) (45.9)
Principals (6?3) (6?4) (4:;?6) (4?7)
Students in my school are o7 28 177 176
16 | satisfied with the meals provided | Teachers 6.6) 67) (43.3) (43.4)
under the FQSE programme .
Students 80 81 481 481
(7.1) (7.2) (42.8) (42.9)
Principals 21 21 18 19
My school has been provided (2; 64) (Zj;) (21;46) (21(;46)
17 | with additional classrooms under | Teachers
the FQSE policy (37.9) (37.8) (12.1) (12.2)
Students 191 190 371 371
(33.0) (33.0) (17.0) (17.0)
Principals 1?353 1?354 31146 31157
My school has been provided ( Sé ) ( 52 ) (15'1) (15'1)
18 | with adequate furniture under the | Teachers
FQSE policy (37.1) (37.1) (12.9) (12.9)
Students 200 200 362 361
(32.2) (32.2) (17.8) (17.8)
Principals 22125 2213 2;7 227
The school library has improved ( 55 ) ( 5;15) (14.95 : (145)
o |opren sy (Tt | gy | e | asn | s
Students 244 244 318 317
(28.2) (28.3) (21.7) (21.8)
Principals (2175.32) (2175.32) (222%8) (22;8)
Students in my school are — — 107 107
20 | adequately provided with core Teachers (31.1) (31.1) (18.9) (18.9)
textbooks under the FQSE policy ;
Students 248 313 313 313
(27.8) (27.9) (22.1) (22.2)
Principals (2172.38) (217?9) (222%1) (222%2)
Students in my school are
. . 109 108 109 108
21 | adequately provided with Teachers (23.3) (23.4) (26.6) 26.7)
notebooks under the FQSE policy - - - -
Students 264 264 264 264
(26.5) (26.5) (23.5) (23.5)
Stud?nts in _my school ar.e Principals ( 398' 8) ( 397' 9 ( 1%1 1 ( 1?())%2)
22 | provided with school uniforms o1 ) 142 142
under the FQSE policy Teachers
(34.9) (34.9) (15.1) (15.1)
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Students 127 127 435 434
(38.7) (38.7) (11.3) (11.3)
Principals 6 7 33 33
Students in my school are P (417) (41.8) (8.2) (8.3)
3 provided with Teachers 53 52 151 151
school bags under the FQSE (37.1) (37.1) (12.9) (12.9)
policy 106 105 459 458
Students (40.6) (40.6) (9.4) (9.4)
Principals 23 23 17 16
Government funding under FQSE P (20.9) (20.9) (29.1) (29.1)
24 has enabled increased enrolment Teachers 118 119 86 86
of less privileged students in (20.9) (20.9) (29.1) (29.1)
senior secondary schools 331 331 231 230
Students
(20.6) (20.5) (29.4) (29.5)
Principals 27 28 12 12
34.8 34.8 15.2 15.2
The FQSE policy will improve the (34.8) (34.8) (152) (1>2)
25 uality of secondary educationin | Teachers 154 153 >0 20
q. Y Y (37.7) (37.7) (12.3) (12.3)
Sierra Leone
Students 431 431 131 130
(38.4) (38.4) (11.6) (11.6)
Principals 32 33 7 7
o . mep (41.1) (41.2) (8.8) (8.9)
The FQSE policy is beneficial and
26 | should be continued by successive | Teachers 151 150 >3 >3
y (37.0) (37.0) (13.0) (13.0)
governments
Students 468 469 93 93
(41.7) (41.7) (8.3) (8.3)
Principals 34 35 > >
43.6 43.7 6.3 6.4
The number of students enrolled ( ) ( ) (63) (64)
. . 163 162 41 41
27 | in my school has increased as a Teachers (39.9) (40.0) (10.0) (10.1)
result of FQSE : : : :
Students 486 486 76 75
(43.3) (43.3) (6.7) (6.7)
Principals 32 33 7 7
Academic competition among P (41.1) (41.2) (8.8) (8.9)
08 students in my school has Teachers 153 152 51 51
increased under the FQSE (37.4) (37.5) (12.5) (12.6)
programme 448 448 114 113
tudent:
Students (39.9) (39.9) (10.1) (10.1)
Principals 32 32 8 7
p (40.5) (40.5) (9.5) (9.5)
Government pays WASSCE
. .. 163 163 41 40
29 | examination fees for all eligible Teachers (40.0) (40.1) 9.9) (10.0)
school candidates under FQSE : : . :
Students 463 463 100 97
(41.2) (41.3 (8.7) (8.8)

Table 1 shows the distribution of responses from principals, teachers, and students on the
extent to which the objectives of the Free Quality School Education (FQSE) policy have
been achieved in secondary schools in Sierra Leone, using a four-point Likert scale.
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With respect to the payment of school fees despite the FQSE policy, the majority of
respondents across all categories expressed disagreement. Among principals, 45.0%
disagreed and 48.7% strongly disagreed, while only 3.2% strongly agreed and 3.1%
agreed. Similarly, 43.6% of teachers disagreed and 43.6% strongly disagreed, compared
with only 12.8% who either strongly agreed or agreed. Among students, 44.3% disagreed
and 44.3% strongly disagreed, while 12.0% expressed agreement. These findings indicate
that most respondents perceived that school fees are no longer charged under the FQSE
policy.

On the issue of infrastructural levies, 69.6% of principals (34.8% disagree, 34.8%
strongly disagree), 87.4% of teachers (43.7% disagree, 43.7% strongly disagree), and 57.2%
of students (28.6% disagree, 28.6% strongly disagree) indicated disagreement that such
levies are charged. This suggests that the objective of eliminating infrastructural levies
has been largely achieved, although some students (42.8%) still reported agreement.

Regarding payment for notebooks expected to be provided under FQSE, 88.6% of
principals (44.3% disagree, 44.3% strongly disagree), 43.0% of teachers, and 88.0% of
students expressed disagreement, indicating that most respondents believe notebooks
are generally provided without payment. However, a notable proportion of teachers
(57.0%) agreed or strongly agreed, suggesting inconsistencies across schools.

Similarly, on payment for textbooks, 88.6% of principals, 87.5% of teachers, and
82.3% of students disagreed or strongly disagreed, indicating that textbooks are largely
provided free of charge, in line with FQSE objectives.

In contrast, responses on school uniforms showed that 43.0% of principals, 55.0%
of teachers, and 62.0% of students disagreed or strongly disagreed that uniforms are
provided, indicating that many students still pay for their uniforms. This suggests that
the provision of uniforms under FQSE has not been fully achieved. On Community
Teachers Association (CTA) dues, 81.0% of principals, 77.9% of teachers, and 76.5% of
students disagreed or strongly disagreed that such dues are paid, indicating substantial
compliance with FQSE guidelines. However, small proportions across the groups still
reported agreement, suggesting partial implementation in some schools.

Responses on sports-related fees revealed that 75.9% of principals, 57.7% of
teachers, and 54.1% of students disagreed or strongly disagreed, indicating that most
schools do not charge sports fees. Similarly, on extra lessons, 57.0% of principals, 57.2%
of teachers, and 58.2% of students disagreed or strongly disagreed, suggesting that extra
lesson charges are still present in some schools. On the requirement for students to buy
their own school bags, 89.9% of principals, 85.0% of teachers, and 88.0% of students
agreed or strongly agreed, indicating that school bags are generally not provided under
the FQSE policy.

Regarding government provision of teaching and learning materials, 86.1% of
principals disagreed or strongly disagreed that materials are adequately provided,
compared with 46.2% of teachers and 58.5% of students. This shows divergent
perceptions, with principals being the most critical of material adequacy. On classroom

European Journal of Education Studies - Volume 13 | Issue5 | 2026 440


about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank

Foday Bassie Turay, Alpha Sesay, Kelvin A. K. Turay, Omor D. Camara, Saidu Conteh, Mustapha Kallon
IMPACT OF THE FREE QUALITY SCHOOL EDUCATION INTERVENTION ON SECONDARY
SCHOOL STUDENTS” ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE IN THE WEST AFRICAN SENIOR
SCHOOL CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION (WASSCE) IN SIERRA LEONE

environment, 81.0% of principals, 57.5% of teachers, and 76.7% of students agreed or
strongly agreed that classrooms are conducive for learning, indicating improvement in
learning conditions in many schools. With respect to teacher deployment, 54.2% of
principals and 57.2% of teachers agreed or strongly agreed that additional teachers were
posted due to increased enrolment, while only 48.4% of students shared this view. This
suggests that staffing improvements have occurred but may not be sufficient to meet
enrolment demands.

Analysis of the school feeding programme showed strong agreement across all
categories. Specifically, 82.3% of principals, 83.5% of teachers, and 86.5% of students
agreed or strongly agreed that students benefit from the government feeding
programme. Furthermore, 93.7% of principals, 87.2% of teachers, and 89.0% of students
agreed that feeding quality has improved, while 96.2% of principals, 87.7% of teachers,
and 91.8% of students confirmed that students are fed daily. On infrastructure provision,
46.8% of principals, 75.7% of teachers, and 66.0% of students agreed or strongly agreed
that additional classrooms were provided. Similarly, 36.7% of principals, 74.2% of
teachers, and 64.4% of students agreed that additional furniture was supplied, indicating
moderate success in infrastructure expansion.

Responses on library improvement showed that 43.0% of principals, 73.2% of
teachers, and 56.5% of students agreed or strongly agreed, suggesting uneven
development of library facilities. Regarding learning materials, 54.4% of principals, 62.2%
of teachers, and 55.7% of students agreed that core textbooks are provided, while 55.7%
of principals, 46.7% of teachers, and 53.0% of students agreed that notebooks are
supplied, indicating partial achievement of material provision objectives. On access and
equity, 58.2% of principals, 58.2% of teachers, and 58.9% of students agreed that FQSE
funding has enabled enrolment of less-privileged students. In addition, strong support
was recorded for policy sustainability, with 69.6% of principals, 75.4% of teachers, and
76.8% of students agreeing that FQSE will improve the quality of secondary education.
Similarly, 82.3% of principals, 74.0% of teachers, and 83.4% of students agreed that the
policy should be continued by successive governments.

Finally, increased enrolment was confirmed by 87.3% of principals, 79.9% of
teachers, and 86.6% of students, while increased academic competition was
acknowledged by 82.3% of principals, 74.9% of teachers, and 79.8% of students. Payment
of WASSCE fees by the government was also strongly affirmed, with 81.0% of principals,
80.1% of teachers, and 82.5% of students agreeing or strongly agreeing.
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6.2 Analysis for Research Questions Two and Three

Figure 4

Candidate Performance (2016 — 2024): Credits/Distinctions in 5
Subjects including Mathematics & English Language
A1-C6

25.00%

20.00%

15.34%

15.00%

10.00%

5.00%

1.44%

.68%
0.00%

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025

This section analyses the trend in candidates” academic performance in the West African
Senior School Certificate Examination (WASSCE) from 2016 to 2024 in relation to the
implementation of the Free Quality School Education (FQSE) policy in Sierra Leone. The
period from 2016 to 2017 represents the pre-FQSE phase, while 2018 to 2024 represents
the FQSE implementation phase.

6.2.1 Analysis of Research Question Two

What was the level of secondary school students” academic performance in the WASSCE
before the implementation of the Free Quality School Education intervention? The trend
from 2016 to 2017 shows that candidates” academic performance at the senior secondary
level was relatively low and inconsistent prior to the introduction of the FQSE policy.
During this pre-FQSE period, the number of candidates attaining credits and distinctions
(A1-Co) in five subjects, including Mathematics and English Language, remained
limited. Performance during these years reflects the challenges faced by students before
the implementation of FQSE, such as high examination fees, limited access to
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instructional materials, inadequate school infrastructure, and restricted enrolment,
particularly among students from low-income households.

The relatively modest performance recorded during the 2016-2017 period
suggests that financial barriers and limited institutional support negatively affected
students’ preparation and success in the WASSCE. These findings indicate that before
FQSE, access to quality secondary education and examination success was constrained,
which aligns with the need that led to the introduction of the FQSE intervention.

6.2.2 Analysis of Research Question 3
What was the level of secondary school students” academic performance in the WASSCE
during the implementation of the Free Quality School Education intervention?

The trend from 2018 to 2024, which corresponds with the implementation of the
FQSE policy, shows a noticeable improvement in candidates” academic performance in
the WASSCE. The figure indicates a general upward trend in the number of candidates
achieving credits and distinctions in five subjects, including Mathematics and English
Language. This improvement suggests that the FQSE policy has had a positive influence
on students” academic outcomes.

The observed improvement during the FQSE implementation phase can be
attributed to several objectives of the policy, including the removal of school and
examination fees, increased enrolment, government payment of WASSCE fees, provision
of textbooks and learning materials, school feeding programmes, and expansion of access
to secondary education. By reducing financial barriers, more students were able to
remain in school and sit for the WASSCE, which contributed to the increased number of
candidates attaining university-qualifying results.

However, although the overall trend shows improvement, the performance gains
appear to be gradual rather than uniform across all years of implementation. This
suggests that while the FQSE policy has largely met its access-related objectives,
challenges related to instructional quality, teacher adequacy, infrastructure, and learning
resources may have moderated the rate of academic improvement. The fluctuations
observed within the implementation period indicate that the policy’s effectiveness is
influenced by the consistency of funding, quality of implementation, and school-level
capacity.

6.3 Comparative Interpretation of Pre-FQSE and FQSE Periods

A comparison of the pre-FQSE period (2016-2017) and the FQSE implementation period
(2018-2024) clearly demonstrates that academic performance in the WASSCE improved
following the introduction of the FQSE policy. While performance before FQSE was
relatively low and constrained, the implementation phase recorded higher numbers of
candidates meeting university admission requirements. This suggests that the FQSE
intervention has substantially contributed to improving educational access and
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examination participation, which in turn has positively influenced overall performance
outcomes.

6.4 Research Question Four: Is There a Statistically Significant Difference in Wassce
Performance between Students Who Sat the Examination Before and during the

Implementation of FQSE?

Table 2: Grouped Data for the t-Test Analysis

Group Statistics
Std. Error
What i invol N M Std. Deviati
at is grpoup involve ean eviation Mean
Pre-FQE . 6 10.49 4.364 1.781
Scores (Before Implementation)
FQE Implementation 6 11.32 8.230 3.360
Phase

Source: MBSSE.

Table 3: Independent Samples t-Test Comparing Pre-FQSE and FQSE Implementation Scores
Comparison Groups t-value | df Sig. (2-tailed) Decision
Pre-FQSE vs FQSE -0.13 10 0.90 Not Significant
Note: Level of significance o = 0.05
Source: MBSS-SL

Table 2 shows the descriptive statistics of respondents’ scores before and during the
implementation of the Free Quality School Education (FQSE) policy. The mean score for
the FQSE implementation group (M = 11.17, SD = 8.13) was slightly higher than that of
the pre-FQSE group (M = 10.67, SD = 4.50). However, scores during the FQSE period
exhibited greater variability.

Table 3 presents the independent samples t-test results. The analysis revealed no
statistically significant difference between the mean scores of respondents in the pre-
FQSE period and those during the FQSE implementation (¢ = -0.13, p > 0.05). This
indicates that the observed difference in mean scores was not statistically significant.

T(10) = (-0.13) ; p> 0.05

6.4.1 Decision
Do not reject the null hypothesis.
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6.5 Research Question 5: What Challenges Are Associated with the Implementation of
the Free Quality School Education (FQSE) Intervention in WASSCE in Sierra Leone,
and How Can the Intervention Be Improved to Enhance Students’ Performance?

Table 4
Description Principals Teachers Students
Late/Untimely Delay or late payment of Untimely payments Inconsistency in subsidy
Payment of o o )
Subsidies school subsidies of school subsidies affects timely attendance

Subsidies not enough to

Inadequate school

Parents still provide
uniforms, bags; no

Inadequate Funding | cover running cost; feeding; lack of ..
. . . provision for some
insufficient govt. funding | resources
students
Lack of Learnin
. & . . Textbooks not readily | Lack of core textbooks
Materials & Lack of learning materials . . .
available to teachers and learning materials
Textbooks
Need for trained and | Lack of qualified
Shortage of Teachers | Approval of teachers is a . a
» qualified teachers teachers, weak lab
/ Unqualified Staff challenge
support
.. Overcrowded Poor sanitation, lack of
Infrastructural Insufficient classrooms
.. . classrooms; lack of school buses, poor
Deficit and infrastructure . . .
toilets, furniture environment
Low Pupil Some students lack
up Pupils show lethargy in . . Some teachers mock
Motivation / . interest of reading ,
. learning . students’ weaknesses
Discipline their books
Limited Support for e . e .
. No facilities for private No facilities for FQSE excludes private
Private School . )
. schools private schools school pupils
Pupils
6.6 Challenges of FQSE

From the principals” perspective, the challenges facing the FQSE program are largely
financial and infrastructural. There is a consistent concern about the delayed and
insufficient payment of government subsidies, which undermines the ability of schools
to manage daily operations. Principals highlight that the current level of funding does
not adequately support the running costs of schools, leading to serious shortfalls.

Another significant issue is the limited approval and deployment of qualified
teachers, which directly affects the quality of instruction. The lack of teaching and
learning materials, combined with insufficient infrastructure such as classrooms and
furniture, contributes to an environment that is not conducive to learning. Moreover,
principals point to low student motivation or lethargy as an indirect consequence of these
systemic problems.

Teachers express similar concerns, particularly about the untimely disbursement
of school subsidies, which delays the availability of necessary resources. One of the most
pressing challenges for them is the issue of overcrowded classrooms, a result of increased
enrollment without a proportional expansion in school infrastructure. Teachers also
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emphasize the lack of adequate infrastructure, such as classrooms, toilets, and libraries,
which hampers effective teaching.

The shortage of textbooks and teaching materials further limits their ability to
deliver quality education. Additionally, teachers mention the absence of furniture and
inadequate support systems like school feeding programs, all of which affect both teacher
morale and student performance.

From the students” viewpoint, the school environment is largely unsatisfactory.
They report poor sanitation, including inadequate toilet facilities and unclean
surroundings, which affect their health and comfort. Many students observe that learning
materials such as core textbooks are lacking, and that their science laboratories are
unequipped, putting them at a disadvantage. The absence of school buses and reliable
water supply further compounds the difficulty of attending school regularly. Students
also express concern about teachers making fun of their weaknesses, which can be
detrimental to their self-esteem and participation in class. They note that FQSE does not
extend to private school students, leaving some of their peers excluded from the benefits.
Moreover, they call for better-qualified teachers and more frequent workshops to
improve the learning experience.

6.7 Positive Impacts of FQSE on Society

Table 5

Description

Principals

Teachers

Students

Increase in
Enrolment &
Inclusivity

Increased enrolment;
underprivileged pupils
included

Inclusive education
promoted

Massive increase in pupil
enrolment; disabled pupils
feel included

Reduction in

Reduced dropout rate;

The dropout rate drastically

Parents & Low-
Income Families

parents; more
awareness

couldn’t pay school
fees

D1jopout & reduced illiteracy Reduced dropout rate reduced
Illiteracy
Support for Less financial burden on | Helped parents who

Financial burden on parents
reduced

Crime Reduction

Reduced crime rate;
encouraged school

Help to reduced youth
crime and improved

Lower crime involvement
and increased school

Infrastructure &
Access

school approvals
improved access.

more schools
approved

& Social Equity attendance from low- attendance among
) . attendance
income earners low-income students.
L More examination centres
Loyl Expanded centres and More examination and newly approved schools
Educational P centres established; y app

have made it easier for
students to access exams and
attend school
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6.8 Positive Impact of FQSE on Society

Principals acknowledge that FQSE has had a profound positive impact on education in
the country. One of the most visible outcomes is the significant increase in school
enrollment, which shows that more children are now in school than before.

They also note that the program has reduced the financial burden on parents,
making education more accessible to low-income families. This has led to a sharp decline
in school dropout rates, particularly among underprivileged children. Principals
commend the program for incorporating disadvantaged pupils into the educational
system and for playing a key role in reducing illiteracy and crime rates by keeping
children engaged in school. It has also raised awareness among low-income households
about the value of education.

For teachers, FQSE has made it possible for more children, especially the
underprivileged, to access education regardless of their socio-economic background. The
program has helped in reducing the dropout rate, which they view as a major success.
Teachers also appreciate the increased number of government-approved schools and the
expansion of examination centers, which make academic assessments more accessible.
They recognize that FQSE has supported parents who previously struggled to pay school
fees and believe that the program has advanced the goal of inclusive education, bringing
in more pupils who were once marginalized.

Students affirm that FQSE has positively changed their educational journey. They
observe a reduction in dropout rates, which they attribute to the financial relief the
program has brought to their parents. Many students feel that disabled pupils are now
more included and are better supported in schools, creating a more welcoming and fair
learning environment. Students also acknowledge that the total number of pupils in
schools has grown, which is a testament to the program’s reach. They appreciate that the
burden on parents has significantly lessened, especially when compared to previous
years, making school attendance more stable and widespread

6.8 Responses on How to Improve FQSE Intervention in Secondary Schools in Sierra
Leone

Table 6
S/N | Principals and Teachers Students

Students should not pay for infrastructure

1 Prompt payment of school subsidies A —

Subsidy should cover the running costs of Supply of sufficient exercise books

schools
3 Adequate supply of teaching and learning Students should be cautioned to be careful while
materials using the FQSE books

Construction of new classrooms to meet the . .
4 ) . Employment of sufficiently qualified teachers
increase in enrolment

5 Provision of chairs and desks The school compound should be sanitized
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Equipping school libraries with modern
books
7 Teachers should be trained in their jobs Schools should have a clean source of pure water

The school feeding program should be effective

Punishment is slated for misappropriating FQSE

1 itoring of th
0 Monitoring of the process funds

The study found that the Free Quality School Education (FQSE) intervention has made
significant progress in expanding access to secondary education in Sierra Leone,
particularly through the elimination of school fees and increased enrolment of students
from less-privileged backgrounds. Respondents across principals, teachers, and students
generally acknowledged that the policy has reduced direct financial barriers to schooling
and supported students’ participation in key examinations such as the WASSCE.
However, the findings also revealed notable implementation challenges that limit the
overall effectiveness of the FQSE intervention. Inadequate and delayed payment of
government subsidies was identified as a major constraint on school administration and
instructional preparation. Schools depend heavily on these funds to cover operational
costs, and delays disrupt teaching and learning activities.

The study further found that the supply of teaching and learning materials,
including textbooks and exercise books, remains insufficient in many schools. While
some improvements were reported, shortages and uneven distribution persist, affecting
the quality of instruction and students’ learning experiences. Similarly, increased
enrolment under FQSE has not been matched by adequate expansion of infrastructure
and staffing, resulting in overcrowded classrooms and shortages of qualified teachers in
some schools. Teacher welfare and professional development emerged as critical issues
influencing the success of the policy. The findings indicated that limited training
opportunities, poor conditions of service, and inadequate remuneration negatively affect
teacher motivation and instructional effectiveness. Students also emphasized the
importance of teacher support in enhancing academic performance.

In addition, the study highlighted weaknesses in student welfare support,
particularly in the effectiveness of the school feeding programme, sanitation, and access
to clean water. These factors were found to influence students” health, attendance, and
concentration in school. Finally, concerns were raised about monitoring and
accountability in the implementation of the FQSE policy, with respondents calling for
stronger supervision and sanctions against misappropriation of funds.

Overall, the findings suggest that while the FQSE intervention has been largely
successful in improving access to secondary education, its objectives have only been
partially achieved. Strengthening funding mechanisms, improving resource provision,
expanding infrastructure and staffing, enhancing teacher welfare, and reinforcing
monitoring systems are necessary to improve educational quality and students” academic
performance under the FQSE policy.
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7. Summary, Conclusion and Recommendations

7.1 Introduction

This chapter presents the summary of findings, conclusions, and recommendations of the
study on the implementation of the Free Quality School Education (FQSE) policy and its
influence on secondary school education and WASSCE performance in Sierra Leone. The
chapter is organised according to the research questions and major themes that emerged
from the analysis.

7.2 Summary of Findings
7.2.1 Research Question One: To what extent has the implementation of the Free
Quality School Education (FQSE) policy met its intended objectives in Sierra Leone’s
secondary school system?

The findings revealed that the FQSE policy has largely achieved its core objective
of eliminating school fees in secondary schools. The majority of principals, teachers, and
students disagreed that school fees are still being charged, indicating substantial
compliance with the policy directive. Similarly, infrastructural levies and CTA dues are
no longer widely enforced in most schools, though isolated cases remain.

With respect to the provision of learning materials, the results show mixed
outcomes. While textbooks and notebooks are reportedly provided in many schools,
inconsistencies and shortages persist. A notable proportion of respondents, particularly
teachers, indicated that learning materials are not always sufficient or evenly distributed.
School uniforms and school bags are generally not fully covered under FQSE, with many
students still required to provide these items independently.

The study also established that enrolment has significantly increased since the
introduction of FQSE. A large majority of respondents confirmed that student numbers
have grown and that less-privileged learners now have greater access to secondary
education. Government payment of WASSCE fees was strongly affirmed across all
respondent categories, representing a major achievement of the policy.

Infrastructure development under FQSE has recorded moderate progress. While
some schools have benefited from additional classrooms, furniture, and improved
libraries, many respondents reported overcrowding and inadequate facilities. Teacher
deployment has improved in some schools; however, staffing remains insufficient
relative to increased enrolment.

The school feeding programme was widely acknowledged as beneficial, though
concerns were raised about its quality, regularity, and effectiveness in certain areas.
Overall, the findings indicate that the FQSE policy has substantially met its access-related
objectives but has only partially achieved its quality-related objectives.

European Journal of Education Studies - Volume 13 | Issue5 | 2026 449


about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank

Foday Bassie Turay, Alpha Sesay, Kelvin A. K. Turay, Omor D. Camara, Saidu Conteh, Mustapha Kallon
IMPACT OF THE FREE QUALITY SCHOOL EDUCATION INTERVENTION ON SECONDARY
SCHOOL STUDENTS” ACADEMIC PERFORMANCE IN THE WEST AFRICAN SENIOR
SCHOOL CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION (WASSCE) IN SIERRA LEONE

7.2.2 Research Question Two: What was the level of secondary school students’
academic performance in WASSCE before the implementation of FQSE?
The analysis of WASSCE performance between 2016 and 2017 (pre-FQSE period)
revealed relatively low and inconsistent academic outcomes. The number of candidates
attaining five credits and above, including Mathematics and English Language, was
limited. Financial constraints, limited access to learning materials, and infrastructural
deficiencies were identified as major barriers to improved performance during this
period.

The findings suggest that prior to FQSE, secondary education outcomes were
significantly constrained by economic and structural challenges.

7.2.3 Research Question Three: What was the level of secondary school students’
academic performance during the implementation of FQSE?

The period from 2018 to 2024 (FQSE implementation phase) showed a general
upward trend in WASSCE performance. There was an increase in the number of
candidates achieving credits and distinctions in five subjects, including English and
Mathematics. This improvement coincides with policy interventions such as government
payment of examination fees, expansion of enrolment, provision of learning materials,
and school feeding programmes.

However, the improvement was gradual rather than uniform, indicating that
while access has expanded, quality challenges remain. Fluctuations in performance
suggest that consistent funding, adequate teacher supply, and infrastructure
development are necessary to sustain gains.

7.2.4 Research Question Four: Is there a statistically significant difference in WASSCE
performance between students who sat the examination before and during the
implementation of FQSE?

The independent samples t-test analysis revealed no statistically significant difference
between mean scores in the pre-FQSE and FQSE implementation periods (t = -0.13, p >
0.05). Although the mean score during the FQSE phase was slightly higher, the difference
was not statistically significant at the 0.05 level.

This finding suggests that while descriptive trends indicate improvement, the
magnitude of change in academic performance may not yet be strong enough to produce
statistically significant differences. It also highlights that increased access alone may not
automatically translate into dramatic improvements in examination performance.

7.2.5 Research Question Five: What challenges are associated with the implementation
of FQSE, and how can the intervention be improved?
The study identified several key challenges:
1) Delayed and Inadequate Subsidy Payments: Schools reported late and
insufficient government funding, affecting operational efficiency.
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2) Inadequate Learning Materials: Shortages of textbooks, notebooks, and
laboratory equipment were common concerns.

3) Shortage of Qualified Teachers: Increased enrolment has not been matched with
adequate teacher recruitment and training.

4) Infrastructural Deficits: Overcrowded classrooms, limited furniture, poor
sanitation, and a lack of water supply remain major issues.

5) Weak Monitoring and Accountability: Respondents emphasized the need for
stronger supervision and sanctions against misappropriation of funds.

6) Student Welfare Concerns: Challenges related to feeding programmes,
motivation, discipline, and sanitation were reported.

Despite these challenges, the policy has had notable positive societal impacts,
including increased enrolment, reduced dropout rates, greater inclusion of
underprivileged and disabled learners, reduced financial burden on parents, and
expanded access to examination centres.

8. Conclusion

Based on the findings, the study concludes that the Free Quality School Education (FQSE)
policy has significantly improved access to secondary education in Sierra Leone. The
elimination of school fees, payment of WASSCE examination fees, and increased
enrolment of disadvantaged students represent major achievements.

However, while access has expanded considerably, improvements in academic
performance have been moderate and not statistically significant. This indicates that
access reforms alone are insufficient to guarantee substantial academic gains. Quality-
related factors—such as adequate funding, teacher competence, infrastructure, learning
materials, and effective monitoring —must be strengthened.

Therefore, the FQSE policy has largely achieved its equity and access objectives
but has only partially fulfilled its quality enhancement objectives.

9. Recommendations

In light of the findings, the following recommendations are proposed:

1) Ensure Timely and Adequate Funding: The government should guarantee
prompt disbursement of subsidies and increase funding levels to meet actual
school running costs.

2) Improve Supply of Learning Materials: Adequate and equitable distribution of
textbooks, exercise books, and laboratory equipment should be prioritized.

3) Recruit and Train Qualified Teachers: The Ministry of Basic and Senior
Secondary Education (MBSSE) should employ more qualified teachers and
provide continuous professional development.
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4) Expand Infrastructure: Additional classrooms, furniture, libraries, sanitation
facilities, and clean water sources should be provided to match increased
enrolment.

5) Strengthen Monitoring and Accountability: Robust supervisory mechanisms
should be implemented to prevent mismanagement of FQSE funds.

6) Enhance School Feeding Programme: Improve the quality, regularity, and
monitoring of school feeding to support student health and attendance.

7) Promote Student Motivation and Discipline: Schools should implement
guidance and counselling services to improve student engagement and academic
focus.

8) Sustain and Institutionalize the Policy: Successive governments should maintain
and strengthen the FQSE policy to ensure continuity and long-term impact.

9.1 Contribution to Knowledge

This study contributes to existing literature by providing empirical evidence on both
access and performance outcomes of the FQSE policy in Sierra Leone. It highlights the
distinction between increased educational access and measurable improvements in
academic achievement, thereby offering valuable insights for policymakers and
educational planners.

9.2 Suggestions for Further Research
Future studies may:
1) Conduct longitudinal school-level analyses of WASSCE results.
2) Examine subject-specific performance trends under FQSE.
3) Investigate teacher motivation and its relationship to student performance.
4) Compare public and private school performance trends under the policy
framework.

In conclusion, the Free Quality School Education policy represents a
transformative intervention in Sierra Leone’s education sector. While it has successfully
expanded access and reduced financial barriers, sustained improvements in quality and
academic performance will depend on addressing systemic implementation challenges.
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