
 

Working Paper: 
Socially Responsible Operators & Non-State Education Provision in Africa  

Executive Summary 
 Private education provision in Africa has grown 

rapidly over the past two decades, with 

approximately 1 in 5 pupils already enrolled in non-

state schools and this figure set to grow to 1 in 4 by 

2021.  

 Against this backdrop, evidence on the impact of the 

non-state sector on global education goals is 

inconclusive, as studies that are often highly specific 

to particular geographies, operators and/or contract 

types are conflated to present conflicting findings.  

 The non-state sector in many African countries is 

highly complex, yet there is little understanding of the 

different sets of actors that exist, and how particular 

operating principles and behaviours may interact 

positively or negatively with wider education goals. 

 While not suggesting any particular operating model 

is compatible or incompatible with specific education 

policies, we argue for a greater focus on the 

behaviours of non-state operators to reduce the risks 

associated with private sector expansion. 

 We propose a list of common ‘socially responsible’ 

behaviours that demonstrate a commitment to global 

education objectives for providing a quality education 

to all children – these are (i) a social impact-focused  

 

 

 

 
 

mission, (ii) awareness and commitment to positive 

system impact, (iii) transparency and accountability, 

and (iv) cost-effectiveness in delivering quality 

education; we provide examples of each of these 

behaviours as displayed by existing non-state 

operators and explain their link to global education 

goals. 

 We suggest actors looking to finance, support, or 

partner with the non-state sector take a greater focus 

on operator behaviours to minimise the risks 

associated with private sector expansion; we also 

propose that non-state operators should work 

together to define good practice and pro-actively 

model positive behaviour to enable improved self-

regulation in imperfect markets. 

 We welcome comment on the ideas presented in this 

working paper, which do not represent organisational 

policy but rather our evolving thinking. Similarly, this 

paper is not designed to be used as an off-the-shelf 

tool for policymakers or other audiences; rather, we 

hope it can provide a helpful perspective and 

encourage constructive dialogue about how non-

state actors can contribute positively to global 

education goals. 

  



 

1. Introduction 
1.1 Context – Growth of Non-State Education Provision in Africa 

Since the advent of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) in 2000, the world has seen dramatic growth in the 

number of young people accessing education. Sub-Saharan Africa has been the fastest improving region, with the 

proportion of young people enrolled in some form of primary education growing from 60% in 2000 to 78% in 2014. 

While enrolment at secondary level still dramatically lags the global average of 66%, secondary participation also grew 

to approximately 33% of young people – or 1 in 3 – accessing secondary school across the continent.1  

Behind these growth figures have been a number of international and country-led initiatives to expand the number of 

school places available. While some of this growth has involved increasing the number of places in public education 

systems, a notable contributor has been the growth of the private sector in several countries.2 A recent review of the 

scale of private education provision in Africa concluded that, as of 2013, approximately 21% of pupils across the 

continent were enrolled in non-state schools. With growth in the private sector outpacing growth in the public sector, 

this figure is on track to rise to one in four pupils by 2021.3 

Given the significant role that non-state operators already play in providing school places across Africa, the appropriate 

role of the private sector in delivering what is commonly understood to be a public good – the right to education – has 

generated substantial debate. Sceptics warn that a proliferation of private schools may undermine the development 

of better state education systems, as well as worsen inequality by crowding out marginalised students who cannot 

afford private fees or obtain places at selective schools. By contrast, advocates argue that providing families with 

choice increases competition and can, in turn, improve overall quality and efficiency in education systems. Many see 

the growth of the private sector as a pragmatic response to the current failure of public education systems to provide 

sufficient quality school places. In other words, some school – or a slightly better school than a failing school – is 

preferable to the alternative. 

Beyond the debate about the pros and cons of private education, the raw growth figures mask the wide range of 

different ‘non-state’ operators that have emerged over the past 20 years. The non-state sector in many countries 

contains a mixture of everything from not-for-profit, community schools established by individuals to respond to a 

local need, through to for-profit school chains backed by commercial investors. This diverse spectrum of non-state 

education providers has achieved varying degrees of success in providing quality education in specific settings. 

However, there is little understanding of the diverse sets of actors that exist, and how particular operating principles 

and behaviours may interact positively or negatively with wider education sector goals.  

While not making any judgements on the ethics of non-state education provision, or the performance of specific 

operators, this paper seeks to outline the different types of operators that make up the non-state sector in Africa 

today, and the types of operator behaviours that are most likely to align with global Education for All and Sustainable 

Development Goal 4 objectives4. The aim is to provide a better understanding of the diversity that exists across the 

non-state sector, as well as the options available for those considering supporting, establishing, financing, or 

partnering with non-state operators to meet education goals. 

A note about PEAS 

Before proceeding, we want to clarify that the authors of this paper are part of a non-state education provider. PEAS 
(Promoting Equality in African Schools) is a UK registered charity that established its first school in Uganda in 2008. 
Over ten years, the PEAS network has grown to 32 secondary schools operating across Uganda and Zambia. All PEAS 
schools are low-fee and not-for-profit. They operate as part of public-private partnership (PPP) agreements with the 
Ugandan and Zambian ministries of education to co-finance the expansion of secondary education. As such, this 
paper inevitably presents our organisation’s view on what has worked well for us in building a not-for-profit school 
network and constructive partnerships with African governments. We do not claim that our knowledge or 
experience of the sector are exhaustive – or that we always get it right in living up to our own standards. However, 
we feel that our experiences have generated some ideas that others may find helpful in building a stronger, fairer 
education sector across Africa. 
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1.2 Structure of paper 

The paper proceeds by presenting a brief literature review on the successes and challenges of non-state education 

provision in Africa, and existing efforts to describe the different types of actors that exist. It then proposes a framework 

to profile the diversity of operators. Lastly, it presents an argument for a set of ‘socially responsible’ operator 

behaviours that are most likely to align with global development goals for providing a quality education to all children. 

We argue that, while the evidence base on non-state provision remains mixed – and the sector itself complex – it 

would be constructive for non-state operators to model ‘socially responsible’ behaviours to mitigate the risks 

associated with private sector expansion.  

2. Literature Review 
Existing research on non-state school operators in developing countries is limited in geographic scope and – to date – 

largely inconclusive on whether the presence of non-state education providers helps or hinders broad education sector 

goals to provide a quality education to all young people.   

2.1 Successes & critiques 

In terms of successes, evidence exists that non-state operators have been successful in expanding access by increasing 

the number of school seats available, especially in settings where there is a gap in state provision and/or among 

marginalised groups.5 Community schools, for example, often emerge as the direct result of community demand for 

expanded provision.6  

With respect to quality, there is moderate evidence that student learning outcomes in low-fee private schools are 

superior to government schools.7 Baseline results from year one of the three-year Partnership Schools for Liberia (PSL) 

evaluation – which includes both for-profit and not-for profit operators – found that government schools managed by 

eight private contractors increased the time spent on teaching and learning, and raised student learning by 60% 

compared to government schools that were not selected for the programme.8 There is also moderate evidence that 

private schools are more cost effective – in per pupil unit terms – in education service delivery compared to 

government schools.9 This is often the result of lower salaries of private school teachers.10   

Critiques of non-state operators similarly span equity, quality and efficiency concerns. On equity, many argue that 

private schools do not reach the most marginalised in society,11 or are ineffective at supporting students to overcome 

disadvantage.12 Another critique is that governments’ ability and capacity to effectively regulate the non-state sector 

is weak, as illustrated by the existence of large numbers of low-fee private schools that are unrecognised by 

governments.13 The need for stronger regulation of the non-state sector is widely acknowledged,14 the absence of 

which can lead to profit-making at the expense of equity and quality objectives.15  

With respect to quality, critics of non-states schools argue that quality remains low,16 despite moderate evidence of 

performance gains.17 Consistent across operator types is also the critique that limited finances should be used to 

increase the government’s capacity to deliver education as opposed to strengthening the non-state sector. Many 

public private partnerships work on the assumption that it is more efficient for governments to contract private 

providers to deliver education than do so themselves, rather than seeking to improve government performance.18 

2.2 Gaps in research 

Current evidence gaps include a dearth of rigorous evaluations on the impact of non-state schooling on student 

learning outcomes across operator types and in comparison to government providers. The majority of high quality 

research in this area is limited to a few operators and geographies, and specifically those in which non-state providers 

operate through public-private partnerships with the government. Such studies often focus on ‘contract type’ rather 

than the nature of operators themselves. There is also little consideration given to the underlying drivers, conditions, 

behaviours and business models under which operators might be successful in achieving certain outcomes.  



 
 

 

PEAS is a registered UK charity (No. 1126550) and registered UK company (No. 6552715) 

As such, while there is modest evidence to suggest that the presence of non-state providers does not necessarily 

undermine education equity or quality goals, the evidence base across operator types is summarily weak and often 

contradictory. 

2.3 Efforts to develop a common framework for understanding operators  

There is emerging recognition that the non-state sector itself is complex, and that placing all the different operators 

who make up the space under the same label (i.e. ‘private schools’) is not particularly useful when trying to help 

commissioners make sense of the different approaches that exist. It has also been noted that a lack of differentiation 

within existing research on non-state provision may in part explain why findings can sometimes appear contradictory. 

For example, logically, it’s not surprising that a no-fee school for children with special educational needs and a highly 

selective, fee-charging school serving the country’s upper classes would have different impacts on education equity. 

However, both schools are placed under the label of ‘private’ schools and the research on their outcomes conflated.  

There are some emerging efforts to develop frameworks for better representing the non-state sector. One of these is 

a collaboration between the Right to Education Project (RTE) and Global Initiative for Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights (GI-ESCR). Their framework assesses non-state operators in the Global South against the following principles: 

(i) non-discrimination and equality, (ii) requirement for school fees, (iii) humanistic mission of education, (iv) 

conformity with minimum educational standards, and (v) principles of transparency and participation.19 Additionally, 

the Center for Universal Education (CUE) at the Brookings Institution has developed a preliminary typology for 

categorising operators. Their framework places non-state providers along a spectrum according to their fee structure, 

possession of a government contract, and for-profit or not-for-profit financing model. The use of a continuum as 

opposed to dichotomies is believed to be effective given the highly heterogeneous nature of non-state operators.20  

3. Non-state operators: A diverse sector 
The diversity of non-state operators makes it difficult to group them into discreet categories. Similar to the CUE 

research, we suggest two further dimensions that may help distinguish the different models that exist. These are the 

degree to which operators are ‘community-focused’ or ‘scale-focused’ – that is, the extent to which an operator is 

focused on provision for a designated locality, or focused on scale across multiple locations. The second dimension is 

how operators constitute their business model across the for-profit to not-for-profit spectrum.  

To profile the diversity of the non-state sector, the diagram below outlines how these two dimensions interact, and 

provides some examples of operators that could broadly be classified using these criteria.  

Diagram: Types of non-state operators 
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However, it is important to emphasise that not every non-state operator can neatly be classified along these 

dimensions. Our own research for this paper uncovered several examples of operators that challenge aspects of these 

definitions – for example, operators like BRAC that have an emerging, mixed portfolio of for-profit and not-for-profit 

schools serving different populations.   

Such examples illustrate the heterogeneity of the non-state sector. For this reason, while we have sought to profile 

some of the diversity that exists, we suggest a focus on operator ‘behaviours’ rather than simply ‘type’. 

4. Identifying good practice: Socially responsible operators 
As suggested by the above overview, there are many types of non-state operators with distinct business models. The 

existing evidence suggests that – as an undifferentiated group – non-state operators do not necessarily help or hinder 

education access and quality goals, though some may be more ‘helpful’ or ‘harmful’ to certain goals than others.  

The question for governments and those looking to support the healthy development of education systems then 

becomes how to encourage the right kind of private sector growth, or, essentially, ensure that the non-state sector 

contributes positively to shared development goals. While not suggesting that any particular operator model is 

compatible or incompatible with specific policies or objectives, our core argument is that there should be a greater 

focus on the behaviours of non-state operators to reduce the risks associated with private sector expansion. We also 

suggest it would benefit the education sector if operators tried to develop common understandings of good behaviour 

and pro-actively model such principles. 

In this paper, we propose a set of behaviours that characterise ‘socially responsible’ operators in the non-state 

education sector. By socially responsible, we mean behaviours and operating principles that demonstrate a 

commitment to global education objectives for providing an equitable, quality education to every child. We believe 

that being socially responsible means displaying a combination of the following behaviours. 

4.1 Social impact-focused mission 

Socially responsible operators typically have governance structures that ensure a long-term commitment to social 

impact. This may take the form of being incorporated as a charity or not-for-profit organisation, which in many 

countries legally binds an organisation to pursuing the public benefit and prohibits owners and/or directors from 

privately benefitting from operations. It also may be written into the governance charter of organisations registered 

as a private companies – for example, social enterprises which set a cap on profits, or businesses that use a ‘double 

bottom line’ model for reporting to investors on both financial and social impact performance.  

For an operator’s social impact focus to be protected, impact goals should be written into an organisation’s charter 

rather than being dependent on individuals, so there is limited risk of the organisation changing its policies with any 

change in personnel.  

Social impact-focused mission: Oranjekloof Primary operated by Common Good, South Africa 

Oranjekloof Primary in the Western Cape was founded in 1952, and joined the ‘Collaboration Schools’ programme 
in 2015, which is a regional, public private partnership between the Western Cape Education Department and non-
state operators to bring new capacity, flexibility, and accountability into non-fee paying schools. The school is 
jointly managed by a South African NGO called Common Good21 and a consortium of community partners, and has 
an explicit, social mission is ‘to create a more equitable society’. 

The school operates a first-come, first-serve admissions policy to encourage any young people from the catchment 
area – which suffers from a lack of secondary school places – to enrol. Common Good focuses on improving school 
quality through investing in school leadership and continuous professional development for all staff, as well as 
addressing deficiencies in children’s literacy and numeracy skills. Through the collaboration schools partnership, 
the Western Cape District government pays teacher salaries and provides a per pupil grant of 2,500 ZAR ($183 
USD) per year. This means the school does not charge fees, and is prohibited from making an operating profit due 
to both the managing NGO’s governance structure and the government’s requirements of delivery partners.  
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Organisations with social impact-focused missions typically set key performance indicators (KPIs) and targets based 

on their specific goals, so that organisational success is judged as much on the strength of the organisation’s social 

performance as it is on its financial performance – if not more so. In education settings, having these goals clearly 

outlined is important to limit the tension between competing priorities such as, for example, maximising access by 

enrolling a student population that is representative of a school catchment area vs. maximising profit by enrolling 

students from families that have the highest capacity to pay. 

4.2 Commitment to positive system impact 

Operating responsibly means being aware of the impact an organisation’s actions have on the wider education system, 

and seeking to contribute positively towards local, regional, and/or national-level goals. In terms of behaviours, this 

generally means avoiding duplication by not operating schools that actively compete with or replicate existing 

provision. Practically, this may be done by placing schools in locations where government and/or communities identify 

that supply is inadequate, or where existing schools might not be well suited to meeting the needs of a particular 

population – for example, children with special educational needs.  

Furthermore, operating responsibly means being conscious of a school’s impact on local markets, and – as much as 

possible – avoiding distorting those economies. This could mean buying textbooks and other school resources locally, 

and/or hiring local staff so that communities and local businesses benefit from operations rather than facing new 

competition. Consistent with this philosophy is thinking carefully about how operations impact the teacher workforce 

– for example, is the operator providing jobs to qualified teachers who otherwise could not find work (i.e. absorbing 

excess capacity in the labour market), or causing the departure of teachers from local schools by offering a higher 

salary and better benefits? Is the operator providing high quality training and continuing professional development to 

local teachers to improve their practice, or relying on imported expertise to improve the quality of learning? These are 

important questions for operators to contemplate in relation to their staff recruitment and management practices to 

ensure operations contribute positively to the wider teacher workforce.  

Collaboration with other education sector actors – whether they be government schools and regulatory bodies, other 

non-state operators, or development partners – is critical to develop operational and pedagogic best practice. Socially 

responsible operators focus on outcomes for students across the system rather than just in their own schools, and 

hence seek to share best practice as well as learn from the experiences of others. Practically, this may mean making 

aspects of intellectual property (IP) freely available or available at low cost. It could also mean working with other 

education sector actors to skill share and develop collective resources and approaches. 

 

For operators that are committed to having a positive system impact, the end game is a stronger education system 

and the core motivation for any expansion is to help better meet education sector goals.  

  

Commitment to positive system impact: Acorn Education, South Africa  

Acorn Education is a not-for-profit school operator that, alongside Common Good (see profile above), is part of the 
Collaboration Schools partnership in the Western Cape. Acorn runs Trevor Manuel Primary near Cape Town, and 
has an explicit mission ‘to improve the quality of public education for learners from the poorest communities.’ The 
organisation does this by ‘demonstrating effective models of school management’ which could be introduced in 
other schools – for example, through trailing new models of data-driven teaching, or back-office functions like 
procurement and hiring.22  

The organisation’s very existence makes explicit its focus on improving education outcomes across the entire public 
system in South Africa, rather than just in the schools it operates. In practical terms, this means the organisation has 
to share its model and learnings to achieve its mission. 
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4.3 Transparent and accountable  

Consistent with a focus on improving wider education systems, socially responsible operators are committed to 

transparency and accountability surrounding their operations and performance. This means actively sharing 

performance data and evidence – whether positive or not – and opening up their operations to external scrutiny so 

others can understand how the model is able to achieve results.  

Commitment to transparency: Rising Academy Network, Sierra Leone & Liberia 

Rising Academy Network is a for-profit chain of low-cost, private schools founded in Sierra Leone in 2014, and an 
operator on the Partnership Schools for Liberia programme. As part of the latter public private partnership, all 
school operators are participating in a three-year, Randomised Control Trial led by external researchers to evaluate 
the performance of the programme as a whole vis-à-vis performance in government-maintained schools, as well 
as the performance of individual school operators. 

Rising links to the external report and actively discusses the midline results (released in 2017) on its website.23 In 
addition to highlighting successes, the discussion includes reflecting on some of the key challenges unearthed by 
the researchers. For example, it is acknowledged that ‘Rising was one of those operators whose unit costs were 
relatively high in Year 1’, and that these costs need to be shown to be able to fall to a level that is comparable to 
the amount typically spent in a government school in order for the programme to be truly scalable. This openness 
to being evaluated externally and discussing results is constructive in helping both the government and wider 
education sector develop an understanding of the performance and costs associated with Rising’s model.  

Acting transparently can help build trust with government and other education sector actors who are invited to 

interrogate results and causal factors. It can also help create further opportunities for cross-sector exchange and 

learning. 

5.4 Cost-effective 

Lastly, socially responsible operators are committed to using resources effectively. Particularly in resource-poor 

settings, where limited financing is available to achieve education outcomes for young people, socially responsible 

operators look at the most efficient way to convert school inputs into positive education outcomes, so these benefits 

can be extended to as many young people as possible.  

In terms of business practice, this mindset often takes the form of applying an ‘impact per dollar’ or ‘value for money’ 

analysis to operating costs. Socially responsible operators seek to understand whether the time and financial resources 

invested in delivering education are commensurate with the quality of outcomes achieved, and determine whether to 

maintain, adapt, or eliminate aspects of their programming on the basis of cost effectiveness.  

Cost effectiveness: SPARK Schools, South Africa 

SPARK is a for-profit network of private primary schools in South Africa which launched its first school in 2013. 
The network relies on technology to deliver individualised learning to pupils and help keep costs down. Fees are 
circa 21,000 Rand ($1,600 USD) per year which are considered competitive locally,24 and the network eschews 
subsidies otherwise available to private schools charging similar fees to ensure schools are not reliant on 
unpredictable government financing.25 This creates a focus on efficiency in operations to ensure schools can 
cover their full costs out of fees collected, while staying competitive vis-à-vis market rates.  

The senior management team regularly benchmark their total per pupil cost to deliver education to the 
government’s figure to ensure the model is scalable and able to influence practice in other settings.26 

Monitoring performance data alongside delivery costs is part of business-as-usual practice, and enables operators to 

speak frankly with government and other education sector actors about the costs involved in scaling particular 

activities or their entire operating models to further locations.  
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5. Conclusions & Recommendations 
As outlined in this paper, not all non-state operators are alike, and assuming they all behave in the same way or achieve 

the same impacts on the equity and quality of education provision across different contexts is out of step with reality. 

There are operators who do not see it as their responsibility to provide a quality education to all, and consequently 

may be at risk of worsening inequality in education systems if their growth is not managed alongside growth in 

provision for other segments. On the other hand, there are many non-state operators who exhibit socially responsible 

behaviours and can be seen to be contributing positively to global education goals. 

Apart from profiling the diversity of the different operators that exist, this paper has sought to outline common 

behaviours that complement global education goals for providing accessible, quality education to all. We call these 

‘socially responsible’ behaviours, and suggest that non-state operators who pro-actively model these principles help 

to minimise the risks associated with private sector expansion.  

Importantly, the behaviours we have suggested are agnostic of operators’ business models. As illustrated in the 

examples above – two of which are not-for-profit organisations and two of which are for-profit – socially responsible 

behaviour can be exhibited by education providers of different stripes. In fact, a focus purely on operator business 

models may miss whether an organisation is actually aligned with specific commissioning goals. For example, if the 

focus was placed just on not-for-profit v. for-profit models, it is possible that a not-for-profit organisation could 

operate on a high per-pupil cost basis and not offer a scalable solution to the wider education system. Whereas a more 

cost-effective, for-profit organisation contracted to meet strong equity requirements could offer a better investment.  

Hence, we suggest looking at operator behaviours – and developing a common understanding of what ‘good’ practice 

looks like in the non-state sector – may be a more pragmatic way of navigating the options that exist, and ensuring 

the risks associated with private sector expansion are minimised.  

For governments and commissioners, implementing such an approach would require developing the expertise, 

standards, and processes needed to adequately vet the non-state sector and hold it to account. We acknowledge 

developing this expertise will take time, and suggest a pragmatic, parallel step would be for non-state operators to 

begin self-regulating more by working together to develop a common understanding of good practice and pro-actively 

model these principles. We hope this paper can contribute to starting that discussion.  
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