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Introduction 
The Cameroonian society has not remained on the side-lines of the 
social transformation process that has occurred since the end of the 
Eighties in sub-Saharan Africa. Indeed, the crisis experienced by African 
societies for over a decade particularly affected the health and 
education sectors. On the one hand, this crisis has led to a substantial 
decline of public resources allocated to those sectors. On the other, it 
has impacted on the capacity of education funding in terms of cost / 
quality in the households. Degradation of public expenditure on 
education (Aerts et al., 2000) has not always made it possible to satisfy 
the growing demand for quality education.  Moreover, whereas in 
urban areas, population growth has been accompanied by increasing 
unequal access to quality education, in rural areas lack, of educational 
infrastructure continues to be a challenge for Education for All (EFA), 
even though in the Millennium Declaration, Heads of State and 
Government of Central Africa had pledged to make education 
accessible to every elementary school age children by 2015. 

This state of affairs led to many changes in the strategic 
guidelines for the promotion of education (primary, secondary, 
university and vocational), first with the State withdrawal which 
resulted in the development of private secular sector, then with the 
institution of free public primary education, but with a stronger role for 
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communities and families as to ensure quality education for their 
children. In terms of quality, the post-adjustment context has 
particularly affected the school systems with the emergence of a set of 
deviant attitudes (corruption, strengthening the system of repetition -
private schooling-, lack of teachers, lack of motivation due to lower 
income, etc..) which have polluted the schooling environment, leading  
the parents to sometimes abandon public education to turn to private 
education institutions which seems to be oriented towards better 
reconciliation of  procedural and generic knowledge with life skills, 
despite the local cost of education. Despite the abolition of fees 
payable in public primary education, parents prefer, for the purpose of 
quality education, to send their children to private institutions. These 
observations raise the questions about the interactions between the 
measures taken to promote Education for all children and quality 
requirements.  

The idea of this article arose from several researches in 
Cameroon where the decision to remove the fees in primary education 
has a social impact that contrasts with the vision of this initiative, but 
where families are also trying, in the absence of a takeover, to develop 
community strategies to ensure education for their children. This article 
examines the strategies used by households to search for quality 
education for their children, in a context of social change and new 
directions in education policy. It identifies the variables / constraints 
that they felt were most significant between economics, infrastructural, 
the educational and cultural. The article is the whole notion of quality 
education as defined by the "high" and "down" (UNESCO, 2005). It 
analyses the social implications of free education and those of the 
community schooling initiatives. 
 
1. From crisis to education policy reform 

 
 I.1. The crisis effects on the education system in Cameroon 
During the first two decades following African independence, most 
countries experienced economic growth (Banque mondiale, 1989). The 
annual growth rate of GDP was close to 4% on average. Cameroon 
booming economy was referred to as ‘‘miracle camerounais’’, (Aerts el 
al., 2000). This economic environment, coupled with internal political 
stability, had promoted a marked improvement in people's living 
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standards (Ezo'o Bizeme & Komon, 1996: 67-69). Moreover, the steady 
prices of cash crops made it possible for households to bear the costs of 
sending children to school. The massive growth of school offer, 
followed by a sharp increase in the enrolment rate (Banque mondiale, 
1989; Aerts et al., 2000) was accompanied by quite easy socio-
professional integration for high school and university graduates. The 
observed balance between employment demand and supply did not 
pose any serious problems to the youth, since vocational training 
schools were numerous and recruited young people, providing them 
with social mobility through their entry into working life or in the 
private or public sector, which constitutes a “natural outlet”. This had 
encouraged the development of the demand for education both 
quantitatively -with the evolution of enrolment- and qualitatively (with 
improved levels of education among underprivileged categories, 
although the problem had remained worrisome).   

But in the mid-1980s, an unexpected situation occurred with 
the entry of sub-Saharan countries in an era of lasting turbulence. 
Between 1981 and 1989, Sub Sahara Africa had experienced a 
cumulative decline of 21% of its gross national product (GNP). This 
resulted in an impoverishment of the populations at-risk, weakening 
their capacity to support education for younger generations 
adequately. The effects on the State were on ensuring its ability to 
continually offer quality service in the social sectors -health, education-, 
etc (Courade, 1994). This led to the design of new social role of school 
by social actors. Thus, the perception and interpretation of schooling by 
social actors had changed, since it could no longer ensure social 
mobility to all those who were concerned. For this reason the 90s often 
appear as those of schooling drops, since the school could no longer 
play its role of'' social ladder'' (Lange, 2006).   
 
I.2. New directions in education policy in the context of EFA and 
MDGs  
 Cameroon Government has made basic education a priority in 
education and development in general (Ministry of Education, 2003; 
UNICEF, 2005). This justifies all the commitments made at international 
meetings, and also the ratification of a number of treaties that enshrine 
the right to education as a fundamental right for children (Republic of 
Cameroon, 2006), including the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
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(CRC) in 1989.  Article 9 of the 1998 Framework Law makes basic 
education compulsory. On another plan, it should also be mentioned 
the establishment of an institutional and legislative framework 
conducive to the development of this sector, rightly considered as one 
of the strategic lines for national development. On-going reforms are 
aimed at ensuring not only better adaptation of children to their 
massive changing social and cultural environment, but also their social 
integration. This explains the mobilization of resources and 
development partners around this development priority. For this 
reason, one of the programmes strategic lines of UNICEF-Cameroon 
Cooperation for 2008-2012 and even the United Nations Development 
Forum with the Government of Cameroon (UNDAF) is to strengthen 
basic education in its various aspects, so as to give the child a good start 
in social life. This education promotion process has improved the 
enrolment ratio at the national level in 2007at 78%.  

In the wake of the Jomtien Conference (1990) and Dakar 
(2000), Cameroon developed strategic lines that define the new 
directions of its educational policies and related requirements of the 
MDGs. According to the Education Sector Strategy Paper, 

'' this strategy falls within the scope of the implementation of 
relevant provisions of the Constitution, the orientation laws and 
higher education, the major directions of Paper Reduction 
Strategy Paper (PRSP) as well as education in Cameroon (EFA 
FTI, MDG, etc..) in favor of education for all, especially the 
universalization of primary education as a target for the 
education system by 2015.''  

 
In this context, the Government has introduced specific measures to 
promote access of children to school - despite the population pressure 
exerted on the yet limited offer, improvement of the quality of 
education, improvement of the academic performance, improvement 
of the school governance for greater efficiency, but also the 
strengthening of education financing through an increase in the share 
of the national budget destined for this sector. The contractualization 
of temporary teachers is part of this project with the purpose to ensure 
education for all children. As part of the National EFA (EFA-NAP), these 
initiatives aim to increase enrolment of all school-age children to full 
time quality education.    
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Despite these efforts, enrolments’ analyses show that the 
system is marked with disparities (Mimche and Lahaye, 2007). In 
general, it can be observed that school attendance is influenced by 
various factors that limit access of all children to quality education. 
These include issues relating to gender, geographical access to available 
offers, cultural and financial accessibility and the quality of education in 
general (Republic of Cameroon, 2006, p.212). The persistence of these 
inequalities has led the authorities to define certain regions 
experiencing significant problems with retention and access to the 
education system as prime education zones (Mimche and Lahaye, 
2007). To meet the increasing education demand, the sector also 
benefited from the liberalization policy which resulted in the 
proliferation of private non-denominational schools. Thus, it is 
understood that the years following Jomtien and Dakar are 
characterized by the withdrawal of State and the development of 
business practice in the education sector (Lange, 2006). In the cities, it 
is more of secular private schools, meanwhile in rural areas, community 
schools are predominant. Moreover, in order to facilitate access for all 
children to basic education and thereby achieving the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs) relating to education, the Government 
took the initiative in 2000 to remove the school fees in basic education. 
However, successive reforms aimed at improving basic education and 
their expansions were implemented over the years, but their expected 
effects still could   not drastically change the system. This has often led 
families to develop new strategies in education in order to ensure 
access of their children to education or to quality education.  
 
II. The development of private offer: a response to an unmet social 
need, faced with quality challenges  
 
II. 1. Withdrawal of State and development of the national education 
field   
Like many other countries worldwide, Cameroon recognizes the right to 
education as a fundamental human right, as stipulated by a set of legal 
instruments. The effectiveness of this law ensures that all citizens in 
general are given the opportunity to participate in community life, by 
building their own personality, while contributing to national 
development. However, its implementation remains subject to a set of 
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conditionality relating to the political, economic, demographic, social 
and cultural development of the national education system (MINEDUC, 
2001). Thus, the situation of basic education remains a matter of 
concern in Cameroon where there is a weakness of parental education 
for young children, a primary enrolment rates lower than 50% 
especially in the Far North and East regions, with gender discrimination, 
as well as increased repetition and dropout rates (Republic of 
Cameroon, UNICEF, 2000).  

In accordance with Article 29 of the CRC, the country is 
committed to enrol all school-age children including boys and girls. In 
Article 9, the Framework Law on Education3 makes primary education 
compulsory. Unfortunately, successive reforms aimed at improving 
basic education and their expansions were implemented over the 
years, but their expected effects still could   not drastically change the 
system.  In the formal sector, access and completion rates are still far 
from the expectations. This is why many school-age children do not 
have access to formal basic education. There are also inadequacies in 
the provision of formal education (Aerts & al. 2000), a situation which is 
often compounded with the development of PTAs which have got to 
take on heavy responsibilities for ensuring quality education for 
children. Despite government efforts to improve the (basic) education 
sector, the expansion of primary education in Cameroon was hindered 
with the economic crisis of the mid-80s, causing a high rate of 
deschooling. Deficit and low qualification of the teachers, their uneven 
geographical distribution and poor working conditions contributed to a 
drastic decrease as in quality of teaching as well as access to education 
in areas yet traditionally under-educated and not easily accessible. 
Thus, the limited offer of formal education caused field actors and 
communities to promote non-formal approaches to education as an 
alternative to provide children marginalised from education with equal 
access to quality basic education.   
 
II.2. How the community schools came into existence 
This has forced the civil society and communities stakeholders to 
promote non-formal approaches to education as an alternative to 
provide children marginalised from education with equal access 
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opportunity to quality basic education. The latters are found in 
Community Pre-school Centres (CPC) and Non-Formal Basic Education 
Centres (CEBNF) on the one hand, and in Koranic schools on the other. 
This initiative should enable each child  receive basic education 
(UNICEF, Republic of Cameroon, 2001), in accordance with the 
objectives of the World Children Summit   held in New York in 1990, the 
recommendations of the Jomtien Conference (1990) and the World 
Summit on Education in Dakar (2000). According to studies by 
ERNWACA in 2006 supported by UNICEF, the results show that there 
are still those of adolescents who use this form of basic education to 
avoid marginalization (UNICEF, 2007). In this sector, there are still two 
types of education: an education close to formal education provided in 
the CPCs and CEBNFs, and another in Koranic schools, especially within 
the Muslim communities in the country.  

About the creation circumstances of these centres, the 
initiative is fundamentally motivated by the concerns of the community 
to respond to a demand and a significant need for education and 
literacy. These structures arise from a pressing demand for schooling of 
preschool and school age small children and teens, in a context where 
the offer was often lacking. In this sense, they reflect the concerns of 
communities that introduce them and NGOs that support them, which 
is to enable communities for long marginalized from the national 
development challenges to affirm their membership in a national 
community and therefore their integration in this social entity. 
Furthermore, non-formal basic education centres are specific in each of 
the localities studied, some specificity in its physical functionality, and 
educational equipment, to the extent that, in contrast to formal 
schools, they are a pure creation of the Community.  

In most communities that have implemented such a framework 
of socialization of children, we often find that the quality of education is 
a major challenge. The profile of teachers is often low. Similarly, the 
quality of training is not acceptable, for lack of a consistent and 
permanent remuneration. Despite reducing the financial burden of 
schooling on parents, the communalization of private educational 
institutions is therefore accompanied by deterioration in the quality of 
education, which is a new challenge for knowledge access. In this sense, 
new social inequalities emerge, not in terms of the school attendance 
opportunity, but in terms of equipment for access to quality 
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knowledge. Given the role played by education in uneven development, 
this can constitute a major handicap for the sustainable development 
of user communities.  

Given the physical and pedagogical functionalities of 
community schools, we should rightly be preoccupied with issues 
relating to quality requirements in the current context. In fact, do the 
efforts to universal enrolment of children, through the development of 
community-type activities in education, succeed in combining quantity 
and quality? Does the desire to enrol all school age children, even in the 
most precarious context, really enable communities to provide their 
offspring with quality education that would also permit them to be 
competitive in the job market? What are the issues of such community 
involvement in the development strategies of the education sector and 
on the quality of schooling for children? In the light of the reproduction 
theory, it is now clear that an analysis of the real issues of this 
alternative to EFA shows that these initiatives reinforce inequalities 
between communities, to the extent that the quality of education will 
now depend on the capacity of communities - already suffering from an 
implicit form of marginalization - to raise funds, and generates political 
elites, transforming their demographic capitals into political resources. 
These are capitals they do not always have, and that affect the quality 
of education provided for children, limiting their chances for social 
mobility. Today, it is conceivable that with the changes that have 
affected the education system, the development of private offer and 
the improvement of quality in this sub-sector becomes a factor of 
unequal access to knowledge, as the public (urban) schools seems to 
evolve into  institutions for the poor.  
 
II.3. Development of private offer: opportunities and constraints 
Today in Cameroon, private-type teaching is in real evolution (Djamé et 
al., 2000). According to the School Map of 2007, on 12 505 primary 
schools registered, there were 9,000 public schools against, 1,226 
primary schools and 479 private secular community schools (Ministry of 
Basic Education, 2007). In the context of crisis in the public education 
system, private schools have gained good credibility rating with 
communities. Under the combined effect of democratization and 
liberalization of development policies, the education field is 
experiencing a significant change through the growing number of 
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private secular institutions. Unlike public schools, those in private, 
because of their operating model and organization as well as their 
economic stakes, are bound by the quality education demands. As 
concerns the performance of these institutions, it is obvious that they 
hold the upper hand. Since a number of years, the ranking of schools 
based on success rates in the various examinations made by the 
Ministry in charge of education at the end of each academic year 
positions private institutions at the top. This may justify the growing 
option of families for private institutions.  

Despite the difficulties that private education may face and the 
financial burden that it represents for some families, it still remains a 
better option for some reasons including:  

 Religious or moral reasons, first in the case of denominational 
education and perhaps ²more significantly for the Islamic and 
Protestant than for Catholics. These reasons go beyond the 
simple concern for children with learning the Scriptures, Koran 
or Bible, they rather respond to moral concerns; learning 
behaviour and respect of certain rules of life. In the Muslim 
environment, this issue is particularly concerned with girls 
whose schooling is often accepted only if they follow a "code" 
of conduct, and even clothing.  

 Demand for quality, individual monitoring, especially for 
families choosing secular or  Catholic teaching. This 
requirement is often satisfied by limiting class sizes, enabling a 
more personalized instruction and attention. Public schools 
classrooms are often  overcrowded and teachers, who are 
civil servants, are more often absent and unconcerned  with 
the success of their students, while the need for effectiveness is 
more prevalent in the private sector (which must meet the 
satisfaction of families who fund it).  

 Lack of public schools, the school map shows glaring gaps, 
particularly in rural areas (that confirms the weakness of 
certain regional school enrolment), and families do not have 
other option than to create local school within or near their 
villages. 
Although the proliferation of private schools came as a 

response to the issue of quality education in Cameroon, the financial 
burden of these institutions are not always accessible to everyone. 
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Entire families would thus be financially and physically unable to 
provide quality  education for their children because of their precarious 
living conditions and poverty. Even though generally in rural areas 
(especially in the northern part of the country) the managers of these 
institutions consider the households conditions, the situation seems 
more critical in the cities. Private schools would now only welcome   
children from the "upper class" whose income level allows them to 
provide for "luxury education" to their offspring.  
 
III. Family and enrolments in Cameroon: towards new strategies for 
quality education  
In the wake of  Structural Adjustment Programs (SAPs) that have 
caused the subsequent decline of the state  full support to certain 
sectors (health, education, employment, ...) which have always come 
under its responsibility, families and communities  adapted to this new 
situation by becoming directly involved in these sectors now left to 
them. In terms of education, new strategies are developed by parents 
and families to optimize and to provide their offspring with decent 
education4.  
 
III.1. The role of Parents- Teachers ‘Associations (PTAs) in the schools 
management   
To overcome the recurrent financial and educational difficulties faced 
by schools, parents were asked to participate in their running. Lange 
(2006) emphasized that the collective participation of families in the 
school management is expressed through Parents-Teachers’ 
Associations (PTA) and the School Management Committees (CGE). 
Today, they exist in all primary schools. Both in cities and in rural areas, 
PTAs play palliative roles within institutions. Parents, as well as teachers 
and students, are partners in the fulfilling of the headmasters’ role. 
Their importance in the management became significant after the crisis 
which resulted in budgetary cuts in the education sector and in the 
State support to educational needs. Now it is with the complicity of 
parents and mainly PTAs that the everyday school life is managed. 

                                                 
4
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ORSTOM, 1995.  
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Although PTAs do not exist in all schools and educational institutions, 
the general tendency is to consider these associations as significant 
supports, or else, as better partners for the management of the 
schools. It is in this sense that the PTA system was established as well 
as parents meetings. These meetings may be special meetings or 
regular meetings during which a range of issues affecting the school 
quality and life are discussed. It is also after these meetings that 
decisions are made to recruit temporary personnel in public 
institutions, the latter being supported financially by the PTAs. 
Similarly, these meetings involve representatives of the community 
(community leaders, religious leaders) and the administrative 
authorities. PTA meetings, in which principals/headmasters are 
members, identify problems (food, discipline, students’ lateness, 
availability of teaching and administrative staff, operating equipment, 
etc.) faced by children and find adequate solutions to them. According 
to some heads of public institutions, in the absence of the ‘minimum 
package’ offered by State, the PTA bears an important share of the 
operating school costs. Therefore, and as some people and school 
officials believe, PTAs have become major actors in the education 
management.   

Almost underground at the beginning, PTAs today appear as 
privileged partners of the authorities in charge of schools or secondary 
institutions. Institutional recognition of PTAs indeed benefited from the 
context of the establishment of freedoms of association of the 1990s, 
following the advent of multiparty politics. These associations function 
as interfaces between parents and school authorities. When 
considering the context in which these associations have emerged, it 
appears that they are there to respond to lack of full support of 
education by authorities, given the contribution of parents in the 
functioning of schools. Since the SAPs required the withdrawal of the 
State in this area yet strategic for the development of the country, 
communities had to organize in order to provide education for their 
offspring by releasing substantial efforts. Thus, the resources hoarded 
within the PTAs serves to strengthen the finance of institutions and 
education. While these institutions no longer benefiting from 
subsequent means from public authorities, the effort of the PTAs allows 
them to take over the payment of temporary teachers, equip 
themselves with educational supplies, set up health canteens, etc.   
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The role of PTAs is not limited to financial and physical 
dimensions, though it should not be underestimated, however. They 
also mediate the relationship of students with their parents on a 
regular basis throughout the school year. Parents are summoned by the 
schools’ authorities in case of indiscipline of their children, and are also 
invited to educational or disciplinary meetings. From the opening of a 
school year to its closure and on a regular basis, parents are informed 
of the behaviour of their children as well as their performance. Today, 
the creation of PTAs is strongly encouraged by the authorities who felt 
the public interest in it. In short, parents have become more than just 
the "users of a public education service" (Duru-Bellat and Van Zanten, 
2002: 184). Moreover, the involvement of parents and communities, as 
well as their participation in schools operations are one of the other 
strategic driving forces of the school improvement initiatives in 
Cameroon5. The school management committees, whose membership 
includes parents and community members among others, are among 
the characteristics of projects and programmes that met the preference 
of most donors in the 1990s. The importance of parents and 
communities-in fact civil society at large-for achieving education for all 
was reaffirmed at the World Education Forum in Dakar in 2000 
(Verspoor, 2005). 
   
III.2. Social conditions of teachers and new forms of education funding 
by households  
Since the late 1990s, the working conditions of teachers have changed 
for the worse6. The economic crisis that shook the country has deeply 
affected the purchasing power of teachers whose salary was split 
almost in half. Such a situation has caused the educational personnel to 
suffer poverty. Since he was affected psychologically, the teacher could 
no longer find his bearings of former days, and is now grappling with a 
society that gives him just very little consideration. To cope with this 
new situation, the teacher would adopt some strategies for survival. No 
longer truly having the heart in the task, the teacher would now offer 
its services to the private sector. The proliferations of so-called 

                                                 
5
As for the Northern part of Cameroon, read Alawadi Zelao, « Elite, éducation 

et développement local au Nord-Cameroun », Revue Internationale des sciences 

humaines et sociales, Vol. 2, n° 2, 2008, pp. 42-69.  
6
 Particularly teachers from the public sector. 
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temporary teachings or repetitions arise therefore within this context 
where the teachers, increasingly precarious, are forced to maximize 
their month-end income. The teachers’ dedications have declined, as 
well as the quality of teaching whose consistency has lost credibility.  
Low standards students’ results in their multiple repeating of years and 
poor results. To enhance these standards, parents were brought 
gradually to provide additional efforts in education offer. Thus, 
depending on their income level, parents would provide their children 
with repetitions at home, while those of the parents with substantial 
means would send theirs to private schools (though expensive) where 
education is of quality.  Specific to secondary education at the 
beginning, the private teaching phenomenon has generalized to the 
entire education system in Cameroon and particularly to primary 
schools where it is the teachers who often offer their services to 
students, when they do not simply decide to merchandise products 
within the school.  
  In many schools, teachers market products parallel to their 
duty or require their students to purchase them, for them to '' 
supplement their income”. All forms of accumulation are aimed at 
‘‘making ends meet.'' These different survival strategies that reflect the 
uneasy condition of the teacher are also reflected in the quality of 
education, with the malfunctions that affect the nature of the teaching 
provided. This is an aspect of the privatization of education specific to 
the current context and that "leads to the involvement of markets and 
individual initiative in the provision of educational services" (Vonikur, 
2006). Education is thus transformed into business by the public actors 
who are exploiting it for financial considerations. In any event, the 
deterioration of the working conditions of teachers has deeply affected 
the quality of education in Cameroon with the privatization of this 
sector as immediate effect. Most parents feel more than before the 
need for heavy investment in education to achieve the outcome 
expected. The teachers’ behaviour, which tends to privatize their 
services, is part of an overall social environment that does not offer him 
all the necessary conditions for the optimal performance. This raises 
the question of the promotion and provision of quality education in the 
Cameroonian context today. 
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III.3. Towards new strategies for family education: the paradox of 
'free education'  
Since 2000, the abolition of fees payable in primary education has been 
recognized by governments. But, it was socially designed by policy 
makers as the institutionalization of 'free'7 primary education in 
Cameroon. This institutional arrangement was returning in line with the 
fundamental law of Cameroon that provides for the compulsory nature 
of education. Logically, free educational provision at primary level also 
underpinned the philosophy of Education for All (EFA). This was 
therefore an important effort that the State was willing to keep pace 
with in order to cope with the international guidelines recommended in 
the Jomtien Declaration in 19908. If 'free education' was unanimously 
welcomed by the Cameroonian population, it should be recognized that 
its implementation has not eliminated the bulk of the problems that 
have always been facing public schools. Educationally and physically as 
well as financially, difficulties still persist. In places and sometimes 
between regions, it should be noted that “free education" has 
sometimes exacerbated existing problems and created some others. 
Indeed, to support the effectiveness of free education at primary level, 
the government endows institutions, especially at the beginning of the 
school year, with what they refer to as "minimum package"9 which 
should allow for the launching of the new school year and the running 
of those institutions on a certain period. If such a provision is essential, 
it however remains inadequate given the problems it raises. In general, 
this "minimum package" always reaches the institutions with 
considerable delay. In the meantime, schools are generally run with the 
resources provided by the parents, but that cannot really allow for 
quality education.  

                                                 
7
 We refer to this concept for analysis needs, so as to account for a social 

expression, an initiative or political      

   reforms. 
8
 Cf.  EFA follow-up Annual Report, Education for all. Demand for quality, 

Paris, UNESCO, 2004.   
9
 The "minimum package" is a set of didactic materials (manuals, chalks, school 

outfits, slate…) that the Ministry of basic education (MINEDUB) allocates to 

school establishments at the beginning of each school year. It was instituted in 

2001 within the framework of the "exemption from payment” conceded by the 

authorities.   

  



Honore Mimche & Alawadi                      345 

 

The allocation of the "minimum package" does not often take 
into consideration size of each institution and is conducted irrespective 
of objectiveness and transparency, and this justifies the complaints of 
some principals, which castigate the discriminatory nature of this 
"minimum package allocation". Often, the "minimum package" is 
mismanaged or squandered by certain corrupted heads of institutions 
thereby hindering the effective and efficient functioning of their 
institutions. The mediocrity of some schools may well have its roots in 
the advent of "free education" which rather induced pernicious effects 
on the education system. Because it occurs in an institutional context 
undermined by practices of "corruption", the "free education" has not 
always been a factor to boost the quality of education even though 
some growth in school population in urban and rural areas can be 
observed. If at first, families must have felt any relief in the education 
expenses of their offspring, they experienced disillusion very quickly. 
Families increasingly faced the many demands of institutions that have 
serious difficulties in their running. "Free education" promoted by the 
authorities has instead increased difficulties in the various schools, to 
be solved by parents. This will require new strategies for families that 
now have to increase their savings to support the education of their 
children.  

These new strategies expressed more among poor families. 
Actors met in the field, whether education professionals or parents' 
representatives and NGOs, are questioning the effect of the official 
discourse on 'free education’. They find that it generates expectations, 
very often unmet, compared with the State contribution in education 
funding. Parents hardly understand that they have to recruit and pay 
teachers as well as bearing the operating costs of the school to 
compensate for the "minimum package" which comes late very often. 
In this regard, a thorough reflection on the message conveyed by the 
discourse on 'free education’ and its impact on the perception of the 
school should be conducted. This should result in the readjustment of 
the discourse on education funding and better information for front-
line actors (professional education) on the messages to communicate.  
There have been some confusion on the ground about the roles and 
prerogatives of Parents Teachers’ Associations and School Councils, in 
connection with the school funding and the actions to implement for its 
operation and results to be improved, and it is worth of quick 
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clarification (Mimche and Lahaye, 2007). These social issues of 'free 
education' result in the development of new relationships between 
families and schools, particularly through the ways children's schooling 
should be addressed, and the social perception of its utility. 
  The proliferation of socio-professional associations (hawkers, 
truck pushers, auctions dealers) and tontines in Cameroonian cities 
today falls within this framework, where families develop new surviving 
habits to meet the constraints of the deprived socio-economic 
situation.  These associations function as financial institutions where 
members hoard small economies. These are safe places for investment 
and where the withdrawal method remains highly fluid. Tontines in 
Cameroon proliferated in the wake of the CFA franc devaluation in 
1994 where civil servants salaries were reduced to a minimum. Within 
families, a process of roles recasting took place and resulted to the 
repositioning of women as key in the household (Mimche, 2009: 63-87). 
Today, in most families, women occupy top position in the 
management of children's education. Moreover, given the context of 
crisis, families have converted in the various income generating 
activities. The monthly salary could no longer ensure the satisfaction of 
all the family needs, and consequently, households invested in the 
informal sector to manage the harshness of daily life. This 
reorganization of the families was especially aided or caused by the 
State’s abandonment of areas that once came within its kind remit. 
Despite the increasing rise of unemployment and the mismatch 
between education and employment, it is the “school anyway" option 
(Mvesso, 1998) that now haunts most Cameroonian families. This 
explains the adaptation strategies to the new context marked by a sort 
of "privatization" of education. 
  
IV-Free and global education quality  
The promotion of quality education constitutes today a fundamental 
requirement of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). This goal is 
to provide all children including boys and girls around the world, with 
the means to enable them complete a primary school full course by 
2015. This was the prior consideration that Cameroon was having in 
instituting free primary education in 2001 to keep pace with the 
international provision of the World Bank.   
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IV.1. The issue of free education in the school functionality in a 
context of EFA / MDG  
Since the implementation of free education in primary schools, the 
functioning of the institutions did not really improve. Although the 
demand for schooling has increased drastically, the quality of education 
is still far from the objectives.  Public schools are still facing serious 
difficulties as well in the control of enrolments as in providing quality 
education to students.  Free education in primary schools has 
generated a ripple effect on the rush to education. Since then, 
institutions have continued to welcome growing numbers of students 
over the years. In large cities like Yaounde / Douala as well as in 
outskirts, the overcrowded school issue arises acutely today. Indeed, 
the free primary school policy did not take into account the subsequent 
consequences of such a measure. Of course beyond that this provision 
would result in a high school demand, the authorities also needed to 
ensure that the quality education would not suffer any backlash. 
Indeed, in overcrowded classrooms, lack of school benches is not likely 
to promote optimal school performance. This has a direct impact on the 
results of these schools.  

Today, recurrent repeating of courses as well as abandonment 
at primary level especially in rural areas is the result of a school 
environment not conducive to keeping students in school. Although the 
situation is less critical in private schools which have implemented good 
management in enrolments, the public schools are unable so far to 
stem the growth of students. Given the failure of the public sector, 
staffing does not seem to be the major concern of the school 
authorities. Corruption and favouritism practices that they develop are 
not favourable to the quest for performance and even quality. Thus, 
enrolment in public schools would now be at the mercy of haggling and 
practices that are far from being guarantees for "quality education".  

Moreover, in areas where education does not seem to be the 
priority of the population especially in the northern regions, free 
education has enhanced the anti-school behaviour of some parents. In 
fact, in the popular understanding, free primary education meant the 
withdrawal of parents supporting the education of their offspring. Since 
then, for many parents, free school means that they would no longer 
have to make as much effort as in the past. In these regions, the school 
authorities face serious difficulties in raising partnership with parents 
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who are not always quick to pay a penny. Definitely, free education has 
created a consciousness of irresponsibility among parents who do not 
understand that education is an investment of time and everything 
takes time. Attitudes to schooling are yet not the same in all groups. 
Indeed, the Yaounde populations are from backgrounds where 
education does not arise in terms of choice, but in terms of quality. 
However, those of Maroua still need to be convinced of the benefits of 
schooling (Bile, 2009: 351-365).  

The conclusion is that free education has not always brought 
appropriate solutions to education problems related to the primary 
education in Cameroon. As for the staff, it is usually part time teachers 
that populate most schools today. While waiting for a hypothetical 
integration in the public service, temporary teachers, yet a large 
number of primary school teachers, are working under precarious and 
very unsatisfactory conditions. Usually paid on a grant from the EPA, 
part time teachers are not getting the same good wage as their 
colleagues who are integrated and taken into balance in the treasury. 
Psychologically affected, and languishing under the family 
responsibilities burden, the part time teachers are hardly committed. 
The working conditions of those teachers reflect the quality of 
education, on the school outputs and on the student’s performance.  
 
IV.2. Rethinking the issue of 'free' primary education: political 
discourse on education and social echo  
Set up institutionally, the 'free’ primary education has not only brought 
in solutions, but it has also given ways to other problems that we have 
tried to sketch in the preceding lines. "Free" education accepted by the 
authorities follows a set of requirements supported and promoted by 
donors (World Bank, UNESCO...). Public authorities should ensure that 
'free' education does not affect the ability of each individual to have 
access to education or quality education. In this perspective, free 
education policy would still address the problem of financing education 
in African countries today. 'Free' primary education can be effective 
when embodied in a social environment where partnership between 
the society and government is an obvious reality. The effective 
participation of communities is a convincing proof of quality education 
in a context marked by the decentralization of educational offers. Thus, 
financing education, with the idea of human capital creation for 
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individuals, and the collective social capital for the externalities created 
by education, contributes to the direction of development goals and 
the fight against poverty. EFA goals therefore address a policy 
development objective (Cling et al., 2002), through the followings:  

 Facilitate access of the poor to opportunities and resources 
(higher spending on education, health, basic infrastructure, 
etc.). 

 Encourage the creation of social networks for the most isolated 
and monitor their participation in society (decentralization, 
information, participatory process, etc...), thus promoting 
individual responsibility; and 

 Reduce vulnerability (access to health, political and economic 
participation, development of insurance, facilitates their access 
to credit, targeted aid, food security, etc...).  

 
Conclusion: the challenge of quality education  
'Free' primary education tends to reinforce unequal access to quality 
education among different social groups. While the State claims to have 
addressed the concerns of the society as a whole, new practices that 
promote disparities have arisen. Today, particularly in urban areas, the 
sons of rich families do no longer go to public schools, they instead 
prefer private schools where the conditions exist for quality education. 
As for poor families, the only option they have is sending their children 
to overstaffed institutions, where the teaching corps (those who 
underwent trainings) is lacking skills. Consequently, providing free 
education does not guarantee effectiveness and efficiency for 
individuals, neither does it give some of them,  a right for quality 
education beyond their social position. In other words, as Brucy and 
Ropé (2000) pointed out, "is it just enough to enrol" for the education 
to benefit all at the same levels? The role of the public authorities 
should not just be limited to institutional and managerial education. 
Taking into account the social, economic and religious environment is 
an important factor for regulating education, if we want to provide 
each individual with quality education. Because "The recognition of 
dominated cultures, the reform of their substance, the adaptation of 
teaching methods, regardless of their necessity and urgency, do no 
guarantee democracy in education, as long as social inequalities are still 
the factors that determine access to the various education structures " 
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(Kohlet and Wacquant, 1985: 9). Such a challenge needs to be placed in 
the centre of educational issues adapted to the pursuit and promotion 
of education for all and quality education. Otherwise, such 
‘‘trumpeted’’ free education implemented today, may in reality appear 
as a screen for new problems inherent to the Cameroon educational 
context.  
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