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Abbreviations (general)

EA Enumeration Area

ECD Early childhood development (especially preschool programmes)
LC1 Local Council, Level 1 (representing a village or ward)
P1, P2, etc. | Primary grade 1, grade 2, etc. (also ‘Class 1, etc.)

PD Positive deviance / positively deviant

PLE Primary Leaving Examination

PTA Parent-teacher association

PTR Pupil-teacher ratio

S1 Secondary grade 1

SD Standard deviation

SMC School Management Committee

UGX Ugandan Shillings

UPPET Universal post-primary education and training
Z-score Standardised score
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Abbreviations for Uwezo’s levels of reading and numeracy

These are used in Tables 6-14.

Non-read. Non-reader

Story w.c. Story with comprehension
Num. rec. Number recognition 10-99
Arith. 1 Arithmetic, 1 operation
Arith. 2 Arithmetic, 2 operations
Arith. 3 Arithmetic, 3 operations
Arith, 4 Arithmetic, 4 operations
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Executive Summary

Some types of community, school and family influences on children’s learning outcomes are not
easily captured by quantitative surveys. This research uses qualitative methods to explore
community and family influences and adopts a ‘positive deviance’ (PD) methodology to identify cases
for study and comparison. This focus complements previous research on school and teacher
initiatives (Twaweza East Africa, 2019) and on pupil absenteeism and non-enrolment (Uwezo Uganda,
2023).

The PD methodology of research and development first achieved recognition in the public health
sector (Marsh et al., 2004) and was then applied to some educational and criminal issues. It involves
identifying unusual and successful behaviours that can be adopted more widely without major
commitment of external resources (LeMahieu et al., 2017). Where the desired outcome is academic
achievement, however, the task tends to be complex because of the multiple influences on learning.

The relationships between communities and families, on the one hand, and schools on the other,
have attracted a significant body of research, including some in developing countries. Types of theory
that have been applied to the relationships include those of overlapping spheres of influence on the
child (Epstein, 1987, 1995), social capital based on social networks (Woolcock, 1998) and ‘funds of
knowledge’ that are attributed to different social entities (Moll et al., 1992). Attention is drawn to
some empirical research in low-income countries that shows the relevance of these theoretical
perspectives (Francis et al, 1998; Tsang and Wheeler, 2011; Ngwaru, 2014).

The present study uses children’s levels of English reading and numeracy, as measured in the Uwezo
Uganda national assessment of 2024, to identify examples of positive deviance, both at the local
community level and the family level, after controlling for major resource and structural factors. In
the first, quantitative phase of the research, therefore, standardised scores (z-scores) were computed
for the reading and numeracy levels of children aged 6-14 who were assessed. The scores were then
regressed on eight independent variables to generate residuals from regression. The eight variables
represent the child’s grade level, the sub-regional poverty rate, two years or more at preschool (a
dummy variable), the type of school attended (private or other), the household head’s level of
education, whether the household head was female, the possessions of the household (a factor
score) and a control for stratification in the sample. These factors accounted for 50% of the variance
in reading score and 48% of the numeracy variance. The resulting residuals are a rough guide only:
but the method was effective for identifying PD communities and families.

The selection of four districts was based on the district’'s mean z-scores. It provided a mixture of
high-scoring, medium-scoring and low-scoring districts and, within those, some high mean residuals
at the level of the Enumeration Area (EA) as a basis for comparison with more typical EAs (local
communities). Kabale, Kotido and Rubirizi Districts each provided one PD and one typical EA; Wakiso
District, because of its social complexity, provided two PD EAs and one typical EA. Within each
selected community, the residuals of individual children were used to identify PD and typical
households (families). We attempted to visit two PD and two typical households in each community
and to report on a maximum of two children per family. The response rate was generally high,
though some ‘reserve’ households had to be visited.

In the second, qualitative phase of the research, data was obtained mainly by focus-group
discussions at the community level, and by semi-structured interviews with individual parents and
children at the household level. The focus groups consisted of community leaders representing the
village council, school managers, teachers, parents and religious bodies. We tried to achieve a gender
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balance both in the focus groups and in the selection of children and gave due attention to private
schools. Before the main data collection took place, all procedures were piloted in Mukono District.

The qualitative findings are presented in two sections, on community influences and family
influences. The evidence from our interaction with community leaders enables us to provide
impressionistic ratings of three types of community influence: that of the village councils, of the
founding bodies of schools, and of the parents acting collectively. The cases of Rushekyera and
Bulenga EAs show the potential value of strong leadership by the village council (LC1) chairperson in
educational matters, especially for a high level of school attendance. This is a practice that is
transferable to some extent. Rushekyera also shows the benefit of a founding body that actively
encourages learning through small gifts and scholarships, whereas in most other communities visited
the founding bodies were reported not to be providing much support to schools. Collective parental
support was strong at Birehe Il and Bulenga, where the parent-teacher associations (PTAs) employed
large numbers of supplementary teachers because of the shortage of teachers paid by the
government. In Butto, where a high proportion of parents were in formal employment or business,
they were regarded as reliable in supporting school attendance. Parents’ collective support for the
work of schools was rather dependent on the occupational focus of the community.

In analysing the data on family influences, we consider each district in turn and begin by tabulating
the sex, age, grade level, reading and numeracy levels, and residuals of each child interviewed. The
differences in learning outcomes are interpreted through the evidence from interviews with parents
and children in each household. For each district, we first consider the direct support that the family
provides in the home environment and then the interaction of parents or guardians with the schools.

Within Kabale District, there was a general contrast between the relatively prosperous and
disciplined families of Rushekyera, an area with successful agriculture, and the families of
Omubushenshero, most of which depended on casual industrial labour by parents and children. The
latter group struggled to meet schooling requirements and most of the children had not attended
ECD centres.

A more extreme poverty level, however, affected both the communities visited in Kotido District (part
of the Karamoja sub-region but no longer pastoralist). Many children received a free school lunch
through the World Food Programme. Schools adapted to the situation by charging very little and not
insisting on uniforms or shoes. However, the schools faced acute shortages of teachers and could not
prevent a high rate of dropout. Parents and children showed positive attitudes to education: but
secondary education was seen as a remote prospect, dependent on external sponsorship.

Rubirizi District represented a more average socio-economic level, with more typical agricultural
communities. There was a contrast between the PD households in Birehe Il and the rest of the
households, which struggled to provide fees and other school requirements. Families with more
adults supporting the children fared better. Government-aided primary schools were charging UGX
40,000 and above per term — a level too high for many families.

In Wakiso District the research covered two PD communities (Butto and Bulenga) and one typical one
(Nabweru South). All these communities depend on trade: but Butto has a larger element of formal
(white collar) employment, while Nabweru South has fewer work opportunities. In contrast with
rural Uganda, most children in these communities attend private (nursery and primary) schools and
most are enrolled for school meals. All the parents in Butto and Bulenga were literate to some
extent, and some recognised the value of the mass media for children’s learning. But there was a
high prevalence of single working mothers, especially in Bulenga, who faced challenges in paying fees
and attending school events. In some cases, the level of fees was negotiated by parents individually,
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private schools making less use of PTAs than government-aided schools. Nonetheless, some parents
did well dividing children’s time between study, household chores and play. Many parents provided
some experience of buying and selling that was useful for numeracy. But few provided books for
their children in the home to support literacy.

An important issue for the research was to determine how far successful behaviours of communities
and families could be adopted more widely. From the evidence at community level, there is scope for
more village councils to monitor basic education closely and we argue that they could protect
parents from excessive charges by schools as well as preventing absenteeism. There is also scope for
founding bodies to encourage excellence in primary schools, even in small ways and as far their
financial positions allow. PTAs have a useful role in obtaining a consensus among parents about
contributions for particular purposes: but in many poorer communities school charges tend to be too
burdensome.

At the family level the research shows many desirable practices, including provision for lunch either
at school or at home, provision of safe drinking water, allocation of time and space for homework, a
balance between study, chores and play, and experience of buying and selling. In the poorer
households, where parents depend more on children’s work and have less time to supervise them,
all these practices are harder to achieve, however. In their interaction with schools, issues of fee
payment reduce the scope for them to monitor their children’s progress. We call for some external
intervention to increase the availability of textbooks and storybooks, in homes as well as schools.

The Constitution of Uganda and the Education Act of 2008 outline a social contract for compulsory
primary education, in which the state is to provide the necessary teachers, capitation grants, learning
materials and physical facilities. Children’s food and clothing, however, are left for parents to provide.
In practice, the failure of the state to fulfil its side of the contract adequately has fuelled the growth
of private education and has caused many aspects of public education to become commercialised,
with ever-increasing charges. We call for an effective social contract: one which would allow realistic
expectations for support from families.
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1. Background

Families, local communities, schools and major providers of education all have influences on
children’s acquisition of basic literacy and numeracy. National assessments by Uwezo Uganda have
provided evidence about the skills that children have mastered in different grades and at different
ages; they have also shown quantitative relationships between learning outcomes and some major
variations in location, educational experience, household resources and individual characteristics.
Some types of family, school and community influence, however, are not easily captured by
guantitative survey research and deserve to be studied in depth. The ‘positive deviance’
methodology provides a potentially useful approach to in-depth case studies of such influences.

The proposed focus on community and family influences through positive deviance is
complementary to other research conducted in Uganda. We recently completed a study of pupils’
absenteeism and non-enrolment at the primary level, which used cases of ‘negative deviance’ in
attendance at the school and individual level, with implications for communities and families (Uwezo
Uganda, 2023). We also have the report of a positive deviance study, conducted in Eastern Uganda,
of primary school and teacher initiatives that were of potential interest for wider adoption (Twaweza
East Africa, 2019). This study builds on the previous research and seeks to identify and encourage
community and family practices that are beneficial for education but not widely known and capable
of wider adoption, especially in the local environments where they occur. Such practices would
complement, but not be a substitute for, the policies and initiatives of the public educational system.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Research on Positive Deviance

The ‘positive deviance’ (PD) methodology of research and development achieved international
recognition mainly through a Save the Children project in Vietnam, in which it was discovered that, in
certain rural communities with many malnourished children, a few ‘positively deviant’ households
had useful practices that enabled them to prevent child malnutrition without any external support
(Sternin and Choo, 2000; Marsh et al., 2004). The combination of including shellfish and greens in the
diet, giving children smaller but mor frequent meals, and more frequent hand-washing, was found to
be very effective and was soon widely adopted through community effort. Since then, PD approaches
have spread beyond the health sector to some educational and criminal issues, such as school
dropout and child trafficking. A PD project on preventing dropout in rural Argentina (Duro and
Singhal, 2009) has some quite close analogies with the malnutrition project in Vietnam, as the
researchers and community members were able to identify six positive practices at school level that
could be more widely adopted.

Two of the sources on PD define the stages of the methodology in similar, but not identical, ways.
Marsh and others (2004) list the stages as (1) defining the types of cases to be studied, (2) identifying
cases with positively deviant outcomes, (3) discovering the unusual and successful behaviours in
these cases, (4) confirming that the behaviours could be adopted more widely, (5) designing a
strategy for wider adoption and (6) monitoring and evaluating the outcomes. A similar sequence is
given by LeMahieu and others (2017), but it begins with a statement of the objectives and separates
Stage 3 into two parts: (a) description of typical behaviours, and (b) description of positively deviant
behaviours (p. 112). An important feature of the methodology is that researchers must identify both
outcomes and behaviours that are positively deviant and not dependent on unusual levels of
resources.
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In education contexts where the outcomes of interest are academic achievement, or a combination
of achievement and retention in school, the task of identifying relevant behaviours is likely to be
more complex because of the multiple influences on learning. This partly accounts for the mixed
results of the PD project conducted at Merced High School California, USA, in 2009-12 (discussed by
LeMahieu et al., 2017). The project was useful in promoting a supportive culture in the school: but it
was difficult to draw conclusions about which ‘new’ practices made the most difference. In a rather
similar way, the Supporting Teacher Effectiveness Project applied to two middle schools in California
and supported by the Plexus Institute, seems to have focused more on the discovery of new
processes of interaction, among teachers as well as with students, rather than measurement of
outcomes. From the account by Buscell and Lindberg (2014), it appears that the leadership model
known as Liberating Structures (Lipmanowicz & McCandless, 2014) played at least as important a
part in the project as the PD methodology.

As Uwezo Uganda has a national frame of reference for assessment and research, identifying cases of
PD to be studied, whether at school, community or family level, is a major task. For the previous PD
project on education in Uganda (Twaweza East Africa, 2019), it was decided to focus on the Eastern
Region of Uganda and the team used both Uwezo assessment data and school-level results of the
Primary Leaving Examination (PLE) to identify schools that seemed to ‘buck the trend’ in
low-achieving areas. However, the statistics used are not presented in the report; neither does it
document the differences in achievement that are associated with the various school-level and
teacher-level initiatives that are described. The report provides a rich description of commendable
examples of school leadership, of school-community linkages and of teacher collaboration. But, in
the process, it does not provide a very clear sense of the practices that were more typical and, by
implication, not so helpful for outcomes. For this to happen, it might have been necessary to select a
smaller number of cases of PD, along with some ‘average’ cases, for detailed study. In the present
study, we can learn from these limitations.

2.2. Research on the Role of Communities and Families in Education

As our focus is on local communities and families, it is useful to consider some theoretical
approaches, conceptual schemes and empirical examples, selected from the large body of previous
research, mostly not using a positive deviance method, on the relationships between communities
and families on the one hand, and schools on the other. The bulk of this research was done in
Western (especially United States) contexts but some of the theories and concepts have a wide
applicability. In the discussion which follows we select elements that are relevant for developing
countries and for this study.

Through a bibliographic survey of North American journal literature over a five-year period, Lois
Yamauchi and others (2017) identified four theoretical approaches that are frequently used to study
family-school partnerships. Three of these — concerned with ‘overlapping spheres of influence’,
‘social capital’ and ‘funds of knowledge’ — are potentially useful in our context, not difficult to apply,
and not mutually exclusive.! Brief comments will be made on each.

The spheres of influence theory is that of Joyce Epstein (1987, 1995), who presents communities,
families and schools as having overlapping spheres of influence on the child. She contends that the
degree of overlap is influenced by historical factors and by the child’s age and grade level but can be

! The fourth approach is Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory, which is more complex to apply and perhaps
best suited to ethnographic research.
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