
Part 3:  Part 3:  How well are our learners doing?How well are our learners doing?
A guide to evaluating and improving learners’A guide to evaluating and improving learners’

understanding, attainment and wider achievementsunderstanding, attainment and wider achievements

Evaluating and improving the quality of educationEvaluating and improving the quality of education

MINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND SPORTSMINISTRY OF EDUCATION AND SPORTS
DIRECTORATE OF EDUCATION STANDARDS



How well are our learners doing?                 Evalua  ng and improving the quality of educa  on 

     Directorate of Education Standards          Ministry of Education and Sports

All rights reserved for MoES
© 2012

Designed and Printed by: 
SUSE PRINTERS & CO. LTD

Tel: 0772-021709, 0772-588155
Email: suse88@hotmail.com



How well are our learners doing?                Evalua  ng and improving the quality of educa  on 

     Directorate of Education Standards          Ministry of Education and Sports 1

Table of contents         Page

Foreword           2

Introduction Evaluating and improving the quality of education   3

Section 1: How to use this guide       4

Section 2: Taking a closer look at learning and achievement   6
       How do we know if young people have learned?
        What do we mean by ‘understanding’ and ‘attainment’?
        Looking at learners’ progress
        Looking at examination and test results
        Taking drop-out rates into account
        Looking at records of continuous assessment
        Looking at broader achievements beyond examination results and 
        classwork

Section 3: Evaluating learners’ understanding and attainment    13
       How well are learners doing in school and national examinations?
        How many learners complete school?
        How well are learners progressing in their classwork?
        To what extent is the school successful in helping all learners to do as 
        well as they can?
        What next? 

Section 4: Helping learners to do better      17

Appendix 1: Workshop on evaluating attainment in primary schools  19
       Activity 1: Looking at the evidence from school assessments
        Activity 2: Looking at completion rates
        Activity 3: Looking at examination results 

Appendix 2: The quality indicator relating to learners’ understanding and  21 
  attainment 

Appendix 3: For further reading, acronyms and acknowledgements  22

   



How well are our learners doing?                 Evalua  ng and improving the quality of educa  on 

     Directorate of Education Standards          Ministry of Education and Sports2

Foreword

Over the last decade the Ugandan Government has prioritised quality education for all as 
a key national priority. We have made good progress in establishing universal primary and 
secondary education and have been committed to improving the quality of education for 
all learners. We have published our expectations in the manual on Basic Requirements and 
Minimum Standards (BRMS). All districts, education establishments, foundation bodies 
and governing bodies should be working to achieve these standards. Indeed, they should 
be striving not only to meet these standards, but to provide a quality of education that goes 
beyond the minimum expectations identifi ed. Quality improvement is the overall priority of 
the Ministry of Education and Sports (MoES).

This series of booklets aims to help schools and other education establishments improve 
the quality of their work by focusing on the needs of learners. Learners are at the centre of 
the work of every school, sub-county and district.  The Directorate of Education Standards 
(DES) has produced these guides to help education professionals improve the experiences 
and achievements of learners in schools and technical/vocational institutions. Improvements 
in learners’ experiences will only be achieved if all the key players work closely together on 
these shared goals.  DES therefore anticipates that, for example, DES inspectors,
local government inspectors, coordinating centre tutors (CCTs), headteachers, foundation/
governing bodies and education specialists working in international and non-governmental 
organisations will use these guides to support improvement in the education institutions 
with which they work. 

I wish to express my appreciation to all those who have contributed to the development 
of these booklets. Consultants within the Directorate of Education Standards initiated and 
coordinated the work with considerable support from Link Community Development and 
Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO). Particular thanks are due to those who were consulted 
and contributed to the editing process, notably district inspectors, headteachers, Link
Community Development and VSO offi cers.

Finally, I urge all stakeholders in the education sector to engage fully with the improvement 
agenda. The booklets will help you to: 

• evaluate the quality of education you provide;

• identify and address the gaps;

• identify key strengths on which to build; and

• select priorities for improvement to include in your improvement plans.

I commend the booklets to all of you in the education sector who have the shared goal of 
improving the learning experiences and achievements of our children and young people. 
 

Hon. Major (Rtd) Jessica Alupo (M.P)

Minister of Education and Sports
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Introduction to the series

Evaluating and improving the quality of education

Learners are at the centre of the work of every school, sub-county and district.  This series of 
guides by the Directorate of Education Standards (DES) aims to help education professionals 
improve the experiences and achievements of learners in schools and business, technical 
and vocational institutions (BTVET). Each guide covers a key area of the school’s work, one 
with a major and positive impact on the learning, achievements, safety and happiness of 
young people. Guides can be used in any order, to address the specifi c needs and priorities 
of individual schools. 

Each guide explains how your school or district can:

• evaluate the quality of education you provide;
• identify key strengths on which to build;
• identify gaps between what you are aiming for and actual practice; and
• select priorities, target and measures of success to include in your improvement plan.

Who are the guides for?

This series of guides is for use by the following groups of people.

• Headteachers and school staff (primary, secondary and BTVET)
• Members of governing bodies, including Foundation bodies
• Local government offi cials responsible for quality assurance and improvement
• Tutors in primary and national teachers’ centres, both pre-service and outreach
• Ministry offi cials, including national inspectors working for DES
• Education specialists working in international and non-governmental organisations
• Associations for headteachers and other education professionals

How can the guides help you in your work?

Each guide can be used to:

• identify areas of focus for support supervision, performance review and inspection;
• provide topics for discussion at meetings with learners and staff;
• select priorities for improvement to include in the school/sub-county/district 
 improvement plan, and to strengthen performance agreements at sub-county level;
• train education professionals at all levels within the system;
• provide advice about educational priorities to a range of audiences; 
• evaluate, monitor and report on the quality of education in individual schools, within
 local areas and across the country as a whole;
• encourage consistent, valid and reliable  approaches to evaluation among all education
 professionals working at local and national level; and
• foster partnerships among education professionals.

Each guide is based on a group of quality indicators (QIs) taken from the Handbook for School 
Inspectors, Education Standards Agency 2005, and refers to Basic Requirements and Minimum 
Standards (BRMS), MoES March 2010.
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Section 1: How to use this guide

You should not try to work through the entire guide at one time. Each section has a specifi c focus.

Section 1: explains how different groups of people working in education can use the   
  guide to help them evaluate and support schools, and contribute to improvement.

Section 2: explains why learners’ achievements are important and describes how to take
  a closer look at understanding, attainment and wider achievement.

Section 3: asks questions about understanding and attainment for use in evaluation and
  when identifying strengths and areas for improvement. The questions relate 
  to specifi c features which inspectors look for when they visit schools (quality
  indicators).

Section 4: suggests actions which schools can take to improve learners’ achievements.
  It also provides guidance for inspectors and CCTs in their work to help schools
  to improve.

The guide also makes reference to BRMS. BRMS outlines the key aspects of provision 
which schools should have in place to provide a basic standard of education. Schools 
which are already meeting most of these requirements should use the guides to improve 
their practice beyond BRMS standards so that the education they provide is of good quality. 
The guides focus on making improvements in key aspects of learning, teaching and achievement. 

You should use each guide fl exibly and choose the sections which are most relevant to your 
current priorities. Here are some suggestions for use.

Target group Use Suggested activities

Headteachers,

deputy headteachers,

senior education

assistants (SEAs),

senior staff and

CCTs

In support

supervision

•   Choose a specifi c issue from the guide related 
     to an area of focus which you wish to monitor.
•   Select a group of questions from Section 3
     which cover the aspects you are interested in.
•   If necessary, adjust the wording to suit your needs.
•   Use the questions to help you plan your 
     supervision and to identify strengths and areas
     for improvement in what you observe. Praise
     teachers where you fi nd strengths. Record what 
     you have found.
•   Use BRMS and the rest of this guide to help you
     and your teachers plan for improvement.

CCTs and 

headteachers

In training and CPD •   Choose a specifi c issue from the guide when
     planning training for teachers, e.g. on aspects 
     of BRMS.
•   Select a group of questions from Section 3
     which cover the aspects you are interested in.
      If necessary, adjust the wording to suit your needs.
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The purpose of these guides is to help teachers build on their strengths, develop their 
professional skills and grow in confi dence. These guides should not be used to criticise or 
demoralise teachers. Petty fault-fi nding does not encourage people to improve their practice. 
In fact, they may become resistant to efforts to help them to change. Teachers carry out a 
diffi cult job in diffi cult circumstances. The purpose of these guides is to help headteachers, 
CCTs and inspectors support, advise and guide the teachers with whom they work.

Of course, when very poor teaching places learners’ education at risk, you must deal with 
it fi rmly, working with the governing body/district to take action as necessary.

You may also fi nd it helpful to refer to the following publications:
Guidelines on Teacher Professionalism and Competences, ESA/MoES 2005
Competence Profi le for the Primary School Teacher in Uganda, MoES 2011
Primary School Teachers’ Training Manual, USAID/Unity/MoES 2010 (This manual is used for the 
Certifi cate of profi ciency in teaching)

•    You can use some of the questions as discussion

     topics for group activities, perhaps using 

      approaches like think/pair/share.

•    Ask the people you are training to evaluate 

     their own school practice, using the questions, 

     and develop a plan for improvement.

Headteachers,

governing bodies, 

CCTs, local government 

inspectors and AAs

In school performance

review and school 

improvement 

planning

•   Select some of the questions in Section 3 to 
     help you  evaluate the quality of education in
     your school.
•   Add the areas for improvement to your plan.
•    Use Section 4 to identify strategies for improvement.

Headteachers and

governing bodies

When monitoring 

specifi c aspects of 

school provision and

practice

•   Choose a specifi c issue from the guide related 

     to an area of focus which you wish to monitor.

•   Select a group of questions from Section 3 

     which cover the aspects you are interested in.

•    If necessary, adjust the wording to suit your needs.

•    Use the questions to help you plan your  monitoring,

      make judgements about quality,  record what you

       have found and report to the governing body/district.

•    Use BRMS to help you and your teachers work

     on the areas for improvement.

Headteachers 

and senior staff

When involving

learners, staff or

parents in evaluating 

and improving the 

work of the school

•   Select a few questions which are about issues

     which matter to learners.

•   Rephrase or translate them so they are in the

      kind of language learners and parents would use.

•    Discuss in meetings for learners, staff or parents

     and identify strengths and areas for improvement.

     Use the fi ndings to help you write your

     improvement plan.

Inspectors and AAs In monitoring and

inspection

•    Select sections from the guide to produce 

      inspection templates and questions to include

      in meetings and interviews.

•    Choose, combine, add to and edit the questions so

      that they cover the areas of focus for the inspection.

•    Use Section 4 when preparing to give feedback.
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Section 2: Taking a closer look at learning and achievement

This guide is about the most important aspect of any school’s work. In fact, it is about the 
whole purpose of its existence. 

The key purpose of a school is to help young people to learn.

How well learners are doing is the single most important indicator of a school’s success. 
If young people do not learn and achieve as the result of going to school, then there is not 
much point in their going there.  This guide takes a broad view of what we mean by ‘learning 
and achievement’.

The guide is about how we fi nd out how well the young people in a school are learning. It 
is about looking closely at how well they understand, and how well they are doing in their 
classwork. It is also about how well they attain, that is, measure up to national standards of 
performance, usually expressed as examination results. Finally, it is about wider achievements 
both within and beyond the classroom, which help them become good citizens and
productive members of the community.

By the time children have enrolled in the fi rst year of school, they will already have learned 
a great deal. In fact, they will have been learning since the day they were born. They will 
have learned to speak, to walk and to feed themselves. Some things they will have learned 
by themselves and some things they will have been taught by their family or by members 
of the community.

However, when young people go to school they are entering a new phase in their lives. 
During their formal education, they will be taught by professional educators. In fact, their 
formal teaching becomes more and more important for a number of reasons, but principally 
because: 

Good teaching leads to good learning, good understanding and good attainment.

The opposite, of course, can also be true: poor teaching leads to ….

How do we know if young people have learned?

That is quite a diffi cult question. We cannot take it for granted that young people learn as a 
result of being taught. It depends on how good the teaching is, for a start. It also depends 
on what we mean by ‘learning’. ‘Learning’ is not repeating what the teacher has said word 
for word. That is not learning; that is ‘parroting’. 

We usually know that young people have learned something when they can:

• answer questions about it;
• explain it in their own words;
• carry out an activity that shows that they understand and can apply what they have learnt; or
• pass a test about it (though there are also problems with this approach).
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Evaluating learners’ understanding and attainment is the most important activity you carry 
out when evaluating the quality of education in a particular school. Only if we know how 
well young people are doing at school in the fi rst place, can we work out how to improve 
their learning. 

What do we mean by ‘understanding’ and ‘attainment’? 

Both understanding and attainment are measures of young people’s learning, but they 
don’t mean the same thing. 

Attainment means whether learners have reached a particular standard as measured by a 
formal test of their knowledge and skills. Schools usually measure attainment by setting 
examinations.

Understanding, on the other hand, means whether learners have actually grasped an idea 
or concept, whether they can make sense of it. 

It is perfectly possible for learners to be able to pass tests and examinations without really
understanding. That is because a lot of examinations simply test memory rather than deeper 
learning and the acquisition of skills. Once young people have left the examination room, 
they may not be able to show any real understanding of the topic at all. In fact, they may 
quickly forget everything they have been taught. They may not really be ready for the next 
stage in their education as they will not be able to build effectively on what they have
already learned. They may even drop out of their next stage in learning because they have 
not learned the necessary skills. 

‘Recall’ is different from ‘understanding’.

That is why it is important to evaluate the quality of education by looking at learners’ understanding, 
their attainment and their broader achievements. In other words, we need to talk to learners 
about their work and look at the quality of their everyday written and oral work, the results of 
their creative and sporting activities as well as their examination or test results.

The key issue is whether young people have progressed in their learning from their previous 
level. Some learners will progress more slowly than others because they experience particular 
barriers, perhaps caused by an illness or disability, aspects of their home background or 
diffi culties in learning.  However, ALL young people should progress in their learning to some extent. 

As an education professional, when you evaluate young people’s learning and attainment, 
you take into account their starting points: what they have already learned. Young people 
have different starting points. Helping young people to progress in line with their previous 
learning and achievements is the key job of the teacher. For some learners with special 
educational needs, becoming familiar with the journey to school and being able to make it 
on their own may be a major achievement.

There are many different aspects to young people’s success in learning. It is important not 
to take too narrow a view, by focusing too much on one particular measure, for example 
examination results, to the exclusion of other important aspects of success.
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Looking at learners’ progress

There are several ways in which you can judge whether learners are making progress. You 
can look at:

• continuous assessment of learners’ everyday classwork recorded by the teacher in
 the form of grades and comments;
• differences in the quality of their work between what learners used to be able to do and
 what they can do now - not just written work and calculations but also pictures, craft work, 
 physical and sporting skills, musical performance, practical tasks or other activities;
• specifi c assessment activities, some of which may be written and some of which
 may involve practical work or oral question and answer; and
• completed tasks in exercise books and folios of work.

We can tell if learners are making progress if their work at the end of a period of time is 
better than it was at the start. We should be able to observe evidence of learners:

• getting more answers correct;
• writing at greater length and more accurately;
• explaining what it is they have learnt;
• carrying out more diffi cult tasks;
• asking questions which show that they are developing a deeper understanding;
• doing their work with less support from the teacher;
• applying what they have learnt in a practical setting;
• thinking deeply and challenging other people’s viewpoints;
• doing independent research, thinking for themselves and developing their own views; and
• getting higher grades as assessed against criteria or competences which describe 
 what they can do (not just marks out of 10).

When senior staff, CCTs or inspectors want to know if learners in a class are making progress, 
they look at their exercise books and see if their work is getting better. They talk to learners 
about what they have learnt during recent lessons. They watch learners at work, not just when 
writing and calculating but when doing practical activities like painting, brick-laying, hairdressing 
or electrical wiring. They also look at teachers’ records of assessments and see how learners 
are progressing. What matters is whether their work is improving, because learners will all 
have different starting points. By looking at progress, we can evaluate the extent to which all 
learners are doing well, those with special learning needs as well as the more able.

Such reviews of learners’ progress should be based on the objectives of the national 
curriculum and assessed by means of the competences expected of learners at each stage, 
taking into account any special educational needs they might have.

Looking at examination and test results

How useful examination or test results are in telling us how learners are doing depends on 
the quality or appropriateness of the examination or test. 
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     • Some commercially produced tests are of poor quality and are a waste of money
 which could be better spent on more important resources. Such tests are often 
 developed from outside the learners’ context and may test them on unfamiliar 
 content or using unfamiliar approaches.  
     • Sometimes children are given tests when they are too young, when they should be
 learning through play not sitting in rows doing tests. The stress associated with tests
 at this age may result in them not doing as well as they should and may damage their
 commitment to, and enjoyment of learning for the rest of their lives.
     • Test results may simply tell you that young people can pass tests, not that they have
 learnt anything. 

Tests should only be used periodically as part of summative assessment. Many teachers 
test learners too often, with the result that they waste time which could be spent on learning. 
It is a fallacy that repeatedly giving learners tests helps them improve their work. In fact, 
such tests interrupt the learning process, take up time which should be used to cover the 
curriculum in depth and do not increase their understanding. Learners need more and better 
teaching, not more tests.

Inspectors are particularly concerned about those schools which spend so much time testing 
learners that they expect them to attend lessons early in the morning, late in the evening, 
at the weekends and in the holidays to cover the syllabus. Such practice is, of course,
unprofessional, particularly if families are expected to pay for these extra lessons. This practice
simply indicates that teachers have not planned their lessons properly so that they can 
cover the curriculum within the offi cial school hours. The practice also indicates a focus on 
drilling learners for examinations rather than enabling them to develop their understanding.

However, when young people are older formal examinations and tests are important, 
particularly those which mark a transition in their education. Examples are the Primary 
Leaving Examination (PLE), O level and A level and those vocational examinations and 
assessments which indicate that young people have acquired useful practical skills. Gaining 
qualifi cations opens doors for young people and enables them to make choices about their 
future lives.

There are several aspects you should consider when analysing examination results. 

     • Are results getting better, getting worse or staying the same?
 Good schools show improvements in results over time. To make a judgement as to
 whether performance is improving you need to analyse results over at least three
 years in order to identify what we call a ‘trend’. Trends can be positive or 
 negative – percentages go up or they go down.

     • Are different groups of pupils doing better or worse compared with most other
 young people in the school?
 For example, look at whether girls doing better or worse than boys; or how vulnerable
 groups are doing, like those with disabilities, the internally displaced or orphans and
 vulnerable young people. Good schools try to help all their learners to succeed, not
 just the more able or those whose families give them good support.
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• Are individual schools doing as well as others similar to them?
 You could compare performance in primary schools within the same locality in order 
 to fi nd out why some are doing better than others. Be wary about comparing 
 private schools with government-aided schools, or urban schools with rural schools 
 as learners may come from different socio-economic backgrounds. Similarly, there
 is little point in comparing secondary schools which only take learners with aggregate
 eight or above with those which take them from aggregate 28. You will not be comparing
 like with like. The fact that some schools restrict their entry only to the ablest pupils
 does not mean they are better schools than others or that their teaching is any more
 effective. You cannot compare selective schools with schools which take all the
 young people in their local area. The league tables published in national newspapers
    ignore these factors and therefore do not given an accurate representation of the
 achievements of those schools which operate in challenging circumstances.
 They may, in fact, give an unduly positive view of schools which only take the brightest 
 young people and therefore should be expected to gain good examination results.

You should only look at examination results as a percentage of the number of candidates presented. 
NEVER base your evaluation on raw scores as these mean very little in schools of different sizes.

Finally, do not be misled into thinking that only passes at Divisions 1 or 2 matter. It is certainly 
important that our ablest learners do well. However, for many young people gaining just a 
pass in a national examination is a major achievement. They may not achieve highly enough 
to be chosen for the next stage in education but they will become more knowledgeable and 
literate parents, who value education and bring up their own children to value education. 
Such young people will have a deeper understanding of health issues affecting their families 
and will be able to take fuller advantage of national development programmes, for example 
in agriculture. This kind of impact on their lives not only infl uences their own future family life 
and their own communities, it also contributes to the development of a more literate, numerate 
and technologically-aware nation. Indeed, in this context completing school is as important 
as gaining certifi cation.

Taking drop-out rates into account

You have to be very careful how you look at examination results in schools where drop-out 
rates are high.  Examination results in schools with high drop-out rates may look artifi cially 
high because only the most resilient, privileged or able young people have completed P7, 
S4 or S6. This may mean that schools have not tried hard enough to keep all their learners in 
school. A school which had 100 pupils in P1 but only 25 remaining in P7 is clearly not doing 
very well in motivating young people and helping them to learn or in working with parents to 
help them support their children. The role of ALL schools is to enable as many young people 
as possible to succeed. Young people have an entitlement to education. In particular, they 
have an entitlement to complete the educational stage on which they have embarked. 

Some headteachers or governing bodies may actually persuade some learners to leave 
school before the examinations or demand that they are presented as candidates in other 
schools, in case they reduce the overall results. This practice is, of course, completely 
unprofessional and should be dealt with severely by districts. Telling young people to leave 
school early can destroy their future lives. 
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When learners are sent to other schools to sit examinations, the end result is that the 
national examination results for schools, districts and across the country which are then 
published are based on inaccurate performance data.  It is a dishonest practice and affects 
the accuracy of the national evaluation of education performance.

If there is a high drop-out rate, inspectors will check the school improvement plan to see 
what the school is doing to reduce it and how successful its action has been. They will want 
to see action to support the education of girls, to improve the climate for learning in the 
early years and beyond, to work with the local community and to improve physical conditions 
within the school.

Inspectors check both selection procedures and completion/drop-out rates before they 
make a judgement about how good the examination results are. They will understand that 
examination results in schools which are trying to increase their completion rates may fall 
in the fi rst two or three years, particularly in relation to the proportion (not the number) of
Division 1 and Division 2 passes. However, if you keep accurate records of both examination and 
completion rates, you can demonstrate how your school is improving even if at fi rst sight 
it looks as if performance is decreasing. In ALL countries and particularly in the context of 
Uganda and many other developing countries, completion rates are important outcome 
measures, just as important as the proportion of top passes. 

The overall level of education in the country matters. Improving completion rates improves family 
income, family health, the country’s economy and the future wellbeing of the nation as a whole.

Appendix 1 contains an example of a workshop which you can use to develop your skills 
in analysing and evaluating school performance. The workshop relates to primary school 
completion and attainment. However, secondary schools and BTVET institutions can carry 
out similar analyses of their own attainment results, looking at % trends in pass rates and 
in Divisions 1 and 2 over time (up, down, staying the same), differences between the 
performance of girls and boys and differences in performance at subject level.  Then 
consider what action you need to take through the improvement planning process.

Looking at records of continuous assessment

Current practice in assessment places as much emphasis on continuous assessment of 
classwork as on tests. One feature of continuous assessment is that the activities can 
be more practical, challenging and thought-provoking than test items. Such assessment 
activities may require learners to take what they have learnt in one context and apply it to 
another. This kind of activity is a much better ‘test’ of learners’ skills and understanding 
than a simple test of recall. 

Continuous assessment is usually what we call ‘formative’ assessment. That means that 
young people learn from the assessment process itself. They fi nd out what they are good 
at and what they need to do to improve. 

Another advantage of continuous assessment is that teachers can adjust the way they teach 
a topic to meet the particular needs of the learners in a particular class. Good teachers adapt 
their plans to take account of how well learners are doing. They plan learners’ next steps in 
learning by looking at what they were able to do well and what they need more help with.
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Continuous assessment is also ‘fairer’ and more accurate as it takes into account classwork 
carried out on a number of occasions, not just one-off activities like tests. You will gain a 
more detailed and reliable picture of how learners are doing if you look at continuous 
assessment over a period of time. ‘Tracking’ learners’ progress in this way also means that 
teachers are able to respond promptly when learners show the fi rst signs of falling behind. 
They can also identify those learners which are doing particularly well and provide more 
challenging tasks for them.

Remember, continuous assessment is not continuous testing.

Looking at broader achievements beyond examination results and classwork

Good schools do not just focus on examination success and formal learning. They enable 
their learners to develop in a number of other ways as well: as democratic citizens, artists, 
musicians, sports men and women and in the care they show for other people. These 
broader achievements are also important. When evaluating how well learners are doing, 
achievements in aspects such as music, drama, debating and sport will tell you a lot about 
the aims and priorities of the school as well as the impact it has had on young people’s 
values, principles, skills and conduct. One of the key aims of the curriculum is to develop 
life skills, so evidence relating to these should also be taken into account in evaluating how 
well learners are doing. All schools should aim to develop confi dent young people who
believe in themselves, care for other people and work hard to succeed.

The extent to which young people are actively involved in community service, not just
fundraising for charities, may indicate the extent to which the school encourages them to 
put principles into practice. In some schools, service within the immediate area strengthens 
relations with the local community. In other schools, perhaps the more privileged, service 
in a community completely different from learners’ own can extend and deepen young 
people’s social awareness and develop their empathy with people very different from themselves. 
Such practice develops young people’s readiness for citizenship and identifi cation with the 
nation and its people.

Schools which keep records of what their learners do after they leave school have an 
important source of evidence about the extent to which they have prepared them well 
for their future lives. Some secondary and vocational schools have started to track the 
achievements of their former students, whether in employment or further education. When 
students themselves keep in touch with their previous schools, it usually shows that they 
believe that they have benefi ted from the education they received.

The achievements of learners with special educational needs, for example those with learning 
diffi culties, may not be fully refl ected in their success at examinations. Developments in 
confi dence, self-esteem, oral communication and life skills may be more appropriate measures. 
Skills for independent living and employment are particularly important. 

Learners with physical or sensory disabilities should be expected to achieve in line with 
other learners at the same stage. Being blind or deaf does not prevent young people from 
learning; they just need more and different support from their teachers. (See Part 5 How 
well do we support our learners?)
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Section 3: Evaluating learners’ understanding and attainment

This section is based on quality indicator (QI) 7 in the Handbook for School Inspectors. It 
suggests some of the questions you can ask about the extent of learners’ understanding 
and attainment.

How well are our learners doing?

    Take into account the attainment and progress of ALL
    learners including those with special educational
    needs or learning diffi culties and those who are
    orphans or vulnerable children. The focus should also be on
    IMPROVEMENT.
 

How well are learners doing in school and national examinations?

• How well are learners doing in their national examinations: PLE, O level, A level 
 and vocational certifi cates? How well is the school doing as a whole? Look at 
 percentage scores both in terms of overall pass rates and in passes in different Divisions.

• Is attainment in the school improving overall? If you look at the results over three 
 years or more, are they getting better, getting worse or staying the same?

• How well are learners doing in their school assessments? Are they doing better at
 some stages than at others? Why is this? Does it relate to the way they are taught at 
 those stages, or the relative size of the classes? Does it relate to how well they were
 taught in previous years, and the extent to which the curriculum for that stage had
 been covered before learners moved on?

• Are learners doing better in some subjects than others? Which are their best subjects?
 Which subjects are they not doing so well in? What links can you make between their
 performance in these subjects and what you know about the effectiveness of teaching 
 in those departments?
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• Is the school doing as well as other schools in the local area which have learners
 from similar socio-economic backgrounds? You could consider factors like the 
 extent of poverty or wealth in the area or how high the fees are to work out if other
 schools are really similar to yours. 

• Is the school doing as well as other schools which accept pupils with similar
 aggregate scores?

• Is there a relationship between learners’ performance and their entry grades?  Do 
 learners do as well as you would expect from their aggregate scores, or are they 
 doing worse? How well is the school tracking learners’ performance to ensure that
 none of them fall behind?

How many learners complete school?

• Will you need to revise your initial view of learners’ attainment to take account of the
 proportion of pupils who have dropped out before completing P7, S4 or S6? 

• Does the school keep records of enrolment, attendance and attainment over at least
 seven years in primary or fi ve or seven years in secondary, so that it can calculate 
 completion/drop-out rates as well as improvements in examination results? How 
 well is the school using its census information to enable it to track enrolment and
 completion over time?

• Does the school only value passes in Divisions 1 and 2? Does it undervalue the 
 successes of those pupils with signifi cant barriers to their learning, for whom it is a
 major achievement to have passed even if they have not attained a high award? 
 Placing too much value on the successes of able learners sometimes leads to less
 able learners dropping out of school. 

• How successful is the school in helping learners who have dropped out of school
 to return to complete their studies, particularly those whose parents have had fi nancial
 diffi culty supporting their schooling and girls who have become pregnant or given birth?

How well are learners progressing in their classwork?

• Are all learners making good progress in their classwork during the course of the 
 year? What do the class assessment records indicate? Do they show learners 
 getting better, staying the same or getting worse at their work? 

• What do learners’ exercise books tell you about their progress? Can you see 
 evidence that young people are learning effectively during the whole of the school 
 year, and getting better at their work?  Are there big gaps which show 
 they don’t understand or have missed a lot of work? 

• When you talk to learners and look at their exercise books can you tell that they have
 learned new knowledge and skills during the year, or got better at some skills they 
 already had? Alternatively, have they forgotten what they have already learned 
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 because they did not understand and simply ‘crammed’ to pass the examinations?

• When you talk to young people, can they tell you about what they have been learning? 
 Does what they say to you show that they understand?

• Do learners answer well in class? Do all learners take an active part in the lesson,
 by answering the teacher or taking part in group discussions and debates? If some 
 learners do not take an active part, is it because they don’t understand or is it
 because they are frightened of the teacher?

• To what extent do teachers explain to learners how they can improve their work,
 including providing remedial work? Can you see any evidence of such support in
 learners’ exercise books? Are learners encouraged to do corrections of work they
 did not do well? Have learners followed the teacher’s advice? Has the advice been
 effective? Has learners’ work improved because of this support?

• When you observe learners’ responses in class and look at their exercise books
 does their performance match the appropriate competences in national curriculum
 guidelines?

To what extent is the school successful in helping all learners to do as well as they can?

• Are there notable differences between the results of boys and girls? Is this related to
 the way they are treated in the school, their attendance or their parents’ attitudes?
 Use Part 5 to help you fi nd out possible causes and what you can do about them.

• How well are young people with visual impairments or those with hearing diffi culties
 doing? Learners with sensory disabilities usually have the same intellectual ability as 
 other learners. What steps is the school taking to support them? How successful
 have its actions been?

• How well are young people with physical disabilities doing? There is no reason why
 learners with physical disabilities should not do as well other young people. If they
 are not doing as well, that may show that the school does not provide them with 
 suffi cient support.

• How well are young people with learning diffi culties doing, not just those with 
 serious mental ‘handicaps’ but also those with more minor diffi culties in understanding?
 Are they doing well, taking into account the severity of barriers or the mental 
 challenges they face? 

• How do teachers help those who have been ill or who have had a disrupted education
 for other reasons catch up with their work?

• Are all young people expected to undertake the same tasks and tests even if they
 are too diffi cult or easy for them? What do teachers do to ensure that all learners
 have a chance to succeed at learning activities which are set at the right level for
 them? How well do teachers cater for the needs and interests of able learners? 
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 Do such learners sometimes receive extension tasks or alternative activities which
 challenge and stimulate them to think more deeply and use their initiative and creativity?

• Is the school successful at enabling learners with social or family diffi culties to succeed?
 How well are orphans and vulnerable young people doing, pastoralists and those
 from ex-confl ict areas? What about young people from child-headed households?

• Are young people from richer, more privileged backgrounds doing better than those
 from poorer backgrounds? Intellectual ability is not associated with wealth or
 poverty. However, some families may fi nd it more diffi cult to support their children’s 
 learning. What is the school doing to support poorer students?

What next?

Once you have identifi ed the school’s strengths and areas for improvement, share your 
fi ndings with the rest of the staff, showing you are pleased about the strengths.  You can 
build on these strengths to improve learning across the school, encouraging teachers to 
share any good practice. Decide on priorities for the school improvement plan related to 
what you have found out in your evaluation. 

Some other guides in this series may help you make improvements which hae an impact on 
young people’s learning and achievements. For example, for young people’s understanding 
and attainment to improve, teachers may need to change how they teach (Part 4). Learners 
may need more support from the school, their parents or the community (Part 5). Part 1: 
How can we improve our school? provides help in writing an improvement plan.

Share your fi ndings with the CCT so that he or she can provide support.  Also let your
inspector know what you found. 

Finally, when you have carried out the improvements in your plan, you can look at the questions 
about understanding and attainment again to see if learning has improved, examination results 
have increased or drop-out rates have fallen.  
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Section 4: Helping learners to do better

When attainment is low and shows few signs of improving, senior staff need to work with 
class teachers to identify the problems and plan solutions. They should then monitor im-
plementation of the strategies they have selected. Parts 2, 4 and 5 provide further advice 
on practical action.

What is the problem? Possible causes to investigate Action needed

Poor curriculum

coverage (Part 3)

Extent of teachers’ knowledge 
and understanding of the 
curriculum

•     Give class teachers direct access to 
      curriculum guidelines 
•     Provide training (internal or external).

Poor lesson planning
and schemes of work

•     Base plans on curriculum competences.
•     Provide training (internal or external).
•     When planning, take account of learners’ 
       progress and any diffi culties they may have.
•    Improve monitoring of plans and schemes.
•     Give advice and support to individual teachers.

Learners have insuffi cient 
access to textbook and other 
resources

•    Take textbooks and resources from stores 
      and use them in lessons.
•     Make your own resources and displays.
•     Set up systems for borrowing textbooks.
•     If texts not delivered, contact authorities.

High absence rate among 
teachers

•     Discuss reasons for absence with teachers.
•      Refer pay roll and salary issues to authorities.
•     Discuss availability of teachers’
       accommodation with SMC/BoG.
•     Keep detailed records of absences and
       share with district as evidence for action.
•      Work on ethos and values to improve morale.

High absence rate among 
learners

•     Find out the causes.
•    Improve the learning environment, 
      especially for girls.
•     Work with SMC/BoG to mobilise parents
      and address issues such as child labour.
•     Provide a broader, more enjoyable curriculum
        by including CAPE and co-curricular activities.

Inappropriate 

teaching methods

(Parts 3 and 4)

Too much reliance on 
learners copying down notes 
from chalkboard or by dictation

•     Give more direct teaching, with explanations
      and examples and better questioning.
•     Use practical examples and materials and set
       exercises for learners to practise what has
       been taught.
•    Teach learners how to take their own notes
      and check the quality of these.
•    Give learners direct access to textbooks.

Teachers do not explain
purposes of lessons to learners

•    Explain topic being studied, aims of lesson
      and how it fi ts into the overall scheme.
•    Monitoring by senior staff.

Learning focuses on theory 
rather than practice

•    Set tasks which require application of learning.
•    Make practical instructional materials (e.g. 
      for maths and science).
•    Use the school environment as a resource.
•     Use practical demonstrations and experiments.
•    Organise group discussion and group tasks.
•    Use under-deployed staff in team teaching.
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Slow pace of learning in class. •    Check lessons start and fi nish on time and
      that no teachers leave class during lessons.
•    Improve lesson organisation, e.g. giving
      learners duties like handing out materials.
•    Provide different tasks on same topic, set at
      different levels, so individual learners work at 
      a pace that suits them.
•    Give learners work to do when teachers
      mark books during lesson time.
•    Team teaching using unoccupied staff.
•    More support supervision.

Slower learners do not 
understand and more able
learners are held back.

•    Give different tasks on same topic, set at 
      different levels, so that learners work at a
      pace that suits them. Use team teaching.
•    More independent work for more able which
      focuses on critical thinking, application of 
      learning and problem-solving.
•    More support supervision.

Poor environment for learning •    Stop over-teaching and drilling.
•    Train staff who have poor relationships with
      learners and diffi culties in class management.
•    Implement ban on corporal punishment, 
      taking disciplinary action against teachers as
      necessary.
•    Make classrooms clean, secure and attractive.

Poor approaches to 
assessment

•    Assess learners’ work against curriculum
      competences.
•    Explain targets learners should aim for and 
      how their work will be assessed.
•    Give learners practical feedback with 
      specifi c advice on areas for improvement.
•      Set remedial work for individuals and groups.
•    Use continuous and formative approaches
       to assessment and stop constant testing which
       wastes time and reduces curriculum coverage.
•     Track learners’ progress and respond quickly
      when individuals fall behind.
•    Adjust plans and teaching methods 
      according to assessment evidence.

Inadequate support

supervision (Part 2)

Inadequate data analysis •    Track school attainment over time.
•    Compare with attainment in other schools and
      fi nd out what good practice you can introduce.
•    Track progress in classes, discuss with teachers.
•    Track drop out and attendance and follow up
      individual cases with parents and local leaders.
      Give advice and support.
•    Compare performance of boys and girls and 
      provide appropriate support.
•    Track performance of vulnerable groups.

Insuffi cient or unfocused
lesson observation

•    Visit classes regularly, explain what you are
      looking for and record observations.
•    Talk to learners about how they are getting on.
•     Check samples of learners’ work in each class.
•    Give feedback, praise and advice to teachers.
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 Appendix 1: Workshop on evaluating attainment in primary schools

The activities below are based on the kind of data you might fi nd in an ordinary primary 
school located in a rural area.

Activity 1: Looking at the evidence from school assessments

Attainment in end of year examinations
    Mathematics     English    Science         Social Studies
 Class  Boys   Girls  Boys Girls  Boys   Girls  Boys Girls
 P 3  60%   61%  65% 66%  40%   39%  59% 59%
 P 4  49%   47%  53% 55%  35%   32%  60% 61%
 P 5  61%   40%  64% 70%  40%   35%  63% 63%
 P 6  60%   39%  65% 69%  39%   33%  62% 63%
 P 7 (mock) 61%   39%  63% 67%  40%   31%  70% 70%

In your groups, examine this data and consider the following questions. 

1. What evidence is there of links between gender and attainment?

2. At what stage do any differences in performance between boys and girls emerge?

3. In which subjects do these differences emerge?

4. What further evidence would you look for in order to investigate the issues? Remember
 that some of this evidence may relate to collection of further data, some to aspects
 to focus on during support supervision, particularly lesson observation, and some
 to gathering the views of learners, staff and parents (See Part 1: How can we
 improve our school?).

 Consider issues like curriculum coverage, teaching and learning, support for learners’
 educational needs and the climate for learning and learning environment.

5. a) As a headteacher, what issues would you discuss during staff meetings and with
 the governing body relating to this data?

 b) As an inspector or CCT, what questions would you ask the headteacher and chair
 of the SMC about this data?

6. What action could this school take to deal with some of these issues?

Activity 2: Looking at completion rates

Enrolment for the current year, as displayed in the headteacher’s offi ce.
         Class    Boys enrolled   Girls enrolled
 P 1    80   84
 P 2   56   58
 P 3   58   56
 P 4   54   54
 P 5   50   40
 P 6   48   34
 P 7   46   24
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The headteacher also has data indicating that when the current 46 P7 boys were in P1, the 
enrolment was 120. When the current 24 P7 girls were in P1, the enrolment was 98. 

7. What patterns can you see in this data?

 a) What changes are there from year to year?

 b) What differences are there between the enrolment of boys and girls overall? 

8. What additional information would help you to fi nd the reasons for what is happening
 to enrolment?  This information might relate to additional statistics, aspects to look
 for during lesson observation and/or the views of stakeholders such as learners,
 staff or parents.

9. What recommendations would you make to help the school deal with the probable
 issues?

Activity 3: Looking at examination results

Primary Leaving Examination results

10. What patterns can you see in this data? 

 a) What changes are there from year to year?

 b) What differences are there between the enrolment of boys and girls overall? 

11. What further information would you gather to fi nd the reasons for what is happening and to
 plan for improvement?  This might relate to further data collection, aspects to look for during
 lesson observation and/or questions to ask the headteacher and other stakeholders.

12.  Are examination results getting better or worse overall?

13. a) As a headteacher, what issues would you discuss during staff meetings and with
 the governing body relating to this data?

b) As an inspector or CCT, what questions would you ask the headteacher and chair of
 the SMC about this data?

14. What action could the school take to deal with some of the issues you have found?

Year Enrolment DIV 1 DIV 2 DIV 3 DIV 4 DIV U No %

M F M F M F M F M F M F Pass Pass
2007 21 21 00 00 18 02 01 05 02 07 00 0 35/42 83%

2008 11 08 00 00 05 02 03 03 01 00 02 0 14/19 74%

2009 16 08 00 00 08 01 01 03 03 02 04 0 18/24 75%

2010 19 10 01 00 06 02 06 03 06 02 00 0 26/29 90%

2011 23 12 02 01 12 05 04 04 05 01 00 0 34/35 97%
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Appendix 2: QI 7 Learners’ understanding and attainment (taken from the 
Handbook for School Inspectors)

Quality
indicator

Themes Strengths Areas for
improvement

7. Learners’

    understanding      

   and attainment

•   Learners’ levels of attainment in each subject

•   Learners’ levels of attainment in school 

    assessments and national examinations

•   School’s progress in improving levels of 

    attainment overall

•   Learners’ progress in understanding and in

     improving the standards of their work

•   Learners’ attainment levels relative to any

    special needs they may have.
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Appendix 3: For further reading

African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child
Alternatives to Corporal Punishment, MoES 2008
Basic Requirements and Minimum Standards, DES/MoES revised edition 2010
Competence Profi le for the Primary School Teacher in Uganda, MoES 2011
Competence Profi le for the Primary School Teacher in Uganda (popular version), MoES, 2011
Framework for School Inspection, ESA/MoES 2005
Good Schools Toolkit, Raising Voices, 2009 (www.raisingvoices.org) 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Basic Education in Uganda: a guide for Managers, Teachers, 
Inspectors and Community Leaders MoES 2010
Child Friendly School Framework, Link Community Development 2010
Guidelines for Stakeholders: Monitoring and Supporting Policy, ESA/MoES 2005
Guidelines on institution self-evaluation as a strategy to improve performance in teacher
education institutions, DES/MoES, 2006
Guidelines on Teacher Professionalism and Competences, ESA/MoES 2005
Handbook for School Inspectors, ESA/MoES 2005
National Policy Guidelines on HIV and AIDS, MoES 2006
Primary School Teachers’ Training Manual, MoES 2010 
School Management Committee Handbook, MoES, revised edition 2007
Self-assessment and evaluation in primary and secondary schools, DES/MoES 2005
Supporting Children in the Era of HIV and AIDS: Primary Schools Teacher’s Guide, MoES, 2009
Teachers’ Code of Conduct, MoES 1997
Training Manual for District Education Leaders, MoES 2010 

List of acronyms

AA        Associate Assessor       IDP         Internally Displaced Person

AIDS        Acquired Immune Defi ciency Syndrome    JAF         Joint Assessment Framework

BoG        Board of Governors       MDG         Millennium Development Goals

BRMS      Basic Requirements & Minimum Standards    MoES        Ministry of Education and Sports

CAPE       Creative, aesthetic & physical education    NGO         Non-governmental organisation

CCT         Coordinating Centre Tutor      PIASCY     Presidential Initiative on AIDS

                 Strategy for Communication to the Youth

CPD       Continuous professional development    PLE         Primary Leaving Examination

DEO        District Education Offi cer      PTA         Parent-Teacher Association

DES       Directorate of Education Standards     PTC         Primary Teachers’ College

DHT       Deputy headteacher       QI         Quality indicator

DIS       District Inspector of Schools      SEA         Senior Education Assistant

DoS       Director of Studies       SMC          School Management Committee

ESA       Education Standards Agency (defunct)    SPR         School Performance Review

GEM       Girls’ Education Movement      UNEB        Uganda National Examinations Board

HIV       Human Immunodefi ciency Virus     UPE         Universal Primary Education

HoD       Head of Department       USE         Universal Secondary Education

HT       Headteacher
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The Directorate of Education Standards is the quality assurance arm of the Ministry 
of Education and Sports.

The Vision of the Directorate of Education Standards

To contribute to improvements in the learning experiences and achievements of all children, 
young people and adult learners in Uganda.

The Mission of the Directorate of Education Standards

To provide a rational system of setting and defi ning standards and quality of education and training, 
and to monitor the achievement of such standards and quality to ensure continually improving 
learning and achievement for all learners in Uganda.

This guide is one of a series of guides designed to help schools and districts improve the quality 
of education which they provide.

Guides in the series Evaluating and improving the quality of education

Part 1: How can we improve our school? A guide to self-evaluation and planning for improvement

Part 2: How well is our school led? A guide to evaluating and improving leadership and management

Part 3: How well are our learners doing? A guide to evaluating and improving learners’ 
  understanding, attainment and wider achievements

Part 4: How can we improve our teaching? A guide to evaluating and improving approaches to
  teaching and learning

Part 5: How well do we support our learners? A guide to evaluating and improving access, equity
 and inclusion

Part 6: How we inspect.  An introduction to external evaluation

Copies of these guides may be downloaded from the following websites:

 •     Link Community Development www.lcdinternational.org
 •     Voluntary Service Overseas  www.vsointernational.org
 •     Ministry of  Education and Sports, www.education.go.ug
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