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Summary 
 
Peter lives near Monrovia, the capital of Liberia, with his mother and three younger sisters. 
He attended school through the ninth grade, but after his father died, his mother could no 
longer pay his school fees, forcing him to drop out at age 15. Now 17, Peter helps his 
mother sell goods and occasionally works at a carpentry shop. “I had no choice but to help 
her so that my little sisters could attend school,” he said. He hopes that his earnings will 
enable him to return to school and become an engineer. “If school were free, when my dad 
died, I would still be going to school. But because it’s expensive, I’m a school dropout.”  
 
Peter’s experience reflects a broader reality. Liberia has one of the highest out-of-school 
rates in the world: Roughly one-third of all school-aged children (ages 3 to 17)—and half of 
rural children—have never attended school. Only 38 percent of children complete grade 6, 
and just 17 percent complete grade 9. On average, a child who enters school at age 4 will 
complete only 4.2 years of schooling by age 18. 
 
By law, education in Liberia from grades 1 to 9 is compulsory and free, but in practice, 
children at all levels—from early childhood education (ECE) through senior secondary—
must pay registration fees and other costs to attend public schools. For low-income and 
rural families, these costs frequently put schooling out of reach or impose severe 
hardship. As a result, many children start school years late, attend irregularly, engage in 
child labor, or drop out entirely. Many never attend at all. 
 
Based on interviews conducted by Human Rights Watch between November 2025 and 
January 2026—including 118 parents, teachers, and school administrators, as well as peer-
to-peer interviews with 61 children and youth—school fees and related costs emerged 
consistently as one of the most significant barriers to education. 
 
Many children in Liberia enter school late, often because their parents do not have enough 
money to pay school registration fees. At the early childhood education level—intended for 
children from ages 3 to 5—43 percent of children are overage by at least three years. A 
single mother of three children in Monrovia told Human Rights Watch that her daughter 
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started grade 1 at 12 years old and her older son did not start school until he was 13. She 
said, “They started late because I had no money.” 
 
As delays compound, the percentage of overage students grows; by junior and senior 
secondary school, more than 60 percent of students are four or more years older than the 
official age for their grade. Multiple studies have found that students who begin school 
late are more likely to repeat grades, drop out, and fail to complete their education. 
 
Even after entering school, children miss weeks, months, or even years of education when 
their parents are unable to pay their fees. Many schools send children home if their 
parents have not paid their fees; once the fees are paid, the children are allowed to return. 
 
 

 
Classroom at the Buchanan Elementary Demonstration School, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, Liberia, 
January 6, 2026. © 2026 Human Rights Watch 
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Beatrice, 17, is a 10th grade student from 
a rural area of Nimba County and hopes 
to become a nurse. After completing 
grade 7, she was forced to leave school 
for a year-and-a-half because her 
parents could no longer pay her fees. “I 
felt bad,” she said. “I stayed home and 
cried when I saw my friends going to 
school.” Help from an uncle and a loan 
from a teacher allowed her to return to 
school, but she struggled to catch up 
academically. 
 
Many children work before or after 
school to help pay their fees or drop out 
entirely to work. James, 14, left school in 
2024 and helps his mother sell goods in 
the market. “Right now, I’m not in school 
because my parents can’t afford to send 
me,” he said. “I couldn’t keep up with the fees. Now, I help my mother sell to get money to 
send us to school. I really want to go back to school because I want to be educated.” 
 
According to the most recent available data, nearly 50 percent of the Liberian population 
live in poverty, with 44 percent surviving on less than US$1.90 per day. With little income, 
parents described taking on debt, going without food, and making extreme sacrifices to 
keep their children in school. A single mother of four in Bong County said, “Even if I don’t 
eat, I find a way to pay the fees.” Another parent has borrowed money multiple times to 
help pay her children’s fees and estimated that she was at least US$300 in debt. “I don’t 
know if I can ever pay it back,” she said. “It’s difficult to feed my children. I give my 
children food but sometimes don’t have enough for myself.” 
 
While Liberia’s Ministry of Education sets official registration fees, Human Rights Watch 
found that many schools charge significantly more. For example, some parents and 
children reported paying 3,000-4,000 Liberian dollars (LRD) (US$16-21) for primary school, 
rather than the 1,000 LRD (US$5) authorized.  

 
Classroom at the Zokeseh Community School in Nimba 
County, Liberia, January 12, 2026. © 2026 Human 
Rights Watch 
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While Liberia’s Ministry of Education sets official registration fees, Human Rights Watch 
found that many schools charge significantly more. For example, some parents and 
children reported paying 3,000-4,000 Liberian dollars (LRD) (US$16-21) for primary school, 
rather than the 1,000 LRD (US$5) authorized.  
 
Fees are highest at the early childhood level—more than three times those at primary—
creating a major barrier to entry. Household surveys show that about 52 percent of parents 
in the poorest income quintile identify ECE fees as the main obstacle to enrollment. In 
some cases, children who cannot afford early childhood education are later excluded from 
primary school due to requirements for ECE transcripts.  
 
The Ministry of Education has stated that, “All public schools are tuition-free. Once 
registered, students are not required to pay any additional fees.” However, the imposition 

 
The library at Jerome Francis Clarke Elementary and Junior High School in Bong County, Liberia, January 8, 
2026. © 2026 Human Rights Watch 
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of mandatory registration fees appears to violate the Education Reform Act of 2011, which 
stipulates that grades 1 through 9 are to be free and compulsory.  
 
The barriers represented by fees are compounded by broader structural constraints. A 
shortage of public schools has fueled the private sector, with private, faith-based, and 
community-run schools accounting for more than 60 percent of Liberia’s schools, 
particularly at higher levels. At the senior secondary level, fewer than one in five schools is 
public, and access is heavily concentrated in Montserrado County, where the capital, 
Monrovia, is located. 
 
Public schools are often overcrowded, under-resourced, and reliant on low-paid or 
volunteer teachers. Classrooms with 80, 90, and even 100 students or more are not 
uncommon. Teachers lack adequate materials and infrastructure is poor. In some schools, 
volunteers—who hope to be offered paid positions—make up the majority of teachers. 
Some have taught for 10 years or more without a salary.  
 
Liberia has faced significant challenges in developing its education sector. It endured two 
devastating civil wars between 1989 and 2003, an Ebola epidemic from 2014 to 2016, and 
like all countries, the Covid-19 pandemic from 2020 to 2023. Although Liberia’s economy 
has grown substantially since the end of the civil wars, gross domestic product (GDP) is 
approximately US$850 per capita, and according to the most recent official data, more 
than half of Liberians live below the national poverty line.  
 
The education sector has been chronically underfunded, with education spending 
consistently falling below agreed international levels of 15-20 percent of public 
expenditures and 4-6 percent of GDP. Although the education allocation for fiscal year 
2026 (US$136 million) increased by 14 percent in nominal terms over the previous year, it 
accounts for only 11 percent of the total national budget and only 2.73 percent of GDP, 
significantly below the global benchmark and the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) average of 4 percent.  
 
Moreover, less than 50 percent of Liberia’s 2026 national education budget is designated 
for ECE to grade 12 education, while roughly 43 percent (nearly US$60 million) is allocated 
to tertiary education—universities, colleges, and technical institutes – raising concerns 
about the equity implications of Liberia’s current education spending priorities. Extensive  
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research shows that public spending on 
primary education tends to benefit 
lower-income households and promotes 
equal opportunity, while spending on 
tertiary education disproportionately 
benefits wealthier households. 
 
Liberian President Joseph Nyuma 
Boakai, Sr. has identified education as a 
national priority and pledged to invest in 
schools, teachers, and students. Since 
assuming office in January 2024, he and 
his education minister, Dr. Jarso Maley 
Jallah, have implemented a range of new 
initiatives, including a digital learning 
platform and a “Back to the Classroom” 
campaign to return 250,000 out-of-
school children to school. In 2025, the 
administration moved more than 2,000 

volunteer teachers onto the government payroll and “topped up” salaries for nearly 70 
percent of teachers—over 9,000 educators. 
 
That same year, the government launched the Excellence in Learning in Liberia (EXCEL) 
Project, a five-year, US$88.7 million initiative financed by a US$60 million World Bank loan 
and a US$28.7 million grant from the Global Partnership for Education, with additional 
government support. The project aims to improve learning outcomes for 350,000 students, 
expand access to quality education, and strengthen the capacity of 12,000 teachers and 
school leaders. 
 
Critically, EXCEL provides a pathway to reduce financial barriers to education. It includes 
US$18.5 million in school grants designed to reduce or eliminate fees, with a target of 
reaching 90 percent of ECE and primary schools by 2029. If fully implemented, these 
grants and the elimination of fees could help ensure that children enroll on time and 
remain in school, while reducing overage enrollment, dropout, and child labor, and 
improving learning and completion rates. 

 
A grade 8 classroom at Lango Lippaye High School in 
Kakata, Margibi County, Liberia, December 1, 2025.  
© 2025 Human Rights Watch 
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The Liberian government should build on this momentum by extending school grants 
beyond the initial five-year period, expanding them to junior and senior secondary 
education, and permanently abolishing school fees. This is both feasible and affordable: 
Human Rights Watch estimates that replacing registration fees with school grants for 
public schools—from ECE through senior secondary education—would increase the 
education budget by roughly 4 percent.  
 
Experience from neighboring countries shows what is possible with sufficient political will. 
In Sierra Leone, eliminating senior secondary school and exam fees in 2018 led to 
enrollment rising from under two million to over three million students within three years; 
in 2023, 13 years of free education—from pre-primary through secondary—was guaranteed 
in law. 
 
Education is not only a human right but one of the most effective investments a country 
can make. Over the past four decades, education has driven an estimated 50 percent of 
global economic growth and 40 percent of extreme poverty reduction. Over time, these 
investments yield substantial returns through higher incomes, increased tax revenues, and 
reduced public spending on social services. Investments in early childhood education are 
particularly impactful. 
 
Ensuring that public education is adequately funded—and removing the financial barriers that 
keep children out of school—is essential to realizing children’s rights and advancing Liberia’s 
development. Expanding access to free, quality public education will reduce poverty and 
inequality, strengthen human capital, and broaden opportunity for millions of children.  
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Recommendations 
 

To the Government of Liberia  
With regard to school fees: 

• Eliminate registration fees immediately at public primary and junior secondary 
schools and as expeditiously as possible for early childhood education and senior 
secondary education—and provide these schools with financial transfers, such as 
capitation grants, to support their operation and maintenance. 

• Amend the Education Reform Act of 2011 to add early childhood education and 
senior secondary education to the levels of public education guaranteed to be free 
to all.  

• Establish strong oversight mechanisms to ensure that the planned EXCEL program 
school grants are used to eliminate school registration fees; plan for the 
continuation of the grants beyond the five-year project timeline and expand them 
to include junior and senior secondary schools.  

• Until registration fees are abolished, establish effective monitoring systems to 
ensure that all registration and Parent Teacher Association (PTA) fees comply with 
Ministry of Education guidelines.  
 

With regard to funding for education:  
• Adopt measures so that Liberia undertakes to use its maximum available resources 

to progressively realize economic and social rights including for the right to 
education. This should include a plan to reach education spending equivalent to at 
least 4 to 6 percent of GDP and 15 to 20 percent of the national budget, in line with 
international benchmarks established in the 2015 Incheon Declaration and 
Framework for Action.  

• Consider ways to increase progressive and fair taxation, recognizing that 
international benchmarks call for a minimum 15 percent tax-to-GDP ratio. 

• Fully implement section 9.1.a of the 2011 Education Reform Act, which requires that 
concession agreements include dedicated revenue for education, including 60 
percent of signature fees.  
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• Prioritize education funding for early childhood to secondary public education, 
increasing its relative share of the education budget while limiting increases for 
tertiary education.  

•  

With regard to quality of education: 
• Continue to make efforts to improve the quality of public education, including by 

constructing and rehabilitating schools and classrooms and providing necessary 
materials and equipment, including restroom facilities, with priority to areas that 
are underserved.  

• Continue efforts to ensure sufficient and trained teaching staff, pay teachers 
according to the established salaries for their credentials, and place all volunteer 
teachers on the government payroll. 
 

With regard to relevant international treaty negotiations:  
• Actively support consideration and negotiation of an Optional Protocol to the 

Convention on the Rights of the Child that aims to a) explicitly recognize that the 
right to education includes the right to early childhood care and education; b) 
guarantee free public pre-primary education (beginning with at least one year) for 
all children; and c) guarantee free public secondary education for all children.  

• Actively support ongoing negotiations for the United Nations Framework 
Convention on International Tax Cooperation, including provisions that will 
effectively address harmful tax competition, tax evasion and avoidance, and illicit 
financial flows, and help enable the realization of human rights, in particular 
economic, social, and cultural rights. 
 

To High-Income Countries and Other Technical and Financial Partners 
• Meet the global target of dedicating 0.7 percent of gross national income to aid, 

including allocations for early childhood education through secondary education.  
• Provide technical assistance and development aid specifically to assist the 

government of Liberia in expanding free and quality public education.  
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Methodology 
 
This report is based on research conducted in Liberia between November 2025 and January 
2026, and visits to 21 schools with a combined enrollment of 18,510 students. Human 
Rights Watch interviewed 54 public school teachers; 27 administrators, including school 
principals, registrars, and county education officers; and 37 parents and other caregivers.  
 
In addition, 10 child advocates conducted peer interviews with 61 children and young 
people, ages 9 to 18, including 26 males and 35 females. The child advocates were ages 16 
and 17, and prior to conducting interviews, underwent a training workshop with Human 
Rights Watch on interview methodology. In total, 179 individuals were interviewed for the 
report. All interviews were conducted in English.  
 
Interviews were conducted in 5 of Liberia’s 15 counties: Montserrado (northwestern), 
Margibi (north central), Grand Bassa (west central), Bong (north central), and Nimba 
(northeastern) counties. These counties were selected to represent diverse educational 
contexts. For example, Montserrado County has the highest school completion rates in 
Liberia, whereas Bong County has among the lowest.  
 
Researchers informed all interviewees about the purpose and voluntary nature of the 
interviews, and the ways in which the information would be used. The interviewees 
received no financial or other compensation for the interviews. 
 
The schools visited for our research were the following: In Montserrado, we visited William 
V.S. Tubman High School (grades 10-12); Paynesville Elementary and Junior High School 
(grades 1-9); and Gaye Town Elementary and Junior High School (grades 1-9); in Margibi, 
we visited KRTTI Demonstration School (grades 1-9), Lango Lippaye High School (grades 7-
12), and E.J. Yancy Public High School (grades 10-12); in Grand Bassa, we visited Buchanan 
Elementary Demonstration School (grades 1-6); Lower Harlandsville Elementary School 
(ECE-grade 9); and Kpanay Town Public School (ECE-grade 12); in Bong, we visited Dorothy 
Cooper KG and Primary School (ECE-grade 6); Dorothy Cooper Elementary and Jr. High 
(grades 1-9); JR Clarke Elementary (ECE-grade 6); John Flomo Bakalu High School (grades 1-
12); and in Nimba, we visited Zokeseh Community School (ECE-grade 6); Francis Nya 
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Maweah Elementary School (ECE-grade 6); J.W. Pearson High School (grades 7-12); 
Dingamon Public School (ECE-grade 10); Zuluyee Public School (interior) (ECE-grade 8); 
Gbedin Public School (interior) (ECE-grade 9); Central High School of Sanniquellie (grades 
7-12); and New Sanniquellie Elementary and Junior High School (ECE-grade 12). 
 
Human Rights Watch conducted additional interviews with experts from nongovernmental 
organizations and reviewed secondary sources, including Liberian national laws, budgets, 
government policies, and reports; reports from UNICEF, UNESCO, the World Bank, and 
other United Nations entities and international groups; and academic and other sources. 
 
Pseudonyms are used for all children in this report to protect their privacy.  
 
The exchange rate at the time of the research was approximately US$1 = $180 Liberian 
dollars (LRD); this rate has been used for conversions in the text, which are often rounded 
off to the nearest US dollar. 
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Liberia’s Education System 
 
Over the last four decades, Liberia’s education system has been severely impacted by two 
devastating civil wars, the Ebola outbreak, the Covid-19 pandemic, as well as economic 
and policy shocks.  
 
During 14 years of civil war (1989-1997 and 1999-2003), thousands of schools were 
destroyed, looted, or occupied by armed groups. Many schools closed for years, and in 
some areas formal education stopped entirely. Many teachers were killed, injured or 
displaced, and teacher-training institutions shut down. Millions of children missed years 
of education. During the Ebola outbreak (2014-2016), schools were closed for months and 
many children lost a year of schooling. Schools were closed again for 37 weeks in 2020 
and 2021 during the Covid-19 pandemic.1 
 
Despite these challenges, the number of children enrolled in public and private schools 
increased from 300,000 in 1981 to 1.5 million in 2015. Between 2010 and 2018, the 
teaching force doubled in size, from 26,359 to 55,243.2 More recently, Liberia has 
experienced a decline in student enrollment, from 1.4 million students in 2021-2022 to 1.3 
million in 2024-2025.3 The 2024-2025 Liberia Annual School Census states that this 
downturn may be linked to demographic shifts, migration, economic pressures on 
households, and improved reporting.4  
 
Despite overall gains, the measured educational outcomes in Liberia are extremely poor. 
Roughly one-third of all school-aged children (3 to 17) and half of rural children have never 
attended school.5 Only 38 percent of children complete primary school, and only 17 

 
1 World Bank, Liberia Human Capital Assessment: From Constraints to Opportunities, 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/330421637359900075/pdf/Liberia-Human-Capital-Assessment-from-
Constraints-to-Opportunities.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 23. 
2 Ibid., p. 13. 
3 Ministry of Education, “2024-2025 Liberia Annual School Census,” 2025, on file with Human Rights Watch, p. 1.  
4 Ibid., p. 1.  
5 Liberia Institute of Statistics and Geo-Information Services (LISGIS), Analytical Report on Children, Adolescents and Youth: 
2022 Liberia Population and Housing Census, June 2024, 
https://lisgis.gov.lr/censusreport/thematic/ThematicReportonChildrenAdolescentYouth.pdf, (accessed February 10, 2026), 
pp. 31-32. 
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percent complete grade 9.6 According to a 2021 World Bank report, a child who starts 
school at age 4, on average, will complete only 4.2 years of schooling by their 18th 
birthday.7 
 
Liberia has 6,394 schools nationwide. Only 39 percent of these schools are government-
funded and managed. The remainder are classified as private (33 percent), faith-based (24 
percent), and community schools (4 percent). The proportion of private schools is larger at 
higher levels: 81 percent of senior secondary schools are private.8 Montserrado, the most 
populous county and home to Liberia’s capital, accounts for more than half of all junior 
and senior secondary schools, both public and private.9 
 
Education comprises four phases: early childhood education (also known as preschool or 
pre-primary), consisting of three years—nursery (also known as “ABC”), kindergarten 1, 
and kindergarten 2; primary education, consisting of grades 1-6; junior secondary, 
consisting of grades 7-9; and senior secondary, consisting of grades 10-12.  
 
With some exceptions, the Ministry of Education provides no direct funds to run and 
maintain public schools despite its legal obligation to provide free education. Its budget 
pays primarily for teacher salaries. The ministry provides some stationery to individual 
public schools, but schools are expected to pay their operating costs, including 
maintenance, supplies, and capital improvements from the registration fees and Parent 
Teacher Association (PTA) fees collected from individual students and their families.  
 
Liberia’s president, Joseph Nyuma Boakai, Sr., has repeatedly stressed education as a 
national priority and pledged to invest in schools, teachers, and students. Since assuming 
office in January 2024, he and his minister of education, Dr. Jarso Maley Jallah, have taken 
steps to “top up” teacher salaries, lower registration fees, and place over 2,000 volunteer 
teachers onto the government payroll.10 The approved 2026 fiscal year budget (FY2026) 

 
6 Ibid., p. 24.  
7 World Bank, Liberia Human Capital Assessment, p. xii. 
8 Ministry of Education, “2024-2025 Liberia Annual School Census,” p. 32.  
9 Ibid., p. 33. 
10 Ministry of Education, “Teachers Matter – Liberia Education Reform,” LinkedIn post, September 5, 2025, 
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/ministry-of-education-liberia_teachersmatter-liberia-educationreform-activity-
7369467816053297152-h5Aw/ (accessed February 11, 2026). 
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includes new allocations of US$2.8 
million to renovate and rehabilitate 
public schools, and US$1.7 million to 
expand school feeding programs across 
all 15 counties.11 
 
The ministry has initiated a national 
digital learning platform, equipped over 
150 schools with computer laboratories, 
and procured hundreds of school chairs 
as part of its “One Child, One Chair” 
initiative. With support from UNICEF, 
Liberia has also launched a “Back to the 
Classroom” initiative, designed to 
reintegrate 250,000 out-of-school 
children into schools over a three-year 
period (2024-2027) by addressing the 
root causes of non-attendance, and 
provide learning supplies, birth 
certificates, waivers for registration fees, and other support.12  
 
In July 2025, the administration launched the Excellence in Learning in Liberia (EXCEL) 
Project, an ambitious, five-year US$88.7 million initiative financed by the World Bank and 
the Global Partnership for Education. The initiative is intended to improve learning 
outcomes, expand access to quality basic education, and strengthen the national 
education system in Liberia. It will support the construction, repairing, or rehabilitation of 
400 to 1,000 school classrooms, construct additional washrooms, improve foundational 

 
11 Ministry of Education, LinkedIn post on Liberia and the School Meals Coalition, September 18, 2025, 
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/ministry-of-education-liberia_schoolmealscoalition-liberia-education-activity-
7374608123648499712-OWSh/ (accessed February 11, 2026). 
12 Ministry of Education Facebook page, “Ministry of Education Relaunches Back to My Classroom Campaign to Advance 
Inclusive Learning Across Liberia,” July 2, 2025, https://www.facebook.com/LiberiaMOE/posts/press-advisory-ministry-of-
education-relaunches-back-to-my-classroom-campaign-to/1138114555026560/ accessed February 6, 2026). 

 
School meal program, Dorothy Cooper Elementary and 
Junior High School, Bong County, Liberia, January 8, 
2026. © 2026 Human Rights Watch 
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learning for an estimated 350,000 ECE and primary students, and provide training and 
capacity-building for 12,000 teachers and school principals.13 
 
The EXCEL Project allocates US$18.5 million for school grants. This component will provide 
annual capitation grants to ECE and primary schools based on school size to reduce or 
eliminate the need for schools to charge fees to households. The grants will be 
administered by school management committees (SMCs) and help schools cover their 
operational expenses and essential supplies; they also require schools to spend 10 
percent of the funds on climate resilience enhancements.14 The project estimates that by 
September 2029, 90 percent of all ECE and primary schools will receive school grants.15 
 
If fully implemented, the school grants could significantly reduce the financial burden for 
schooling currently borne by individual households. Previous school grants programs have 
been shown to foster community involvement and enable schools to address locally 
identified issues.16 The government should make it a priority to extend these school grants 
beyond the initial five-year period, abolish registration fees, and expand the program to 
include junior secondary and senior secondary education. 
  

 
13 World Bank, Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Credit in the Amount of US$60 Million and a Grant of US$28.7 
Million to the Republic of Liberia for an Excellence in Learning in Liberia Project, Report No. PADHI01175, May 19, 2025, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099052125205511494/pdf/BOSIB-790160b9-36c9-415e-9f6a-
adeceecf8e7d.pdf (accessed February 4, 2026).  
14 Ibid.  
15 Ibid., p. 29. 
16 Ministry of Education and World Bank, Liberia Education Sector Analysis (Monrovia: Ministry of Education and World Bank, 
2016), https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/481011575583469840/pdf/Liberia-Education-Sector-Analysis.pdf 
(accessed February 4, 2026), pp. 121-122. 
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Cost of Public Schooling in Liberia 
 
By law, Liberia guarantees nine years of free and compulsory primary and junior secondary 
education starting at age 6.17 This obligation is reinforced by international treaties, 
including the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, which both require free and compulsory primary 
education, as well as article 11 of the African Children’s Charter, which requires states 
parties to take all appropriate measures to ensure free and compulsory basic education. 
 
In practice, however, fees are charged at all levels of education. Two teachers at the 
primary and junior secondary level independently told Human Rights Watch that the 
“government says education is free, but it’s not free.”18 
 
Required fees for children in Liberia’s public schools include registration fees, exam fees, 
and graduation fees. In addition, Parent Teacher Association (PTAs) are allowed to collect 
additional fees, and students and their families bear the cost of uniforms, textbooks, 
copybooks, food, and transportation.  
 
The most recent Liberian household survey found that families on average spent 8,843 LRD 
(US$48) per child each year on education expenses. School fees were by far the most 
significant cost, averaging 5,796 LRD (US$31) per child per year. The remainder was spent 
on uniforms, transportation, books, and other materials.19 
 
According to the most recent available data, nearly 50 percent of the Liberian population 
live in poverty, with 44 percent surviving on less than US$1.90 per day.20 Eighty percent of 
Liberian workers work in the informal sector, which is often low-paid, irregular, and 

 
17 An Act to Amend the Education Law of 2001 and Approve the Education Reform Act of 2011 (Education Reform Act of 2011), 
approved August 8, 2011. 
18 Interviews with a science teacher in Bong County, January 8, 2026, and a religious education teacher in Bong County, 
January 8, 2026. 
19 LISGIS, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016 Statistical Abstract, August 2017, 
https://lisgis.gov.lr/admin_area/surveys/pdf/2024062584538332016_StatisticalAbstract_Final.pdf (accessed April 21, 
2026), p. 44. 
20 World Bank, Poverty and Equity Brief: Liberia, October 2020, 
https://databankfiles.worldbank.org/public/ddpext_download/poverty/987B9C90-CB9F-4D93-AE8C-
750588BF00QA/SM2020/Global_POVEQ_LBR.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
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precarious. Even in the formal sector, where incomes are generally higher, 40 percent of 
female wage earners made below 6,000 LRD (US$33) per month.21 On average, Liberian 
households spend two-thirds of their income on food.22 In this context, education costs 
often exacerbate family hardship or are simply out of reach.  
 

Registration Fees 
The Ministry of Education publishes authorized registration fees that schools are allowed 
to collect for each student. For the 2025-2026 school year, these were as follows:  
 

Early Childhood Education (nursery, kindergarten 1, and kindergarten 2): 
3,500 LRD (US$19) per year  

Lower basic (primary school, grades 1-6): 1,000 LRD (US$5) per year 

Junior Secondary (grades 7-9): 2,000 LRD (US$11) per year 

Senior Secondary (grades 10-12): 3,000 LRD (US$16) per year23  

 
In seven counties, these fees are waived for children entering school for the first time or 
returning to school after an absence of at least two years as part of the first phase of the 
“Back to the Classroom” initiative.24  
 
Human Rights Watch found that some schools charge fees far above authorized levels. 
About half of the parents interviewed reported paying registration fees that exceeded the 
Ministry of Education’s approved amounts; in some cases, the fees were more than three 
times the authorized level. For example, one parent said they paid 9,000 LRD (US$48) for 
their child in grade 12, 7,000 LRD (US$38) for their child in grade 9, and 5,000 LRD ($US27) 
each for children in grades 6 and 7, for a total of 26,000 LRD (US$140)— far exceeding the 
education ministry’s guidelines of 8,000 LRD (US$43) for the four children. Two primary 
school children in Grand Bassa reported that they paid 4,000 LRD (US$21) for their 
registration fees, four times the amount authorized by the Ministry of Education.25  

 
21 LISGIS, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016 Statistical Abstract, 
https://lisgis.gov.lr/admin_area/surveys/pdf/2024062584538332016_StatisticalAbstract_Final.pdf. 
22 Ibid., p. 22.  
23 Ministry of Education, Academic Calendar 2025-2026, https://www.scribd.com/document/902423984/Academic-
Calendar-2025-2026-PDF (accessed April 21, 2026), slide 14. 
24 Ibid. The seven counties are River Cess, River Gee, Grand Bassa, Grand Gedeh, Gbarpolu, Bomi, and Sinoe.  
25 Interviews with Esther, 13, Grand Bassa, December 28, 2025, and with George, 15, Grand Bassa, December 27, 2025.  
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Even at the authorized levels, registration fees 
create a significant barrier to education, as 
described later in this report. 
 

Exam Fees 
Children in grades 3, 6, 9, and 12 are expected 
to take West African Examinations Council 
(WAEC) exams. At grade 6, 9, and 12, these 
exams are required for primary, junior 
secondary, and senior secondary certificates. At 
grade 3, the fee is 1,000 LRD (US$5), at grade 6, 
2,000 LRD (US$11), and at grade 9, 5,000 LRD 
(US$48). The grade 12 West African Senior 
School Certificate Examination (WASSCE) is free. 
Schools are also allowed to charge up to 150 
LRD (US$0.80) as a processing fee for each of 
the exams.26  
 
As with registration fees, some parents and 
children said schools charged more than the 

authorized amounts for the exams. The parent of a 6th grader said she had been charged 
4,500 LRD (US$24) for the WAEC exam, rather than the set amount. Another parent said she 
was charged 5,600 LRD (US$30) for her daughter’s 6th grade WAEC fee; because she didn’t 
have the money, she said that her daughter was not allowed to take the test and was sitting 
at home. Another parent said her 6th grade daughter’s school charged 4,500 LRD (US$24) 
for the WAEC exam, more than twice the amount allowed. A grade 12 student said she was 
charged 500 LRD (nearly US$3) for her grade 12 exam processing fee; it should have been no 
more than 150 LRD (US$0.80).  
 

Graduation Fees 
Public schools are authorized to charge up to 2,500 LRD (US$13) for kindergarten (ECE)  

 
26 Ministry of Education, Academic Calendar 2025-2026, https://www.scribd.com/document/902423984/Academic-
Calendar-2025-2026-PDF (accessed April 21, 2026), slide 10.  

 
A receipt showing that the parent of an 8th 
grade student at a Monrovia public school paid 
3,300 LRD (US$18) for the year in fees. The 
Ministry of Education authorizes registration 
fees for this grade at no more than 2,000 LRD 
(US$11). November 28, 2025. © 2025 Human 
Rights Watch 



 

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | MAY 2026 19 

graduation; 3,500 LRD (US$19) for grade 6 and grade 9 graduation; and 5,000 LRD (US$27) 
for grade 12 graduation.27 These fees are necessary for students to receive their diplomas. 
Human Rights Watch did not collect information on whether schools adhere to these limits.  
 

Parent Teacher Association (PTA) Fees 
Parent Teacher Associations (PTAs) are authorized to charge between 200-500 LRD (US$1-
2.68) per parent in rural schools, and 250-350 LRD (US$1.34-1.87) per student in urban 
areas.28 PTA fees often cover school maintenance, capital improvements, fuel, and cooks 
for school feeding programs, and in some cases, uniforms or supplies for children. In 
practice, Human Rights Watch found that some schools collect up to 2,300 LRD (US$12.33) 
in PTA fees.29 Some parents reported that schools combine the registration and PTA fees 
with the total well in excess of Education Ministry guidelines. For example, a parent in 
Montserrado said she was charged 3,050 LRD (US$16.36) for registration and PTA fees for 
her daughter in 1st grade; ministry guidelines would limit the combined payment to 1,350 
LRD (US$7.24).30 Another mother in Montserrado said the school charged 5,900 LRD 
(US$31.64) for registration and PTA fees for her 7th grade son; ministry guidelines would 
limit the combined payment to 2,350 LRD (US$12.60).31  
 

Uniforms, Textbooks, and Transportation 
Public schools generally require students to wear uniforms to attend. Parents and children 
told us that the cost for uniforms is typically US$10-20. Parents can buy uniforms at the 
market for lower amounts, but some schools require parents to purchase the uniforms 
from the school, at a higher cost. Families must also purchase textbooks and copy books 
for children. Parents and children reported that the combined costs for uniforms, 
textbooks, and copy books ranged from 1,000 to 4,000 LRD (US$5-$21) per year. In 
addition, children who do not live within walking distance of their schools often pay 50 to 
150 LRD (US$0.26-$0.80) for transportation each day.  
  

 
27 Ibid., slide 11.  
28 Ibid., slide 18.  
29 Interviews with children, parents, teachers, and school administrators.  
30 Interview with a mother of three children, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025.  
31 Interview with a mother of three children, Monrovia, Montserrado County, January 16, 2026.  
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Negative Impacts of School Fees on Children and Families 
 
Fee-based schooling undermines children’s right to education, deepens inequalities, and 
significantly limits children’s future opportunities. Liberia is obligated to ensure free and 
accessible education to children under both international and regional human rights law, 
including the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights and the African Charter on the 
Rights and Welfare of the Child. (See the International Law and Standards section, below.) 
Registration and other fees exacerbate over-age enrollment, negatively affect children’s 
educational achievement, and contribute to school dropout and child labor. For low-
income families in particular, fees can create significant hardship or put education out of 
reach entirely.  
 

Family Hardship and Debt 
Among the parents interviewed by Human Rights Watch were farmers, teachers, masons, 
nurses’ aides, electricians, factory and port workers, bakers, and market sellers. Nearly all 
said that it was a challenge to pay the fees required for their children to attend school.  
 
A single mother of five children in Montserrado has three grown children and two still in 
school. She works as a kindergarten teacher, making about 26,000 LRD (US$139) per 
month. She said that she had to pull her children out of school more than five times until 
she had enough money to pay their registration fees. “There are so many times I have had 
to borrow money,” she said. She relies on friends and her older children for help and 
estimates that she is currently at least US$300 in debt. “I don’t know if I can ever pay it 
back. It’s difficult to feed my children. I give my children food but sometimes don’t have 
enough for myself.”32 
 
Another mother in the same community has three children, ages 4, 7, and 10. Her husband 
works at the port in Montserrado, loading and unloading ships, but his work is irregular. “If 
my husband has work, we can pay the fees,” she said, “but if he doesn’t work, we can’t. If 
we don’t have the money, the younger children stay home until we can pay. Sometimes 

 
32 Interview with a mother of five children, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025.  
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they stay home for two weeks. Their school doesn’t provide food, so sometimes they don’t 
eat because we have to pay their fees.”33 
 
A single mother with four children in Gbarnga, Bong County, said that two of her children 
are in school and two are still too young to attend. She sells biscuits from her home but 
said she makes little profit and that her income isn’t enough to support her children. She 
borrows money from an uncle, and said that “even if I don’t eat, I find a way to pay the 
fees.” She had no education after grade 5 and said, “I don’t want my children to be like 
me, because I missed a lot of opportunity. Education is important to become somebody.”34  
 
A mother of two children in Gbarnga, Bong County, sells plantains and her husband works 
transporting passengers and goods by motorcycle. “If the plantain is not ripe, I’m not able 
to get money,” she said. “It’s a burden on all parents to pay for their children. Parents want 
children to learn, but if they have no money, the children sit at home.”35  
 
Children also reported hardships due to school fees. Blessing, 13, said, “I experience a lot 
of challenges, I miss school because of lack of money for fees and transportation. 
Sometimes I don’t have enough textbooks.”36 Janet, a 14-year-old girl from Montserrado, 
has eight siblings but said only some of them are in school. “Having money for my school 
has been a challenge.” She said the costs made her parents “stranded”—stuck without 
enough money to pay.37  
 
Joshua, 12, lives with his grandmother in Montserrado. His parents sell goods in the 
market, but he said that when they don’t have customers, they are not able to pay his 
school fees. “If they can’t keep up,” he said, “me and my mom beg the administration for 
more time to pay.”38 Joyce, a girl in 8th grade in Margibi County, said, “Sometimes we 
sleep with hunger. When my parents can’t keep up with the fees, I feel bad about it. 
Sometimes my friend makes fun of me.”39 

 
33 Interview with a mother of three children, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025. 
34 Interview with a mother of four children, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 9, 2026. 
35 Interview with a mother of two children, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 9, 2026. 
36 Interview with Blessing, 13, Paynesville, Montserrado County, December 5, 2025.  
37 Interview with Janet, 14, Montserrado County, December 12, 2025. 
38 Interview with Joshua, 12, New Matidi, Montserrado County, December 12, 2025. 
39 Interview with Joyce, 16, Kakata, Margibi County, December 6, 2025. 
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Many of the parents interviewed said they had borrowed money to help pay their children’s 
fees. Some borrow from relatives, friends, their local church, or BRAC, an international 
organization that provides microloans.40 Some contribute to a “susu” (community or 
women’s savings club) and borrow money back from the fund.  
 
The sums parents borrow often come with heavy interest fees. A single mother of two 
children who sells goods in Grand Bassa said she has borrowed money twice from BRAC. 
She said she borrowed 25,000 LRD (US$134) the first time, and 40,000 LRD (US$215) the 
second. She is still paying back the second loan and said that with interest, the total 
amount for the 40,000 LRD loan will be nearly 50,000 LRD (US$268).41 Another mother 
from Grand Bassa borrowed 50,000 LRD (US$268) from BRAC, and paid an additional 
25,000 LRD (US$134) in interest.42 A mother with three children in public school said she 
once borrowed 8,000 LRD (US$43) from BRAC, but was unable to pay back the 10,000 LRD 
(US$56) in principal and interest, so said she can’t borrow again.43  
 
A mason with six children in Margibi County said, “My income is not enough to pay all the 
fees. I talk to family and friends to get more money. Sometimes I get a loan from the 
savings club. If I borrow 1,000, I have to pay back 1,250.”44  
 
Beatrice, 17, said that when she reached senior secondary school and her registration fees 
increased to 3,000 LRD per year (US$16), she asked a teacher for help. He agreed to pay 
the fees if she would pay him back. Her mother gave her 1,000 LRD (US$5) to help repay 
the loan, but she still owes the teacher more than 2,000 LRD (US$11). She wants to 
continue her education and said, “Education is important. Without education, you are 
disadvantaged.”45  
 

 
40 BRAC, founded in Bangladesh in 1972, began as the Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee, but today the name BRAC 
is used on its own. 
41 Interview with a mother of two children, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 7, 2026. 
42 Interview with a mother of three children, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 7, 2026. 
43 Interview with a mother of three children, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025. 
44 Interview with a father of six children, Kakata, Margibi County, December 2, 2025.  
45 Interview with Beatrice, 17, Sanniquellie, Nimba County, January 13, 2026.  
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Teachers and principals affirmed that registration fees are a burden for many parents. A 
senior secondary school teacher in Monrovia said, “A lot of families struggle to pay the 
registration fees. It’s a stretch for most families.”46 
 
A vice-principal at a primary school in Bong County said that most parents do not pay their 
children’s fees in full. “Most of the parents owe money,” she said.47 The principal at a 
primary and junior secondary school in Montserrado, said that at least 300 of the 2,760 
students at her school had not paid their fees three months after the beginning of the 
school year.48 The principal of an elementary school in Grand Bassa estimates that about 
75 percent of parents pay the fees for children at his school. “If they can’t pay, we give 
them consideration,” he said.49  
 
Some teachers and administrators pay fees for students whose families are unable to do 
so. A principal in Kakata, Marbigi, said, “I help three to four students with their fees. I 
didn’t want them to be left behind, so I paid the fees myself.”50 A high school chemistry 
teacher in Margibi has been paying the fees for a student at his school for three years. He 
said, “The student’s family is in dire economic straits. His father had trouble getting 
decent employment and his mother was selling in the local market. They have eight 
children, and the big ones are not learning.”51  
 
A junior high school literature teacher in Bong County spent 10 years as a volunteer before 
being put on the government payroll in 2021. He still makes only US$95 a month, but 
nonetheless, said he is paying the school fees for four junior high school students who 
can’t afford them. “Their parents don’t have money, so they came to ask my help.”52 
Another teacher in Bong County said that he has helped two junior high students at his 
school pay their fees. He said, “Here, you have to pay in full to go to class. The students 
came to me and had half their fee, so I provided the rest. I have been supporting them for 
two years now. Other students have asked, but I didn’t have the means to help them.”53  

 
46 Interview with a senior secondary school physics teacher, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 27, 2025. 
47 Interview with a vice-principal, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026.  
48 Interview with a school principal, Paynesville, Montserrado County, November 28, 2025. 
49 Interview with a primary school principal, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 6, 2026. 
50 Interview with an elementary and junior secondary school principal, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025. 
51 Interview with a senior secondary school chemistry teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
52 Interview with a junior secondary school literature teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026.  
53 Interview with a religious education teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026. 
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A biology teacher in Bong County said, “Many days, children come to me to ask for help 
because their parents can’t pay.” He struggles to support his own family but has worked 
with other teachers to secure scholarships for three children at the school whose parents 
were unable to meet the fees. He said, “Some are still out and need help. It is so 
sorrowful.”54  
 

Late and Overage Enrollment 
Some parents delay enrollment for some or all of their children for weeks or months at the 
beginning of the school year. A mother in Monrovia who makes a living baking and selling 
bread said she finds it difficult to pay the school fees for her three children, ages 7, 9, and 
17. “I try to save money,” she said, “but I can’t pay for all of them, so some go and then the 
others go when I have the funds. If school starts in September, some of the children won’t 
start until October. If they miss a month of school, it is challenging.”55 Blessing, 13, said, 
“My parents sometimes don’t have money to pay everything at once. Sometimes we delay 
going to school at the start of the semester.”56 
 
A high proportion of children in Liberia enter school a year or more late, often because 
their parents don’t have enough money to pay school registration fees or schooling is not 
easily accessible. When children are older than the expected age for their grade, this is 
known as “overage” enrollment. 
 
Typically, a child should enter grade 1 at age 6, but Human Rights Watch interviewed 
parents who did not send their children to school until age 7, 8, or even 13 because they 
did not have the money to cover the child’s fees. According to the most recent Liberian 
school census, fewer than half of primary-school age children are enrolled in the correct 
grade for their age.57 
 
 

 
54 Interview with a biology teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 9, 2026. 
55 Interview with a mother of three children, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025.  
56 Interview with Blessing, 13, Paynesville, Montserrado County, December 5, 2025.  
57 Ministry of Education, “2024-2025 Liberia Annual School Census,” 2025, on file with Human Rights Watch, p. 45. 
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A mother of seven in Montserrado earns income from selling charcoal. Her four oldest 
children are attending public school, but her 7-year-old has not yet begun school. She 
said, “I don’t send her to school now, because I don’t have the money. If there was no 
registration fee, I would send her now.”58 A mother of four, who earns a living making and 
selling concrete blocks, said her youngest child, also 7, is not yet in school. “When I get 
the money, I will send him,” she said. “For now, he stays at home.”59 
 
A baker with three children said that her daughter didn’t start grade 1 until she was 9, 
because she didn’t have the money for fees.60 A single mother of three who supports her 
family by selling water, said her daughter began grade 1 at age 12 and her older son did not 
start school until he was 13. “They started late because I had no money,” she said.”61  

 
58 Interview with a mother of seven, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025.  
59 Interview with a mother of four, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025. 
60 Interview with a mother of three, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025. 
61 Interview with a mother of three, Monrovia, Montserrado County, January 16, 2026.  

 
The grade 1 roster at an elementary school in Nimba County shows that all of the enrolled students are 
overage. Only 13 of the 47 enrolled students are under age 10. Six is the desired age to enter grade 1. January 
12, 2026. © 2026 Human Rights Watch 
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The principal of an elementary and junior high in Kakata, Margibi, showed Human Rights 
Watch the roster for grade 1 at his school. Only 2 of the 26 students enrolled were under 
the age of 10. The oldest was 15. Similarly, a grade 1 teacher in Montserrado estimated that 
75 percent of her students were overage, with the oldest being 15.  
 
Overage enrollment is particularly acute in junior and senior secondary school. The 2024-
2025 Annual School Census found that 66 percent of students in junior secondary and 61 
percent in senior secondary were overage. The census report said the “extremely high” 
rates indicated an “urgent need” for targeted interventions by the Ministry of Education, 
including accelerated learning, age-appropriate placement, and community 
sensitization.62 Other sources cite even higher rates of overage learners: 95 percent in 
junior high and 84 percent in senior high.63 
 

 
62 Ministry of Education, “2024-2025 Liberia Annual School Census,” 2025, on file with Human Rights Watch, p. 4.  
63 UNESCO, Education Sector Analysis: Republic of Liberia, 2022, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000383314 
(accessed February 4, 2026), p. 24.  

  
The grade 1 roster at the KRITTI Demonstration School in Margibi County, Liberia shows that of 26 students, 
all are overage. Only two students are under the age of 10. December 1, 2025. © 2025 Human Rights Watch 
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Every teacher interviewed said they had students over the appropriate age for their grade. A 
language arts teacher in Montserrado, for example, said that some of the students in her 4th 
grade class were 18 or 19; and that in her 6th grade class, some students were 22 or 23.  
 
In some cases, children start school late because their families live in rural areas without a 
government school nearby. Parents understandably wait until the children are older to 
send them to an urban area to live with extended family members and attend school. A 
caregiver in Margibi said, “If parents are in rural places farming, they don’t want to send 
their young children long distances, so the child might be 10-years-old before they start 
school.”64 Clara, for example, is 13 but only in the 1st grade. Her parents are farmers and 
sent her to Gbarnga in Bong County to live with her grandmother. Her parents send money 
once in a while; otherwise, she is dependent on her grandmother and aunt for her school 
fees and other support.65  
 
Overage enrollment has negative consequences for both children and for Liberia’s 
education system. Multiple studies have found that students who are overage when 
beginning school have higher repetition and dropout rates, and lower completion rates 
than their peers who enter school at the appropriate age.66 Between 2006 and 2011, 80 
percent of Liberian students who dropped out of primary school were at least three years 
older than the intended completion age.67 Overage students may feel embarrassment and 
stigma from being older than other children in their class, while teachers struggle to teach 
effectively and maintain class discipline due to differences in students’ maturity and 
educational level.  
 

Missed and Interrupted Education 
Many schools send children home when their parents have not paid required fees. As a 
result, students miss days or even weeks of instruction, undermining their academic 

 
64 Interview with a caregiver of three children, Kakata, Margibi County, December 2, 2025.  
65 Interview with a grandmother caring for two grandchildren, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 9, 2026.  
66 UNESCO, Global Education Digest: Opportunities lost: the impact of grade repetition and early school leaving, 2012, 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000218449 (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 39; A. Wils et al, “Pupil Performance 
and Age: A Study of Promotion, Repetition, and Dropout Rates among Pupils in Four Age Groups in 35 Developing Countries,” 
EPDC Working Paper No. EPDC-09-02, Education Policy and Data Center, Winter 2009, 
https://www.epdc.org/sites/default/files/documents/Pupil_Performance_and_Age.pdf (accessed April 22, 2026). 
67 UNESCO, Global Education Digest: Opportunities lost: the impact of grade repetition and early school leaving, 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000218449, p. 39. 
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progress. A science teacher in Kakata, Margibi, explained that at his school, “Lots of 
children are sent home. Some come back after a week, but if they don’t have the money, 
they don’t come.”68  
 
Isaac, a 17-year-old in 11th grade in Montserrado, said, “Sometimes my father delays my 
fees because he is a farmer and depends on crops. If my parents can’t pay fees, the school 
sends me home until the balance is paid.”69 Children also described feelings of shame and 
stigma after being sent home. Mary, 18, said, “It used to be shameful walking out of class, 
while your friends are staying in class.”70 Michael, a grade 10 student in Montserrado, said 
that at his school, the registrar would humiliate children when sending them home.71 
Musu, 16, from Kakata, Margibi, said she was sent home repeatedly for non-payment of 
school fees, which left her feeling discouraged and unable to focus in class. She later 
dropped out of school.72 
 
One parent in Gbarnga, Bong County, said that her children had been sent home from 
school on at least seven occasions because she was unable to pay their fees. “Sometimes 
they sit home for a week and then have a hard time catching up with their lessons. I talk 
with the administration to ask for more time. Sometimes they allow it, sometimes they 
don’t.”73 A single parent of five children in Montserrado said that her children had stayed 
home from school at least five times because she had not been able to pay their fees. 
“They are wasting the children’s time,” she said. “The child stays home, wasting time, and 
doesn’t graduate on time.”74  
 
Some parents reported that their children missed months or even years of schooling due to 
lack of funds. A mother of four in Monrovia, who holds a university degree in forestry, said 
she could not find work in her field and now earns a living making and selling concrete 
blocks. She explained that two of her children, ages 7 and 11, were not attending school 
because she could not pay their fees. “My youngest daughter attended one semester this 

 
68 Interview with a science teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
69 Interview with Isaac, 17, Monrovia, Montserrado County, December 4, 2025.  
70 Interview with Mary, 18, Monrovia, Montserrado County, December 10, 2025. 
71 Interview with Michael, 18, Monrovia, Montserrado County, December 11, 2025. 
72 Interview with Musu, 16, Monrovia, Montserrado County, December 10, 2025. 
73 Interview with a mother of two, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 9, 2026. 
74 Interview with a mother of five, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025.  
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year but then had to stop because of financial constraints.” The 7-year-old had never 
attended school. 
 
A mother of six said that two of her children each stayed home from school for a year 
because she could not pay their school fees.75 A farmer in Grand Bassa said that two of his 
children, ages 12 and 15, had dropped out of school because he didn’t have enough money 
for their fees. He said, “Now they do nothing. I want them to go back. If God gives us the 
opportunity, I will get the money and send them back next year.”76  
 
A single mother of three boys in Montserrado said that her two youngest sons, 9 and 11, 
have not attended school for three years. She washes dishes to earn enough money for 
food but said she doesn’t have enough money for her sons’ school fees. She said that 
education is important and wants them to return to school. If there were no fees, she said 
she would send them back immediately. “I’m not feeling fine that they are not in school,” 
she said.77  
 

Dropping Out 
In Liberia, only 38 percent of children complete primary school (grade 6), and only 17 
percent complete junior high school (grade 9).78 Many of the principals and teachers 
Human Rights Watch interviewed identified school fees as a significant driver behind 
children dropping out.  
 
A first-grade teacher in Montserrado said that she started the 2024 school year with 150 
students but ended up with only 90. She said, “Some parents don’t have money.”79 A 
principal of a public school in Grand Bassa offering ECE through grade 12 estimated that 10 
to 20 percent of the children in his school drop out every year, primarily due to financial 
reasons.80 A junior high school agriculture teacher in Margibi said that “plenty” of students 

 
75 Interview with a mother of six, Monrovia, Montserrado County, January 16, 2026.  
76 Interview with a father of twelve, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 7, 2026.  
77 Interview with a mother of three, Monrovia, Montserrado County, January 16, 2026.  
78 Ministry of Education, “2024/2025 Liberia Annual School Census,” 2025, on file with Human Rights Watch, p. 24.  
79 Interview with a first-grade teacher in Paynesville, Montserrado County, November 28, 2025.  
80 Interview with a school principal in Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 6, 2026. 
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at his school drop out because of the fees. “The registration fee is a challenge for 
families,” he said. “Most parents cannot afford [it].”81 
 
James, 14, left school in 2024. He said, “Right now I’m not in school because my parents 
can’t afford to send me. I couldn’t keep up with the fees. Now, I help my mother sell to get 
money to send us to school. I really want to go back to school because I want to be 
educated.”82  
 
 
 

 

 
81 Interview with an agriculture teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
82 Interview with James, 14, Montserrado County, December 4, 2025.  

 
The enrollment update at Jerome Francis Clarke Elementary and Junior High School in Bong County shows that 
103 of the school’s 579 students—18 percent—dropped out in a single year. Bong County, Liberia, January 8, 
2026. © 2026 Human Rights Watch 
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Princess, 17, said she stopped going to school after 8th grade because her parents didn’t 
have the funds to pay the fees. She has nine siblings and said that not all of them 
attended secondary school because of the school fees. “I want to go back to school to 
start from where I stopped,” she said.83  
 
Several of the children interviewed said that they dropped out of school after the death of 
a parent. Peter, 17, dropped out of school after grade 9. He said, “I left school because my 
dad passed away, and my mom cannot afford to send me and my siblings to school.” He 
now helps his mother sell goods and works part-time in a carpentry shop to earn money to 
keep his younger sisters in school. He wants to go back to school to become an engineer 
and said, “Schooling should be free so that children will not drop out from school like my 
case. If school were free, when my dad died, I would still be going to school. But because 
it’s expensive, I am a school dropout.”84  
 
Mary, 9, is from Bong County and was in the first grade when her father died. She said her 
mother couldn’t pay her school fees, so she was forced to drop out. She is working with her 
mother to sell goods and hopes to return to school. She said, “If you are educated, you can 
be respected in the society, you can work and earn your own money and live the life you 
want.”85 Musu, 16, left school in Margibi County in 2023. Her father died and her mother 
was not able to keep up with her school fees. She is now working in a hairdressing shop. “I 
would like to go back to school,” she said. “School encourages personal growth, self-
discipline, and a better future. But because of the poverty rate in Liberia, many families are 
not able to pay for their child’s fees.”86 
 
Fees are not the only reason that children leave school. Particularly at the junior and senior 
high level, pregnancy is a significant driver of dropout for girls. Approximately one-third of 
15 to 19-year-old females in Liberia are pregnant or have already given birth.87 Most of the 
schools Human Rights Watch visited said they encourage girls to continue their education 
while pregnant (though many encourage them to transfer to night-time “adult” schools 

 
83 Interview with Princess, 17, Montserrado County, December 4, 2025.  
84 Interview with Peter, 27, Montserrado County, December 12, 2025.  
85 Interview with Mary, 9, Gbarnga, Bong County, December 10, 2025.  
86 Interview with Musu, 16, Kakata, Margibi County, December 12, 2025.  
87 United Nations Population Fund (UNFPA) Liberia, UNFPA Liberia Annual Report 2023 (Monrovia: UNFPA Liberia, 2024), 
https://liberia.unfpa.org/en/publications/unfpa-liberia-annual-report-2023 (accessed April 21, 2026).  
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once their pregnancy is visible) and to return after giving birth. If new mothers do not have 
support for childcare, however, many do not return. A high school principal in Nimba 
County estimated that 20 to 30 of the school’s students were pregnant at the time of 
Human Rights Watch’s visit. “Some come back after giving birth, but if they don’t have 
help with care, they don’t come back,” he said.88 Child marriage rates have dropped from 
50 percent to 25 percent in Liberia since 1995, but also prompt girls to drop out.89  
 
Some students drop out to avoid repeating a grade. A junior high school civics teacher in 
Nimba County said, “Some students drop out if they can’t progress. They prefer to drop out 
than to repeat.”90 The registrar at a primary school in Nimba showed Human Rights Watch 
a large stack of report cards, and said, “Often if children believe they will fail, they will 
drop out or try to move to another school. I have a lot of report cards on my desk, but they 
have never come to collect them because they know they have failed.”91  
 

Child Work and Child Labor 
Under Liberian labor law, children can work full-time beginning at age 15, and are 
permitted to perform “light work” from age 13, provided such work is not for more than two 
hours per day or 14 hours per week and does not “prejudice the child’s attendance at 
school or their capacity to benefit from instruction.”92 Liberia’s Child Law states that every 
child shall have the right to be protected from work and other practices that may threaten 
his or her health, educational, spiritual, physical, and moral development.93 Both 
international and regional human rights law similarly protect children from economic 
exploitation. For example, the African Children’s Charter requires states to protect children 
from work that interferes with their education or harms their development.94 
 

 
88 Interview with a junior secondary school principal, Sanniquellie, Nimba County, January 13, 2026.  
89 Girls Not Brides, “Child Marriage Atlas: Liberia,” https://www.girlsnotbrides.org/learning-resources/child-marriage-
atlas/regions-and-countries/liberia/ (accessed April 21, 2026). 
90 Interview with a civics teacher, Nimba County, January 13, 2026.  
91 Interview with a primary school registrar, Ganta, Nimba County, January 12, 2026.  
92 Decent Work Act of 2015, Republic of Liberia, Ministry of Labour, https://liberiahrjobs.com/wp-
content/uploads/2021/02/DECENT-WORK-ACT-2015_MOL-1-1.pdf (accessed February 24, 2026), chapter 21, sections 21.2 
and 21.3. 
93 Liberia Child Labor of 2011, art. 3, section 9.4.  
94 African Children’s Charter, , OAU Doc. CAB/LEG/24.9/49 (1990), entered into force November 29, 1999, art. 15. 
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Nearly 3 in 10 children ages 5 to 17 in Liberia are engaged in child labor, either through 
outside economic activities or domestic chores.95 Liberia’s most recent demographic and 
health survey found that 38 percent of children ages 12 to 14 were working outside the 
home, with 11 percent working more than 14 hours per week. Of children ages 15 to 17, 57 
percent worked outside the home; 2 percent worked 43 hours or more per week.96 
 
Children often work to help pay their school fees. According to teachers and children alike, 
children’s work outside of school may negatively affect their school performance or cause 
them to interrupt their education for periods of time. John, a 16-year-old boy in 9th grade in 
Montserrado, said that his school fees and additional costs for uniforms and textbooks 
cost about 4,500 LRD (US$24) per year. “My family is not working, so we sell sometimes to 
be able to afford the fees,” he said. “Now, I’m going to school but after school I go sell in 
the community to earn money. I want the government to help my parents so I can stop 
selling. School is good and can help you make a good life. If I learn today, my children will 
not sell like me.”97  
 
Teachers and school administrators say that girls often work selling food or goods on the 
street or in markets, while boys often work transporting passengers or goods by motorbike. 
A science teacher in Gbarnga, Bong County, said, “Students will speak to me and say their 
parents are not working or that their parents are not making enough to take care of their 
responsibilities. Some are working to pay their fees and extend their education. Some 
work for a while and then come back to school.”98 
 
Children from rural communities often do not have junior or senior secondary schools in 
their area and may move to urban areas for school. Some stay with extended family 
members or other guardians, but others live on their own and work to cover their living 
expenses and school fees. The UN special rapporteur on trafficking in persons, especially 
women and children, visited Liberia in December 2024 and expressed concern that in such 
situations, informal kinship-based and foster care can lead to trafficking in children for 

 
95 LISGIS and the Ministry of Health, Liberia Demographic and Health Survey, 2019-2020, April 2021, 
https://dhsprogram.com/publications/publication-FR362-DHS-Final-Reports.cfm (accessed April 21, 2026), pp. 359-362. 
UNICEF defines child labor in this instance as work that is at or above the number of hours appropriate for the child’s age. 
96 LISGIS and the Ministry of Health, Liberia Demographic and Health Survey, 2019-2020, 
https://dhsprogram.com/publications/publication-FR362-DHS-Final-Reports.cfm.  
97 Interview with John, 16, Montserrado County, December 4, 2025.  
98 Interview with a science teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026.  
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domestic servitude, and that many children who have been relocated from rural areas to 
Monrovia have ended up in street vending, begging, and domestic servitude.99 
 
A senior secondary school math teacher in Grand Bassa estimated that up to 60 percent of 
students at his school were “self-sustaining” and living on their own.100 A biology teacher 
in Margibi said, “Many of my students are self-supporting. They leave their families in the 
villages to come into the city to acquire an education. Feeding and lodging is difficult for 
them, so some sell in the street to make money, or ride a motorbike. Some ask teachers for 
assistance. Every day they are asking us for help.”101  
 
Ellen, 13, left her parents in a rural village to live with a woman in Montserrado so that she 
could attend school. “I sell potatoes and greens in the market for the lady I live with,” she 
said. “The costs for school create difficulties for my family. If they don’t have the money, my 
guardian will credit the money, and I have to pay it back from what I sell.” She often sells in 
the market before school and said that the time working interferes with her studies.102 
 
Some children from rural areas return to their village on weekends to farm. A junior 
secondary school civics teacher in Nimba said, “If I don’t see a student for two or three 
days, I will ask them, and they say they went to farm. Most are self-supporting, so they 
sometimes have to get food.”103  
 
Their time working often leaves children with little time or energy to study. Samuel, a 10th 
grade student in Margibi, said, “I was unable to study because I was having to sell for my 
parents for them to get money to sustain us.”104 A grade 3 teacher in Bong County said, 
“Some children have to sell before coming to school, sometimes they sell after school, so 
they don’t have time to study.”105 
 

 
99 United Nations Human Rights Council, Visit to Liberia: Report of the Special Rapporteur on trafficking in persons, 
especially women and children, UN Doc. A/HRC/59/56/Add.2, April 28, 2025, https://docs.un.org/en/a/hrc/59/56/add.2 
(accessed April 21, 2026), para. 30. 
100 Interview with a math teacher, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 6, 2026.  
101 Interview with a biology teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
102 Interview with Ellen, 13, Montserrado County, December 12, 2025.  
103 Interview with a civics and government teacher, Sanniquellie, Nimba County, January 13, 2026.  
104 Interview with Samuel, 17, Kakata, Margibi County, December 12, 2025.  
105 Interview with a 3rd grade teacher in Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026.  
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UNESCO has found that combining work and schooling increases absenteeism and 
reduces educational performance, often leading to dropout.106 
  

 
106 UNESCO, Education for all 2000-2015: Achievements and challenges (Paris: UNESCO, 2015), 
http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0023/002322/232205e.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
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The High Cost of Early Childhood Education 
 
The financial barriers to children’s schooling in Liberia are highest for early childhood 
education (ECE). This period of education, also known as pre-primary education, 
preschool, or kindergarten, typically takes place from ages 3 to 5, before entering primary 
school. While the Liberian government authorizes 1,000 LRD (US$5) in fees for primary 
school, authorized fees for early childhood education are more than three times as high: 
3,500 LRD (US$19) per year for each child. 
 
Early childhood education has profound long-term benefits for children’s cognitive and 
social development, their health, future educational attainment, and employment and 
other opportunities later in life. The pace of brain development is at its highest in the first 
years of life, so this period represents a critical opportunity to make a positive difference in 
children’s lives.107 Emerging evidence finds the benefits of pre-primary education are not 
only life-long but cross-generational.108 Liberia’s 2022/23–2026/27 Education Sector Plan 
identifies ECE as an “indispensable intervention for the development of a young child.”109 
 
Multiple studies have found that access to early childhood education can mitigate 
inequalities among children from families of different incomes.110 Universal access to 
quality pre-primary education narrows early achievement gaps for children from 
disadvantaged households and places them on a more equal footing with their well-off 
peers.111 According to the International Monetary Fund, increasing pre-primary enrollment 

 
107 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No. 7: Implementing rights in early childhood, UN doc. 
CRC/C/GC/7 (2005), para. 30. 
108 See, for example, James Heckman and Ganesh Karapakula, “Intergenerational and Intragenerational Externalities of the 
Perry Preschool Project,” NBER Working Paper 25889 (2019): accessed April 21, 2026, doi:10.3386/w25889; Jorge Luis 
García, James J. Heckman, and Victor Ronda, “The Lasting Effects of Early-Childhood Education on Promoting the Skills and 
Social Mobility of Disadvantaged African Americans and Their Children,” Journal of Political Economy, vol. 131, no. 6 (2021): 
accessed April 21, 2026, doi: 10.1086/722936. 
109 Ministry of Education, Education Sector Plan 2022/23–2026/27, August 17, 2022, 
https://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ressources/liberia_esp_2022.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 75. 
110 United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), A World Ready to Learn: Prioritizing Quality Early Childhood Education, April 
2019, https://www.unicef.org/reports/a-world-ready-to-learn-2019 (accessed April 21, 2026); see also, UN General 
Assembly, Report of the Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and human rights, “The persistence of poverty: how real 
equality can break the vicious cycles,” UN Doc. A/76/177, July 19, 2021, https://www.ohchr.org/en/documents/thematic-
reports/a76177-persistence-poverty-how-real-equality-can-break-vicious-cycles (accessed April 21, 2026). 
111 UNICEF, A World Ready to Learn, 2019, https://www.unicef.org/reports/a-world-ready-to-learn-2019.  



 

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | MAY 2026 37 

can yield “large positive returns over an individual’s entire lifetime, particularly for the 
most disadvantaged.”112 The African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the 
Child has emphasized that states need to progressively expand access to early childhood 
education as part of fulfilling the right to education under the African Children’s Charter.113 
 
According to Liberia’s most recent household survey, more than half of children ages 3 to 5 
have never attended ECE and only about two in five are currently attending.114 Teachers, 
administrators, parents, and children all identified the cost of ECE as a significant barrier 
to children’s education. In Liberia’s last available household survey, 52 percent of parents 
in the lowest income quintile cited ECE school fees as the main barrier to entry.115 
 
Liberia’s current Education Sector Plan notes that households bear 46 percent of the total 
cost of ECE, with the government covering only 54 percent. In contrast, households cover 
less than 35 percent of the total costs of primary, junior, and senior secondary education, 
and only 3 percent of tertiary (university) education.116 The plan states: “[P]arents support a 
disproportionate level of cost for the ECE, contributing to the difficulty of parents to send 
their children to ECE schools, despite the importance of the ECE in building a strong and 
long-lasting foundation.”117 
 
An “ABC” nursery teacher in Nimba said, “Parents struggle to pay for ABC. Some of the 
parents pay, but sometimes children drop out to work on the farm. I had 130 children at the 
beginning of the school year, but now only have 70. Sometime the parents find the money 
and the children return, but most go to become farmers.”118 

 
112 International Monetary Fund, Public Expenditure and Inclusive Growth – A Survey (Washington, DC: IMF, 2021), 
https://www.imf.org/-/media/files/publications/wp/2021/english/wpiea2021083-print-pdf.pdf (accessed February 11, 
2026), p. 39.  
113 African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, General Comment No. 9 on Article 11 of the African 
Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, April 2025, https://www.acerwc.africa/sites/default/files/2025-
07/ACERWC%20GENERAL%20COMMENT%20No.%209_0.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
114 LISGIS, Thematic Report on Education and Literacy: 2022 Liberia Population and Housing Census (Monrovia: LISGIS, 
2024), https://lisgis.gov.lr/censusreport/thematic/ThematicReportonEducationandLiteracy.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 
16. 
115 LISGIS, Household Income and Expenditure Survey 2016, August 2017, 
https://lisgis.gov.lr/admin_area/surveys/pdf/2024062584538332016_StatisticalAbstract_Final.pdf (accessed April 21, 
2026). 
116 Ministry of Education, Education Sector Plan 2022/23–2026/27 , 
https://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ressources/liberia_esp_2022.pdf, p. 49. 
117 Ibid., p. 49. 
118 Interview with an early childhood education teacher in Nimba County, January 13, 2026.  
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A school registrar in Nimba showed Human Rights Watch the school’s student roster, 
which indicated that the majority of parents had paid only part of the required fees. For the 
school’s ABC class, only 10 out of 50 children had their fees paid in full.119 
 
Human Rights Watch visited two rural schools in the interior of Nimba, where most families 
rely on farming for income. Both schools had chosen to reduce the required fee for early 
childhood education. A principal of one of the schools said, “We are in the interior where it 
is very difficult for parents to afford the fees. Most of the parents are farming, mostly 
sugarcane. Often, they don’t make enough to sustain themselves.” In 2019, the school 
decided to reduce the ECE fee from 3,500 LRD (US$19) to 1,750 LRD (US$9). He said, “Even 
with the reduced fee, parents still have trouble.”120 
 
At another rural school in Nimba, the principal said that because of parents’ financial 
constraints, the school reduced ECE fees to 2,600 LRD (US$14), but that “some parents 
still can’t pay.”121 
 
Although ECE is not compulsory under Liberian law, many primary schools require ECE 
transcripts for entry into grade 1.122 In such cases, a child whose parents cannot pay ECE 
fees may receive no education at all. A principal in Bong County said simply, “If parents 
can’t afford ECE, the child won’t go to school.”123 A kindergarten teacher in Nimba said that 
children whose parents have not paid their fees are allowed to attend ECE, but that the 
child would not be promoted to grade 1 until their fees are paid.124 
 
Other children may be admitted to primary school without ECE or with only a year or two of 
ECE but often struggle to catch up to their peers. A grade 1 teacher in Montserrado said she 
had 35 children in her class but estimates that only 10 of them benefited from ECE. “I see a 
big difference in their writing and reading,” she said, “It’s difficult because I’m alone in the 

 
119 Interview with a primary school registrar, Ganta, Nimba County, January 12, 2026. 
120 Interview with a school principal, Nimba County, January 12, 2026.  
121 Interview with a school principal, Nimba County, January 12, 2026. 
122 Interviews with multiple principals and other school administrators.  
123 Interview with a school principal, Bong County, January 8, 2026. 
124 Interview with an early childhood education teacher in Ganta, Nimba County, January 12, 2026.  
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class and can’t do it all. I have to spend extra time with them [children who did not have 
ECE]. Twice a week I offer extra classes to help the children catch up.”125 
 
A principal of an elementary school in Margibi said that some children enter grade 1 
without ECE. “They don’t know their ABCs, don’t know how to write. Reading and writing is 
a serious problem.”126 A first grade teacher in Montserrado said, “I can see a difference. 
Those who went to kindergarten can read and write. But the others can’t do nothing.”127 
 
Children described the challenges they faced in primary school as a result of not attending 
ECE. Grace, now 18, said her parents could not afford ECE because they were not working 
at the time. “I faced many challenges when I first joined primary school because I did not 
attend preschool,” she said. “I found it difficult to recognize letters and numbers, while 
some of my classmates already knew how to read small words and write their names.”128 
Janet, a 14-year-old girl in second grade, said, “My parents didn’t take me to preschool 
because things were hard on them. Primary school is challenging. It’s difficult for me to 
read, write, and understand the teacher.”129 
 
Rebecca attends grade 11 in Montserrado and said, “I didn’t attend preschool. My parents 
said they never had money at the time, so they couldn’t afford paying my fee. In primary 
school, I struggled with writing and reading at first and stayed behind for a year because 
my foundation was not built from the first stage.”130 
 
Some teachers and administrators said that parents try to enroll their children directly into 
grade 1 because of the prohibitive cost of ECE. A first grade teacher in Bong County said, 
“Children are not in the right class because of lack of money. Parents don’t want to send 
the children to private school for ECE, so they send them to grade 1. It’s a big problem.”131 
An early childhood education teacher in Bong County said, “Parents don’t want to pay the 
ECE fees, so they want their children to sit in the older classes. I tell them they are not 

 
125 Interview with a first-grade teacher in Montserrado County, January 14, 2026.  
126 Interview with a principal in Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
127 Interview with a first-grade teacher, Paynesville, Montserrado County, November 28, 2025.  
128 Interview with Grace, 18, Montserrado County, December 12, 2025.  
129 Interview with Janet, 14, Montserrado County, December 12, 2025.  
130 Interview with Rebecca, 18, Montserrado County, December 5, 2025.  
131 Interview with a first-grade teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026.  
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helping their child, and their child will learn nothing.” She said she had several children 
who entered grade 1 but then were sent back to ECE because they were not prepared. She 
said, “ECE is a foundation. If it’s not built, you will struggle.”132 
 
Several parents told us that they did not enroll their child in ECE because there was no 
public ECE available in their area. Of the 10 elementary schools that Human Rights Watch 
visited, only four offered ECE. Several school administrators, when asked about 
government-funded ECE in their geographic area, said they were not aware of any. The 
vice-principal of instruction at an elementary school in Montserrado that does not have 
ECE said, “Very few government schools have ECE. Sometimes children go to grade 1 
without ECE, and teachers have to give extra class time after school to help them catch 
up.”133 An administrator at a senior secondary school in Karkata, Margibi’s largest city, 
said that the city had six public primary and junior secondary schools, but no public 
kindergarten.134  
 
A mother of three children in Montserrado said that none of her children had attended 
preschool. She said, “There’s no government preschool nearby, and the private preschool 
charges 25,000 LRD (US$134) per year.”135 
  

 
132 Interview with an early childhood education teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026. 
133 Interview with the vice-principal of instruction at an elementary and junior secondary school in Montserrado County, 
January 14, 2026.  
134 Interview with the vice-principal of administration at a senior secondary school in Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 
2025.  
135 Interview with a mother of three children, Montserrado County, November 26, 2025.  
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When Private School is the Only Option 
 
Only 39 percent of Liberia’s schools are operated by the government; 33 percent are 
classified as private, and 24 percent are faith-based institutions (also effectively private), 
and 4 percent are community-run schools.136 At the junior and senior secondary levels, 
public schools are particularly scarce. Only one in five senior secondary schools is public, 
just 216 schools nationwide.137 
 
Private school fees in Liberia often range from about US$400 to over US$800 per year, 
with some lower-cost schools charging US$200–$400 annually, and international schools 
charging much more.138 Parents interviewed for this report who sent their children to 
private school reported paying between 6,000 and 30,000 LRD (US$32—$161) per year. 
Uniforms, transportation, books, and other materials typically add to the cost.  
 
Approximately 44 percent of Liberia’s private schools operate without government 
authorization.139 Moreover, there is no government oversight of the fees private schools 
charge or regulations requiring private schools to provide subsidies for low-income 
children, even when no public option is available nearby.  
 
For many families, particularly in rural areas, schools are not available within a reasonable 
distance. More than half of rural children must walk more than 20 minutes to reach a 
primary school, and one in five must walk more than an hour.140 Several of the parents 
interviewed for this report said they send their children to private schools because there is 
no public school in their area. Blessing, a 13-year-old girl in Montserrado, said that she 
attended private preschool for three years because the government school in her area did 

 
136 Ministry of Education, “2024/2025 Liberia Annual School Census,” 2025, on file with Human Rights Watch, p. 32. 
137 Ibid., pp. 32-33. 
138 Dailay David Konway, “Identifying Factors that Influence Female Students’ Dropout Rate in Senior Secondary Schools in 
Montserrado County, Liberia,” International Journal of Research and Scientific Innovation, vol. 12, no. 5 (2025): 914–933, 
accessed April 21, 2026, doi:10.51244/IJRSI.2025.12050088. 
139 Ministry of Education, “2024/2025 Liberia Annual School Census,” pp. 35-36. 
140 LISGIS, Thematic Report on Education and Literacy: 2022 Liberia Population and Housing Census (Monrovia: LISGIS, 
2024) https://lisgis.gov.lr/censusreport/thematic/ThematicReportonEducationandLiteracy.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 
18. 
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not offer preschool.141 The mother of five children in Margibi sends her youngest child to a 
private preschool, which charges 18,000 LRD per year (US$97). She said, “The government 
kindergarten is very far from here. If it were closer, I would send my child there.” She 
makes only 8,000 LRD (US$43) per month as a nurse’s aide and struggles to pay her 
children’s school fees, but said, “Education is important because when you learn, you will 
do something to sustain your life.”142 
 
Some low-income parents feel they have no choice but to pay the higher costs of private 
school because private schools typically have more flexible payment policies than many 
public schools. While some public schools that Human Rights Watch visited allowed 
children to attend even if their parents had not paid their fees, others have strict policies 
requiring the payment of registration fees upfront, at the beginning of the school year. 
Parents who don’t have enough money to pay these upfront fees sometimes end up 
sending their children to private schools, where they can pay the fees in smaller 
installments over time. One single mother of nine children said she couldn’t pay the fees 
for public school all at once as required, so sent eight of her children to private school. She 
said, “Private school is more flexible, and they let you pay bit by bit.” She said her brother 
and sister both helped with the fees. “When they send me 1,500 LRD (US$8), I divide the 
money in two—half for school, the rest to eat.”143 
 
Finally, in some cases, local public schools have capped their registration, and children are 
forced into private school because no space is available in the public schools. One woman 
who is caring for three children from rural areas in Margibi said she struggles to pay for 
private school for one of the children, “We don’t have money for private school, but if public 
schools don’t have room, we are forced to go to private school.”144 The nurse’s aide in 
Margibi said that when she went to enroll her 13-year-old daughter at a local public school, 
she was told that the school wouldn’t accept the girl because it was over capacity and 
registration was over. “So we had to go private,” she said. The private school charges 12,000 
LRD (US$64) per year, which represents her salary for a month and a half. “When I’m able, I 
pay small, small amounts. Each time when you get some small money you go pay.”145  

 
141 Interview with Blessing, 13, Paynesville, Montserrado County, December 5, 2025.  
142 Interview with a mother of five children, Kakata, Margibi County, December 2, 2025.  
143 Interview with a mother of nine children, Montserrado County, November 28, 2025.  
144 Interview with a caregiver for three children, Kakata, Margibi County, December 2, 2025.  
145 Interview with the mother of five children, Kakata, Margibi County, December 2, 2025.  
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States have an obligation to provide free, quality public education, which is not 
diminished nor replaced by the existence of private schools. International law protects the 
rights of parents or guardians to send their children to private school,146 but even where 
private schools operate, the state remains the primary duty-bearer and must both provide 
public education and regulate private providers to ensure access and equality. 
 
  

 
146 Convention on the Rights of the Child, adopted November 20, 1989, G.A. Res. 44/25, annex, 44 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 49) 
at 167, U.N. Doc. A/44/49 (1989), entered into force September 2, 1990, art. 29(2). 
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Other Barriers to Quality Education 
 
During Human Rights Watch’s interviews, teachers and school principals cited additional 
challenges that impact the quality of education in Liberia. Those most commonly raised 
included overcrowding and poor infrastructure, low salaries for teachers, and unpaid 
teachers called “volunteers.” 
 
It is beyond the scope of this report to examine these issues in depth. However, issues of 
access to education cannot be separated from issues of quality. Access and quality are 
deeply interconnected, mutually reinforcing dimensions of the right to education that 
should be addressed in tandem.  
 
As noted above, the Liberian government is making efforts to increase the number of 
schools and classrooms across the country, improve infrastructure, and address 
inadequate and irregular teaching salaries. The following sections, reflecting concerns 
raised in Human Rights Watch’s interviews, illuminate some of these challenges.  
 

Overcrowding and Poor Infrastructure 
Many teachers complained about overcrowded classes. Some said they teach over 80 
students in a class, while others reported classes of over 150. Liberia’s Ministry of 
Education recommends no more than 45 students per classroom.147 An English teacher in 
Paynesville, Montserrado said that he had 130 students in one of his classes. “It’s not easy 
to monitor the class,” he said. “Two children will share a chair; two to five children will sit 
around one desk.”148 A senior secondary school literature teacher in Margibi has 80 or 85 
students in some of his classes. He said, “The classes are jam-packed. Teachers don’t 
have space to teach. The environment is not conducive for learning. There’s no proper 
evaluation.”149 
 

 
147 Republic of Liberia, Liberia Education Administrative Regulations, Volume 4: Liberian Education Administrative Guides 
(Monrovia: Ministry of Education, 2011), https://www.moeliberia.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Admin.-Regulations-
LEAG-Volume-4.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 30. 
148 Interview with an English teacher, Paynesville, Montserrado County, November 27, 2025. 
149 Interview with a literature teacher in Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  



 

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | MAY 2026 45 

Teachers said that with large classes, it 
is difficult to keep the students’ 
attention. An English teacher in Bong 
County said he had over 100 students in 
his 5th grade reading class. “Many 
students will not listen or focus. Some of 
the children are standing because 
there’s no seating capacity.”150 
 
Teachers also report a lack of chairs and 
desks. A senior secondary school 
physics teacher in Monrovia said he had 
90 students in his class. “Two students 
will share a chair. Some students have 
been expelled for fighting over chairs,” 
he said.151 Several teachers reported that 
students have fainted in their classes, 
due to heat and the overcrowded 
conditions. 
 

Two schools in Kakata in Margibi County have capped registration to reduce overcrowding. 
The principal of an elementary and junior secondary school said that before capping, some 
classes had as many as 200 students. He said, “When the class is that congested, the 
teacher doesn’t control the class anymore.”152 Now, the school limits enrollment to 65 per 
class on a first-come, first-serve basis, with priority given to continuing students. A Kakata 
senior secondary school has also capped enrollment, limiting each class to 50 students. 
 
While capping enrollment produces smaller classes with a better learning environment, it 
leaves some families with few options if their child is refused entry once classes are full. In 
Kakata, Margibi, there are only two government senior secondary schools. An 
administrator at the capped senior secondary school acknowledged that “lots of students  

 
150 Interview with an English teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, December 6, 2025.  
151 Interview with a senior secondary school physics teacher, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 27, 2025.  
152 Interview with a principal in Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  

 
Classroom at the KRTTI Demonstration School in 
Kakata, Margibi County, Liberia. The school has 
capped enrollment to reduce class size. December 1, 
2025. © 2025 Human Rights Watch 
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want to go to school, but we don’t have enough 
space to accommodate.”153 The elementary/junior 
secondary school principal mentioned above 
admits that, “If children can’t go elsewhere, they 
will sit at home because their parents don’t have 
money for private school.”154  
 
At some schools visited, Human Rights Watch 
observed leaky roofs, broken chairs, and pocked 
floors. Some principals and teachers said that 
their school lacked adequate bathrooms and 
sanitation. According to the 2024-2025 annual 
school census, 48 percent of public schools 
(1,184) do not have toilets and 76 percent (1,882 
schools) do not have handwashing facilities.155  
 

Low Teacher Salaries 
School principals and teachers consistently cited 
low salaries as one of their most significant 
challenges. Under the Ministry of Education’s 
2025 salary structure, teachers holding a C-
certificate—qualified to teach early childhood 
education and primary school—are to receive 
US$185 per month, while those with a Bachelor’s 
degree in science or education (BSc or BSE)—
qualified to teach at the junior and senior 
secondary school levels—are to receive US$400 

 
153 Interview with a senior secondary school vice-principal for administration, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
154 Interview with a principal in Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025. 
155 Ministry of Education, “2024-2025 Liberia Annual School Census,” 2025, on file with Human Rights Watch, p. 41. 

 
An “ABC” nursery class at the Dorothy 
Cooper Kindergarten and Primary School in 
Bong County, Liberia, January 8, 2026.  
© 2026 Human Rights Watch 

 
The roof over the corridor at the Dorothy 
Cooper Kindergarten and Primary School in 
Bong County, Liberia, leaks during the 
rain, January 8, 2026. © 2026 Human 
Rights Watch 
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per month.156 In 2026, an average monthly salary for wage workers in Liberia was roughly 
35,000–40,000 LRD (US$175–200).157 
 
Since assuming office in 2024, Minister of Education Dr. Jarso Maley Jallah has pursued 
human resource reforms, including salary “top-ups” for teachers. By early 2025, she 
reported that of 13,400 teachers, the government had provided salary top-ups for 9,271 
educators.158  
 
Despite these efforts, many teachers continue to earn substantially less than the amounts 
specified in the salary structure or are not paid in accordance with their qualifications. An 
agriculture teacher at a junior secondary school in Margibi, for example, has taught for 20 
years and makes only US$130 per month. He said, “I have four children, all young. It’s very 
challenging to support my family. Even as a teacher, I can’t eat breakfast, the money is not 
enough.” He said that he walks one hour each way to get to school to save money on 
transportation costs. He does agricultural work to supplement his salary, but still regularly 
borrows money from creditors to help pay his expenses.159 
 
A literature teacher at a junior secondary school in Bong County said he has an associate’s 
degree (two years of college or university), but receives only US$95 per month. He said, 
“The salary is not easy. I live far from the school and half of my salary just goes for 
transportation.”160 A primary school teacher in Montserrado with a C-certificate, said her 
salary is less than US$100 per month. She said that because she lives far from her school, 
she pays 500 LRD (US$2.68) per day for her transportation. “I am just working for the 
drivers,” she said.161  
 

 
156 David A. Yates, “MCSS Students Protest, Demanding Better Pay for Teachers,” Daily Observer, March 26, 2025, 
https://www.liberianobserver.com/news/mcss-students-protest-demanding-better-pay-for-teachers/article_0dba5c98-
ad52-448f-ad70-79d80f6a30fa.html (accessed April 21, 2026).  
157 Playroll, “Employer of Record (EOR) in Liberia: Hiring Employees in Liberia with an EOR,” last updated April 15, 2026, 
https://www.playroll.com/global-hiring-guides/liberia (accessed April 21, 2026); see also TimeCamp, “Average Salary in 
Liberia,” https://statistics.timecamp.com/average-salary/liberia/ (accessed April 21, 2026). 
158 David A. Yates, “MCSS Students Protest, Demanding Better Pay for Teachers,” Daily Observer, 
https://www.liberianobserver.com/news/mcss-students-protest-demanding-better-pay-for-teachers/article_0dba5c98-
ad52-448f-ad70-79d80f6a30fa.html. 
159 Interview with an agriculture teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
160 Interview with a literature teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026.  
161 Interview with a primary school teacher, Montserrado County, January 15, 2026.  
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A school administrator in Bong County said she has a BSE but is paid at less than a C-
certificate level. “US$100 makes it hard for me to cater to my children. It’s not easy for 
us.”162 An economics teacher is making US$275 at a senior secondary school in Monrovia. 
He began teaching with a C-certificate and earned his BSE after one year but said that his 
salary still lags behind the BSE rate. To supplement his income, he also works part-time at 
a private school.163 A school principal in Grand Bassa said, “Teachers are not paid 
according to their qualifications. Sometimes teachers with a C-certificate make as much or 
more as teachers with a BSE.”164 
 

Volunteer Teachers 
Thousands of trained teachers in Liberia teach without a salary as volunteers. Nearly all 
began teaching with the hope of being placed on the government payroll but often end up 
teaching unpaid for years. Human Rights Watch interviewed several teachers who had 
worked without a formal salary for 10 years or more.  
 
In 2025, the Ministry of Education placed 2,148 volunteer teachers on the government 
payroll and removed 1,053 “ghost” names—names that were receiving salaries although 
no active teacher could be identified.165 At many of the schools Human Rights Watch 
visited, teachers and principals reported that some of their volunteer teachers had recently 
been put on payroll. But many continue to teach with no government salary. The County 
Education Officer for Nimba, for example, said that 227 volunteer teachers in Nimba were 
put on payroll in 2025, but that 1,249 volunteer teachers in the county remained unpaid.166 
 
The vice-principal for administration at a senior secondary school in Margibi reported that 
more than half of the teachers at the school were volunteers. At the school, volunteers 
teach mathematics, English, government, chemistry, physics, biology, economics, 
agriculture, and geography. She said that the school’s longest serving volunteer was 

 
162 Interview with a primary school vice-principal, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026.  
163 Interview with a senior secondary school economics teacher, Monrovia, Montserrado County, November 27, 2025.  
164 Interview with a school principal, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 6, 2026.  
165 Liberian Observer, “Boakai’s Consequential 3rd Year,” January 26, 2026, 
https://www.liberianobserver.com/news/boakai-s-consequential-3rd-year/article_2f740170-f111-438a-a886-
72735a2ec0b4.html (accessed April 24, 2026). 
166 Interview with Francis G. Leagay, County Education Officer, Nimba County, January 13, 2026.  
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teaching for the 11th year.167 Other school principals said that up to one-third of their 
teachers were volunteers.168  
 
A science teacher at an elementary and junior secondary school in Margibi said he had 
taught as a volunteer for more than six years. He said, “The government says the only way 
to be employed is to start as a volunteer, but there are no promises of how long it will 
take.” He has his C-certificate and is working towards a BSE degree. For income, he also 
works part-time at a private school for 6,000 LRD per month (US$32).169  
 
Without a government salary, volunteer teachers rely on family or friends for financial help, 
or earn additional income from farming or other jobs, including teaching at private 
schools. Some schools or Parent Teacher Associations have also provided small stipends 
to volunteer teachers. 
 
A language arts teacher in Montserrado has a BSE and 15 years of experience teaching, 
including in private schools. She has been teaching for two years as a volunteer and said, 
“It is very difficult to live with no salary, but I have a passion for teaching.” She said she 
planned to teach for another two years, but if she was still not on payroll after that time, 
would “need to reassess.”170  
 
An elementary English teacher in Bong County has taught as a volunteer for seven years. 
He has two children and said that he walks more than an hour to his school to avoid 
paying for transportation. He also teaches at a private school, earning 8,000 LRD per 
month (US$43).171 A first grade teacher in Grand Bassa has taught as a volunteer for 10 
years. After her husband died, she had to support their five children on her own. She sells 
food at the market to make a little income but said that if she is not placed on payroll by 
the end of the year, she will need to go work at a private school.172  
 

 
167 Interview with a senior secondary school vice-principal for administration, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
168 Interviews with principal in Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025; and principal, Ganta, Nimba County, January 12, 
2026. 
169 Interview with a science teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
170 Interview with a language arts teacher, Paynesville, Montserrado County, November 28, 2025.  
171 Interview with a primary English teacher, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 8, 2026.  
172 Interview with a grade one teacher, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 6, 2026.  
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Despite low government salaries, public school teachers still make significantly more than 
private school teachers. Those teaching at private schools reported salaries of 8,000-
18,000 LRD per month (US$43-$97). Teachers on the government payroll also have greater 
job security than private school teachers, who often need to reapply each year, and are 
eligible for government pensions. These factors lead many volunteers to continue teaching 
in public schools, hoping that eventually they will be placed on the government payroll.  
 

Teacher Absenteeism 
Administrators, teachers, and parents reported that teacher absenteeism is frequently a 
problem, often linked to teachers’ low or lack of pay. A senior secondary school principal 
in Margibi said, “It’s hard for administrators to exert authority over the teachers because 
they are volunteers.”173 A principal in Grand Bassa said, “Teachers come to the school 
anytime they want to come, do what they want to do. Their salaries are not in our control. 
On a typical day, two, three, or four teachers may not attend.”174 His school only has 12 
teachers, so the absence of four teachers constitutes a 33 percent absenteeism rate. A 
registrar at another school in Grand Bassa said, “Every day, maybe 20 teachers come and 
four don’t.” She said that the school had replaced two teachers because of 
absenteeism.175  
 
Absenteeism occurs among both volunteer and salaried teachers. A parent in Bong County 
said, “Some teachers are on the payroll, but they don’t teach. They sit home and take their 
salary.”176 A teacher in Margibi said, “Volunteer teachers are constrained to come to work 
every day. If you don’t, it counts against you. While some of the payroll teachers don’t 
show up.”177 A teacher in Nimba who had spent seven years working as a volunteer 
teacher, noted that volunteers often moonlight at private schools to earn income, affecting 
their attendance. “Sometimes they teach in two or three schools, so often are not coming. 
The government has no hold over them, so they do what they want to do.”178 
 

 
173 Interview with a senior secondary school principal, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
174 Interview with an elementary school principal, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 6, 2026.  
175 Interview with a primary school registrar, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 6, 2026.  
176 Interview with a mother of two children, Gbarnga, Bong County, January 9, 2026.  
177 Interview with a science teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
178 Interview with a primary civics teacher, Ganta, Nimba County, January 12, 2026.  
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Money for Grades 
Principals, teachers, parents, and children alike reported that individual teachers 
sometimes demand sums of money from students for exams, assignments, or to influence 
their final grades. Anti-corruption assessments have also documented the practice in 
Liberia.179 In the cases reported to Human Rights Watch, teachers demanded amounts 
ranging from 100 LRD (US$0.56) to 1,500 LRD (US$8). 
 
A parent in Grand Bassa said, “Teachers give assignments to students and expect 1,400, 
1,500 LRD (US$7.50-$8). If we don’t pay, they won’t accept the assignment. Anytime they 
take the assignment, they take money. If we don’t pay, the child will fail.” She said that 
just a few weeks before our interview, a teacher had asked for 1,500 LRD (US$8) from her 
daughter for an assignment.180  
 
Another parent in Grand Bassa said that teachers asked her 15-year-old daughter, 
attending 6th grade, for amounts ranging from 300 to 500 LRD (US$1.60-$2.68) for exams 
and assignments.181 The daughter independently confirmed that as many as six of the 
teachers in her school asked students for money, and said they did it openly in class. Both 
the mother and her daughter believed that if they reported it, no action would be taken.  
 
Several children reported being forced to pay these bribes to their teachers. Faith, a 14-
year-old, 5th grade student in Montserrado, said, “If you miss a test or quiz, the teachers 
demand you pay money. It’s something I’ve experienced many times.”182 None of the 
children interviewed said that they had reported the practice. Several said they were afraid 
that if they did, their teacher would fail them. 
 
Junior, a student who attended senior secondary school in Margibi, said that he did not 
pay for grades, but he believed that it happened at his school:  
 

 
179 Moore L. Johnson, “The Education Sector in Monrovia, Liberia: A Study on Corruption Perceptions and Experiences among 
Residents,” International Journal of Innovative Science and Research Technology, vol. 8, no. 11 (2023): accessed April 21, 
2026, https://ijisrt.com/assets/upload/files/IJISRT23NOV308.pdf. 
180 Interview with a mother of six children, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 7, 2026.  
181 Interview with a mother of three children, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 7, 2026.  
182 Interview with Faith, 14, Montserrado County, December 10, 2025.  
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When I’m going to school, I am studying and making an effort, and my 
grade would be low, while other people who didn’t study got grades that 
were higher. I felt bad about it. We are in class. We know who is putting 
time into their studies and who doesn’t. When those students get better 
grades, we know that something went wrong somewhere.183  

 
Teachers, principals, and parents alike link the practice to the large number of volunteer 
and low-paid teachers in the education sector. An economics teacher in Margibi said, “If 
volunteers work for 8 to 10 years with no salary, it’s an incentive to take money from 
students. It’s an incentive to manipulate the system.”184 Another teacher in Margibi said, 
“It’s obvious, where there are not sufficient funds, the teacher will get fees from 
students.”185 One of the parents mentioned above said that the government should pay 
teachers an adequate salary: “If they don’t pay teachers, they will ask children for money, 
because it’s the only way they can survive.”186 
 
The County Education Officer in Nimba County said that he gets reports of money for 
grades on a regular basis. He has dismissed some teachers and issued warnings to 
others.187 Several principals said that when teachers were found to be demanding bribes, 
the teachers were reassigned to less desirable schools or areas.  
 
The County Education Officer in Grand Bassa said that his office makes announcements in 
meetings and on the radio, urging whistleblowers to come forward, but that many cases 
are never reported. “If there’s no evidence, there’s nothing I can do,” he said.188 A senior 
secondary school principal in Margibi said, “It is happening, it’s a problem we’re facing. If 
we find out, the teachers get a warning letter. The problem is that there’s no way to get 
evidence. Students won’t tell because they are afraid of the teacher.”189  
 

 
183 Interview with Junior, 17, Kakata, Margibi County, December 2, 2025.  
184 Interview with a senior secondary school economics teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
185 Interview with a senior secondary school literature teacher, Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025. 
186 Interview with a mother of six children, Buchanan City, Grand Bassa County, January 7, 2026. 
187 Interview with Francis G. Leagay, County Education Officer, Nimba County, January 13, 2026. 
188 Interview with Jefferson D. Vobah, County Education Officer, Grand Bassa County, January 7, 2026.  
189 Interview with a senior secondary school teacher in Kakata, Margibi County, December 1, 2025.  
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Although Human Rights Watch did not receive direct reports of students being coerced into 
sexual relationships with teachers or administrators in exchange for grades, academic 
advancement, or to avoid academic penalties (i.e. “sex for grades”), multiple academic 
studies and media accounts indicate that this is a continuing and prevalent problem in 
Liberia.190  
  

 
190 See, for example, Lindsey Parnarouskis et al., “The Impact of Transactional Sex with Teachers on Public School Students 
in Monrovia, Liberia – a brief report,” Vulnerable Child Youth Stud, vol. 12, no. 4 (2018): 328-333, accessed April 21, 2026, 
doi:10.1080/17450128.2017.1300721; Jordan Steiner et al., “Sexual Violence of Liberian School Age Students: An 
Investigation of Perpetration, Gender, and Forms of Abuse,” Journal of Child Sexual Abuse, vol. 30, no. 1 (2021): accessed 
April 21, 2026, doi:10.1080/10538712.2018.1549176. 
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Education as Investment 
 
Education is not only a human right and a powerful catalyst for improving children’s lives, 
but also one of the best investments for sustainable and inclusive development. A 2023 
analysis of data from 155 countries between 1980 and 2021 found that public expenditure 
on education accounted for 50 percent of global economic growth, 70 percent of income 
gains among the world’s poorest 20 percent of individuals, 40 percent of extreme poverty 
reduction, and over 50 percent of improvement in the share of labor income accruing to 
women over this period.191 
 
Over the long term, education investments pay for themselves many times over in the form 
of increased tax revenues, contribution to Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and value to 
employers over the life of the eventual employee, as well as reduced public service 
expenditures in law enforcement, medical care, the justice system, and child welfare.192 
 
Pre-primary education investments in particular have powerful results. A 2021 World Bank 
cost-benefit analysis using studies from low- and middle-income countries estimated 
benefit-to-cost ratios for pre-primary education ranging between 1.7 and 14.2. In other 
words, low- and middle-income countries can expect up to US$14 in benefits for every $1 
invested in pre-primary education.193 The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has concluded 

 
191 Amory Gethin, “Distributional Growth Accounting: Education and the Reduction of Global Poverty, 1980-2022,” World 
Inequality Lab Working Paper No. 2023/25, November 20, 2023, https://wid.world/www-
site/uploads/2023/12/WorldInequalityLab_WP2023_25_Education-and-the-reduction-of-global-poverty_Final.pdf (accessed 
April 21, 2026), p. 3. See also, Amory Gethin, “Revisiting Global Poverty Reduction: Public Goods and the World Distribution 
of Income, 1980-2022,” World Inequality Lab Working Paper, No. 2023/24, September 18, 2023, https://wid.world/wp-
content/uploads/2023/11/WorldInequalityLab_WP2023_24_Revisiting-Global-Poverty-Reduction_Final.pdf (accessed 
January 11, 2024), pp. 12-14, 22, 52. 
192 W. Steven Barnett and Milagros Nores, “Investment and productivity arguments for ECCE,” in Investing against Evidence: 
The Global State of Early Childhood Care and Education, eds. P.T.M. Marope and Yoshie Kaga (Paris: UNESCO, 2015), pp. 72-
88. 
193 Alaka Holla et al., Is Investment in Preprimary Education Too Low? Lessons from (Quasi) Experimental Evidence across 
Countries, World Bank Policy Research Working Paper No. 9723, June 2021, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/929861625060766293/pdf/Is-Investment-in-Preprimary-Education-Too-
Low-Lessons-from-Quasi-Experimental-Evidence-across-Countries.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 



 

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | MAY 2026 55 

that “[i]nvesting in early childhood education and care has been shown to yield some of 
the largest returns.”194 
 
Research from sub-Saharan Africa suggests that investments in early childhood care and 
education would be offset by up to 87 percent as a result of higher efficiency within 
primary education alone.195 For example, education data from some countries shows that 
more than half of children who do not attend pre-primary school end up repeating 
grades.196 According to UNICEF, such excessive repetition can result in 1.2 extra years of 
education per child and an estimated 5-10 percent of the education budget wasted.197 
  

 
194 Younes Zouhar et al., “Public Expenditure and Inclusive Growth – A Survey,” IMF Working Paper No. 2021/083, March 19, 
2021, https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WP/Issues/2021/03/19/Public-Expenditure-and-Inclusive-Growth-A-Survey-
50190 (accessed April 21, 2026), pp. 36-41.  
195 Jaramillo, A and Mingat, A. (2006) Early Childhood Development in Sub-Saharan Africa: What Would it Take to Meet the 
Millennium Development Goals? Paper presented at the ADEA Biennale held in Gabon, March 2006. Paris, France: ADEA. 
Cited in Jan van Ravens and Carlos Aggio, Expanding early childhood care and education: How much does it cost?, Bernard 
Van Leer Foundation, March 2008, 
http://catalogue.safaids.net/sites/default/files/publications/Expanding%20Early%20Childhood%20Care%20and%20Educ
ation.pdf (accessed December 21, 2023).  
196 See, for example, Tracy Brunette et al., “Repetition of Primary 1 and Pre-primary Education in Uganda,” RTI International, 
International Development Working Paper, No. 2017-02, June 2017, https://ierc-
publicfiles.s3.amazonaws.com/public/resources/15607228_Brunette_et_al_WorkingPaper2017_02_June30_Final_A4.pdf 
(accessed April 21, 2026), p. 1. 
197 UNICEF, A World Ready to Learn: Prioritizing Quality Early Childhood Education (New York: UNICEF, 2019), 
https://www.unicef.org/media/57926/file/A-world-ready-to-learn-advocacy-brief-2019.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
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Financing for Education 
 
Liberian government spending on education has consistently fallen below established 
international benchmarks of 15 to 20 percent of total public expenditure and/or 4 to 6 
percent of GDP.198 Between 2015 and 2020, education expenditure ranged from 11 to 15.3 
percent of Liberia’s national expenditure.199 In 2021, Liberia pledged to increase its 
education spending to 20 percent of its national budget by 2025.200 Its education 
expenditure did not substantially change, however. Between 2020 and 2025, education 
sector spending remained between 11.2 to 14.5 percent of national expenditures.201 
 
Liberia’s approved FY2026 national budget totals US$1.25 billion, representing a 42 
percent increase over FY2025.202 Although the education sector allocation (US$136 million) 
increased by 14 percent in nominal terms over the previous year, it accounts for only 11 
percent of total government spending, and only 2.73 percent of GDP, significantly below 
the global benchmark and the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) 
average of 4 percent.203 
 
A number of factors, discussed below, undercuts Liberia’s capacity to direct more funding 
to its education sector. Government revenues, which are highly dependent on taxes, are 
low, in part due to tax exemptions, profit shifting, and tax abuse. The extractive sector 

 
198 UNESCO, Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action for the implementation of Sustainable 
Development Goal 4, 2016, ED-2016/WS/28, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656 (accessed April 21, 
2026), para. 14. 
199 UNESCO, Education Sector Analysis: Republic of Liberia (Paris: UNESCO, 2022), 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000383314 (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 59.  
200 Global Partnership for Education, “Annex 1: Template for Country Commitments,” Liberia Ministry of Education, July 12, 
2021, https://www.globalpartnership.org/node/document/download?file=document/file/2021-07-Liberia-Domestic-
financing-commitment.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
201 Ministry of Finance and Development, Republic of Liberia Approved National Budgets, available at 
https://mfdp.gov.lr/index.php/docs/the-national-budget?filter_order_Dir=DESC&start=0 (accessed April 21, 2026). The 
approved budgets provide actual expenditure figures for the fiscal year two years earlier. 
202 Ministry of Finance and Development, Republic of Liberia Approved FY 2026 National Budget, available at 
https://mfdp.gov.lr/index.php/docs/the-national-budget?filter_order_Dir=DESC&start=0 (accessed February 11, 2026). 
203 “IMF Executive Board Concludes 2025 Article IV Consultation and Completes Second Review Under the Extended Credit 
Facility with Liberia,” IMF press release, October 1, 2025, https://www.imf.org/en/news/articles/2025/10/02/pr25325-
liberia-imf-board-concludes-2025-aiv-consultation-and-completes-2nd-review-under-the-ecf (accessed April 21, 2026), 
estimating Liberia’s nominal GDP at approximately US$5.16 billion in 2025. Regarding the ECOWAS average, see UNESCO, 
Education Sector Analysis: Republic of Liberia (Paris: UNESCO, 2022), 
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000383314 (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 60.  



 

HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH | MAY 2026 57 

contributes more than 50 percent of Liberia’s GDP, but accounts for only 16 percent of 
Liberia’s domestic revenues.204 Budgets also allocate only a small share of funding to 
education, and this is disproportionately spent on university-level education, while 
neglecting early childhood, primary, and secondary education. As noted below, the 
government is also not fully implementing a law requiring that 60 percent of “signature 
fees” for concession agreements go toward education.205 
 
In addition, traditional donor countries have eliminated or decreased their development 
funding. Debt to domestic and international creditors, including the World Bank, is forcing 
Liberia to spend nearly as much on debt servicing as it does on education and health 
combined.206 
 
The global tax system contributes to many of these problems. Nevertheless, as discussed 
below, Liberia has numerous options to increase domestic revenue to better fund 
education and other public services.  
 

Tax Reform 
For most countries, domestic financing (primarily tax revenues) is by far the largest source 
of education funding. There are various policy options for governments to secure resources 
for education in a progressive manner. These include increases in progressive taxes—that 
is, those with greater income or wealth contribute a larger share of their resources in taxes 
than those with less, reconsidering costly tax exemptions, stemming tax abuses, and 
improving governance and accountability (including reducing corruption and tax evasion). 
The political obstacles to achieving adequate tax revenues for necessary domestic 
programs such as education are exacerbated by a global tax system that makes it 

 
204 ActionAid Liberia, Climate Financing Research on Domestic Resource Mobilization in Extractive Industry in Liberia 
ActionAid Liberia Extractive & Climate Financing Project (Monrovia: ActionAid Liberia, 2024), 
https://liberia.actionaid.org/sites/liberia/files/publications/EXTRACTIVES%20CLIMATE%20FINACING%20REPORT%20FINAL
_0.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
205 Education Reform Act of 2011, Section 9.1.a.; Ministry of Finance and Development, Republic of Liberia Approved FY 2026 
National Budget, available at https://mfdp.gov.lr/index.php/docs/the-national-budget?filter_order_Dir=DESC&start=0 
(accessed February 11, 2026), p. xvii and annex 4. 
206 The approved FY2026 budget allocates US$230 million for debt servicing. Approved expenditures for education are 
US$136 million and for health, US$103 million. Ministry of Finance and Development, Republic of Liberia Approved FY 2026 
National Budget, available at https://mfdp.gov.lr/index.php/docs/the-national-budget?filter_order_Dir=DESC&start=0 
(accessed February 11, 2026), pp. xvii and xviii.  
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challenging for many governments, especially in the Global South, to effectively tax the 
wealthy and multinational corporations. 
 
Both the World Bank and the IMF have found that tax revenues above 15 percent of GDP are 
key for economic growth, poverty reduction, and reducing inequality.207 This is a low 
threshold from a human rights perspective, as prevailing international benchmarks call for 
governments to spend 5 percent of GDP on health and/or 4 to 6 percent on education alone. 
 
Liberia’s tax-to-GDP ratio in 2023 was about 11.7 percent, significantly lower than the 
average for African countries (16.1 percent). ActionAid has argued that a five percentage-
point increase in tax-to-GDP ratios across African Union countries could generate an 
additional US$146 billion annually.208 For Liberia, a five percentage point increase in its 
tax-to-GDP ratio could generate an additional US$240 million in annual revenue, more 
than the combined allocations for education and health in the approved FY2026 budget.  
 
The overall tax framework should be progressive and measures to improve revenues should 
be informed by that principle, for example by favoring measures to eliminate corporate tax 
exemptions or increase taxes on the highest incomes and wealth. Heavy reliance on 
consumption taxes, particularly on goods and services critical for necessities such as food 
and fuel, have been shown to disproportionately harm people with lower incomes.  
 
The Atlas of Offshore Wealth, a project of the European Union Tax Observatory, finds that 
Liberia’s effective tax rate on companies and capital, which most affects the wealthiest, 
has decreased dramatically over time, whereas tax on labor has increased.209  
 

 
207 Vitor Gaspar, Laura Jaramillo, and Philippe Wingender, “IMF Working Paper: Tax Capacity and Growth: Is there a Tipping 
Point?” November 2016, https://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/wp/2016/wp16234.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026); Raul Felix 
Junquera-Varela and Bernard Haven, “Getting to 15 percent: addressing the largest tax gaps,” World Bank Blog, December 18, 
2018, https://blogs.worldbank.org/en/governance/getting-15-percent-addressing-largest-tax-gaps (accessed April 21, 
2026). 
208 ActionAid, Transforming Education Financing in Africa: A Strategic Agenda for the African Union Year of Education, 2024, 
https://actionaid.org/sites/default/files/publications/Transforming_Education_Financing_in_Africa_report.pdf (accessed 
April 21, 2026).  
209 EU Tax Observatory, Atlas of the Offshore World – Liberia Country Profile, https://atlas-offshore-world.org/country/LBR 
(accessed April 21, 2026). 
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The global tax system contributes to these trends by, for example, enabling multinational 
companies to shift profits to tax havens and making it difficult for governments to stem 
tax-related illicit financial flows. According to the Tax Justice Network, Liberia loses at least 
US$200 million per year to global tax abuse, including through tax havens—equivalent to 
240 percent of annual education spending.210 The threat of profit shifting, as well as tax 
competition, also fuels a “race to the bottom,” leading many governments to cut rates or 
grant broad tax exemptions, even though decades of research indicate they are rarely 
effective at attracting investment and their cost often outweighs their benefit.211 In 2023, 

 
210 Tax Justice Network, “Liberia Country Profile,” https://taxjustice.net/country-profiles/liberia/ (accessed April 21, 2026). 
211 World Bank, Global Investment Competitiveness Report 2019/2020: Rebuilding Investor Confidence in Times of 
Uncertainty (Washington, DC: World Bank Group, 2020), 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/403901590645496246/pdf/Global-Investment-Competitiveness-Report-
2019-2020-Rebuilding-Investor-Confidence-in-Times-of-Uncertainty.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). For a summary of relevant 
research, see Kudzai Mataba et al., “Revisiting Tax Incentives as an Investment Promotion Tool: Q&A for investment policy-
makers,” International Institute for Sustainable Development brief, October 20, 2023, 
https://www.iisd.org/publications/brief/revisiting-tax-incentives-investment-promotion-tool-policy-makers (accessed April 
21, 2026). 
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tax exemptions cost the Liberian government US$270 million in foregone revenue, 
equivalent to 6.7 percent of GDP.212  
 
In July 2025, 36 Liberian civil society organizations issued a joint communiqué, calling on 
Liberia to transform its domestic resource mobilization strategy to better finance public 
services and to center people, rights, and accountability. Their recommendations included 
progressive tax reforms to increase revenue through wealth and property taxation, revising 
capital gains and top-income tax rates, and ensuring robust enforcement against corporate 
tax evasion and avoidance.213 
 
The civil society organizations’ communiqué also recommended that the Liberian 
government take action to eliminate illicit financial flows, to cooperate with other 
countries to pursue comprehensive debt cancellation, to reject austerity conditions from 
the IMF and other international financial institutions, and to reform extractive sector 
taxation and governance.214 
 
In addition to national level reforms, all governments should support reforms at the 
international level. In 2024, the Africa Group at the United Nations initiated a resolution at 
the UN General Assembly for a convention on international tax cooperation to address 
precisely the challenges that Liberia is facing. Negotiations on the treaty are ongoing, and 
a draft will be submitted for a General Assembly vote in 2027. Potential reforms at the 
center of the debate could eventually be transformative for Liberia.215 For example, the 
treaty could end the current system’s privileging of taxing rights of governments where 
companies are incorporated or headquartered (so-called “residence countries”) over 
countries where the economic activity takes place (“source countries”). It could also 

 
212 Ministry of Finance and Development Planning and Liberia Revenue Authority, Liberia Annual Tax Expenditure Report: An 
Analysis of Revenue Forgone from Tax and Fiscal Incentives FY 2023-2024, August 15, 2025, https://revenue.lra.gov.lr/wp-
content/uploads/2025/10/Tax-Expenditure-Report-2023-2024.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 1. 
 
 
213 ActionAid et al, Joint Communiqué of the National CSOs Domestic Resource Mobilization Dialogue on Financing for 
Development, 2025, https://liberia.actionaid.org/publications/2025/join-communique-financing-development-presented-
liberian-civil-society (accessed February 5, 2026).  
214 Ibid.  
215 Human Rights Watch, Tax Giveaways, Struggling Schools: How Low Taxes Drove Sri Lanka’s Economic Crisis and 
Squandered its Education Lead (New York: Human Rights Watch, 2025), https://www.hrw.org/report/2025/10/14/tax-
giveaways-struggling-schools/how-low-taxes-drove-sri-lankas-economic-crisis. 
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effectively tackle profit shifting, such as by adopting an approach that treats companies 
and their subsidiaries as a single entity, and improve how governments work together to 
combat harmful tax practices and stem illicit financial flows.216  
 

Concession Fees and Education Funding 
Liberia’s Education Reform Act of 2011 establishes a notable requirement that certain 
concession agreements—contracts between the government and a private company 
granting the right to earn revenue from managing and running a public asset or service—
include dedicated revenue for education. Section 9.1.a of the law states:  
 

All concession agreements for investment in the extractive mineral sector 
and other non-renewable resource sector, as well as in the agriculture 
sector and in major privatization contracts shall require that 60 percent of 
any signature fees realized shall be allocated to the education budget, and 
the terms and conditions of all such agreements and contracts shall 
include a negotiated fixed annual amount as social responsibility fee for 
education which, when paid, shall be made available as transfer and/or 
subsidy to the annual cost of education in Liberia. [Emphasis added.]217  

 
A signature fee is a one-time payment made by an investor at the signing of a concession 
agreement. Such payments do not generate predictable year-to-year revenue like taxes or 
royalties, but can be substantial. For example, in January 2026, the Liberian legislature 
approved an agreement between the government and the mining company ArcelorMittal, 
which entails a US$200 million signature fee.218 Under the education law, US$120 million 
of this fee should be allocated to education.  
 
The Liberian government has, however, failed to fully implement the law, thereby denying 
significant funding to the education sector. In its approved FY2026 budget, the 

 
216 Independent Commission for the Reform of International Corporate Taxation (ICRICT), ICRICT Submission on the Draft 
Issue Note of Workstream I: Towards an Inclusive and Equitable UN Framework Convention on International Tax Cooperation, 
July 11, 2025, https://www.icrict.com/reports/icrict-submission-on-the-draft-issue-note-of-workstream-i-towards-an-
inclusive-and-equitable-un-framework-convention-on-international-tax-cooperation/ (accessed April 21, 2026). 
217 Education Reform Act of 2011, section 9.1.a.  
218 Obediah Johnson, “Liberia: Senate Concurs With House Of Representatives To Pass Third AML Amendment, Outlines,” 
Front Page Africa, January 30, 2026, https://frontpageafricaonline.com/breaking-news/liberia-senate-concurs-with-house-
of-representatives-to-pass-third-aml-amendment-outlines/ (accessed February 5, 2026).  
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government stated that the entirety of the US$200 million ArcelorMittal signature fee was 
allocated to the Public Sector Investment Plan (PSIP). Of the funds designated under the 
PSIP, only $15.7 million was allocated to education—just 13 percent of the US$120 million 
required by law.219 
 

Reordering Budget Priorities 
Less than 50 percent of Liberia’s 2026 national education budget is designated for early 
childhood education (ECE) to grade 12 education.220 Roughly 43 percent of the education 
budget (nearly US$60 million) is allocated to tertiary education, including the University of 
Liberia and more than a dozen other public and private universities and community 
colleges, raising concerns about the equity implications of Liberia’s current education 
spending priorities.221 Extensive research shows that public spending on primary 
education tends to benefit lower-income households and promotes equal opportunity, 
while spending on tertiary education disproportionately benefits wealthier households.222 
The 2022 Education Sector Analysis notes that Liberia’s spending for tertiary education 
was five times higher than for basic and secondary education, and found that while 
household spending for education increased with ascending levels of education, it drops 
at tertiary level.223 In its most recent review of Liberia’s compliance with the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child raised concerns about 
Liberia’s overall budget being “highly skewed towards tertiary education, thus limiting 
opportunities for all children to achieve universal primary and second cycle education.”224 
 

 
219 Ministry of Finance and Development, Republic of Liberia Approved FY 2026 National Budget, available at 
https://mfdp.gov.lr/index.php/docs/the-national-budget?filter_order_Dir=DESC&start=0 (accessed February 11, 2026), p. 
xvii and annex 4. 
220 This includes the Ministry of Education budget and the budget for the Monrovia Consolidated School System.  
221 Ministry of Finance and Development, Republic of Liberia Draft National Budget, FY 2026, 
https://mfdp.gov.lr/index.php/docs/the-national-budget?filter_order_Dir=DESC&start=0 (accessed February 4, 2026), pp. 
364-365. 
222 World Bank, Education Finance Watch 2023: Special edition for the African Union Year of Education, 2024, 
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/70f42d39bab0a849b36b2de4208a35e1-0140022024/original/EFW2023-Africa-
edition.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 11.  
223 UNESCO, Education Sector Analysis: Republic of Liberia, 2022, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000383314 
(accessed April 21, 2026), pp. 24-25.  
224 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, “Concluding observations on the combined second to fourth periodic reports of 
Liberia, adopted by the Committee at its sixty-first session,” UN Doc. CRC/C/LBR/CO/2-4, December 13, 2012, 
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2FC%2FLBR%2FCO%2F2-
4&Lang=en, para. 72a. 
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International Assistance and Cooperation 
International assistance plays a central role in financing Liberia’s education sector, with 
major support from multilateral, bilateral, and philanthropic donors. The World Bank is the 
largest single financier, providing a US$60 million credit in 2025 for the five-year 
Excellence in Learning in Liberia (EXCEL) Project, building on earlier support of 
approximately $47 million.225 The Global Partnership for Education has contributed an 
additional $28.7 million to the same project, alongside smaller system transformation 
grants.226 Together, these commitments amount to nearly $90 million for a single 
nationwide initiative to improve foundational learning.  
 
UNICEF serves as a key implementing partner for education, supporting early childhood 
education, learning materials, and system strengthening, often financed through pooled 
donor funds.227 The European Union has also provided substantial support, including tens 
of millions of euros in broader budget assistance that supports the education sector.228 
Additional contributions from bilateral donors and philanthropic actors further supplement 
financing, particularly for teacher training and early grade learning programs.  
 
While the EXCEL Project is the largest education-related project ever financed by the World 
Bank in Liberia, other donors have cut their support. For example, in 2025, USAID was 
providing US$261 million in support over five years to education projects; this support was 
suspended in early 2025 with US$128 million not yet dispersed.229 In addition to the sharp 
reduction in US assistance, several other major donors—including the United Kingdom, 

 
225 “New Financing to Improve Foundational Learning and Reach 350,000 Students in Liberia’s Public Primary Schools,” 
World Bank press release, June 10, 2025, https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2025/06/10/new-financing-
to-improve-foundational-learning-and-reach-350-000-students-in-liberia-s-public-primary-schools (accessed April 21, 2026); 
“New Grant Financing to Strengthen Secondary Education in Liberia,” World Bank press release, July 2, 2019, 
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/press-release/2019/07/02/new-grant-financing-to-strengthen-secondary-education-
in-liberia (accessed April 21, 2026).  
226 World Bank, Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Credit in the Amount of US$60 Million and a Grant of US$28.7 
Million to the Republic of Liberia for an Excellence in Learning in Liberia Project, Report No. PADHI01175, May 19, 2025, 
https://www.globalpartnership.org/node/document/download?file=document%2Ffile%2F2025-05-program-document-
system-transformation-multiplier-grant-liberia.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
227 UNICEF, “Liberia Country Profile - 2026,” https://open.unicef.org/country/Liberia?cid=2550 (accessed April 21, 2026).  
228 Liberia Latest News TV Facebook page, “EU invest over USD 55 Million in Liberian schools Says Education Minister Hon. 
JARSO Jallah,” May 6, 2024, https://www.facebook.com/LibLatest/posts/eu-invest-over-usd-55-million-in-liberian-schools-
says-education-minister-hon-ja/973231064803961/ (accessed April 21, 2026).  
229 “Liberia: US Aid Cut Will Have Devastating Impact on Liberian NGOs and the Aid Economy, Says One Local NGO Head,” 
Front Page Africa, February 12, 2025, https://frontpageafricaonline.com/news/liberia-us-aid-cut-will-have-devastating-
impact-on-liberian-ngos-and-the-aid-economy-says-one-local-ngo-head/ (accessed April 21, 2026).  
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Germany, Sweden, and France—have reduced development aid in recent years, 
contributing to a broader decline in funding for social sectors such as education in low-
income countries like Liberia.230 
 
Although international assistance will continue to be an important source of funding for 
Liberia’s education sector, recent trends underline the importance of domestic resource 
mobilization to achieve universal quality public education. 
  

 
230 “Cuts in Official Development Assistance,” OECD policy briefs, June 26, 2026, 
https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/2025/06/cuts-in-official-development-assistance_e161f0c5/full-report.html 
(accessed April 21, 2026). 
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Regional Examples of Free Education 
 
Several countries in West Africa illustrate the benefits and feasibility of expanding access 
to free education through law and policy. 
 
In 2018, Liberia’s neighbor Sierra Leone introduced a free education policy that eliminated 
school and examination fees. Over the following three years, student enrollment rose from 
fewer than two million to more than three million.231 In 2023, Sierra Leone further 
strengthened this commitment by enshrining the policy in national law, guaranteeing 13 
years of free education, from one year of pre-primary through secondary school.232 
 
Liberia and Sierra Leone share broadly similar contexts, including histories of civil conflict 
and the Ebola outbreak, as well as comparable economic profiles. In 2024, Sierra Leone’s 
per capita GDP stood at approximately US$807, slightly below Liberia’s US$851.233 Within 
these shared constraints, Sierra Leone allocated 5.6 percent of its GDP to education in 
2021, compared with Liberia’s 2.3 percent.234 
 
As early as 2001, the Gambia began rolling out fee-free public schooling for girls in grades 
7-12 on a nearly national scale, increasing the number of girls taking the high school exit 
exam by 55 percent.235 Between 2004 and 2023, it increased its funding for education from 
5 percent of the national budget to 17.5 percent.236 
 

 
231 “Sierra Leone: More Efficient and Equitable Education Financing,” Global Partnership for Education, April 21, 2025, 
https://www.globalpartnership.org/blog/sierra-leone-more-efficient-and-equitable-education-financing (accessed February 
6, 2026).  
232 Sierra Leone, The Basic & Senior Secondary Education Act 2023.  
233 World Bank, “GDP per capita,” https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.PCAP.CD (accessed February 6, 2026).  
234 World Bank, “Government expenditure on education, total (% of GDP), 
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TOTL.GD.ZS (accessed February 6, 2026).  
235 Moussa P. Blimpo, Ousman Gajigo, and Todd Pugatch, “Financial Constraints and Girls’ Secondary Education: Evidence 
from School Fee Elimination in The Gambia,” World Bank Economic Review, vol. 33, no. 1 (2019): 185–208, accessed January 
11, 2024, doi:10.1093/wber/lhw051. 
236 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, “Gambia Country Profile,” June 9, 2025, https://download.uis.unesco.org/SDG4/SDG4-
Profile-Gambia.pdf (accessed February 6, 2026). 
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Ghana has provided two years of free and compulsory pre-primary education since 2007237 
and introduced free upper secondary education in 2017, covering all fees, meals, 
textbooks, and other charges. In 2011 and 2012, it allocated more than 30 percent of its 
national budget to education.238 Following the implementation of the free upper secondary 
education policy, senior secondary school enrollment rose from 813,448 in the 2016/17 
academic year to 1.3 million in 2022/23.239 By 2025, the program had benefited over 2.5 
million students.240 
 
The implementation of free education policies such as these presents significant 
challenges. In some contexts, the removal of school fees has led to sharp increases in 
enrollment that have strained education systems and, in some cases, contributed to 
declines in quality.241 Ensuring that fee abolition expands access without undermining 
learning outcomes requires commensurate investments in teachers, infrastructure, and 
learning materials. 
  

 
237 Early Childhood Workforce Initiative, “Ghana: Bridging Access with Quality: Empowering Kindergarten Teachers with 
Practical Training to Support Child-Centered Learning,” March 2019, 
https://www.earlychildhoodworkforce.org/sites/default/files/2022-03/Brief-Ghana.pdf (accessed February 11, 2026). 
238 UNESCO Institute for Statistics, https://uis.unesco.org/ (accessed April 21, 2026). 
239 Michael K. Dzordzormenyoh, Eric Amoah, Claudia Dzordzormenyoh, and Joseph O. Domeh, “Public perception of Ghana’s 
Free Senior High School policy: A north–south comparative analysis,” Review of Policy Research, vol. 42, no. 1 (2025): 
accessed February 11, 2026, doi:10.1111/ropr.70019.  
240 Ibid.  
241 Sylvester Kyei-Gyamfi et al., “Is Free Education Really Free? Achievements and Challenges of Fee-Free Education Policies 
in Sub-Saharan Africa,” Diversity & Inclusion Research, vol. 3 (2026): accessed April 21, 2026, doi:10.1002/dvr2.70053. 
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The Path to Eliminate School Fees  
 
As Liberia seeks to expand access to quality education, eliminating school fees would 
yield significant benefits. As this report shows, registration fees remain a major barrier for 
many families. Removing these fees would help ensure that children enroll on time and 
remain in school, while reducing overage enrollment, out-of-school rates, dropout, and 
reliance on child labor. It would also improve learning outcomes and completion rates. 
 
Eliminating school fees would also reduce inequities. Currently, low-income households 
bear a disproportionate share of education costs. Liberia’s current Education Sector Plan 
(2022/23–2026/27) acknowledges that education financing is regressive, with 
households—particularly at lower levels of education—contributing a disproportionate 
share of total spending.242  
 
The five-year EXCEL Program, launched in 2025, offers a concrete pathway to address these 
challenges. It recognizes that current financing patterns—characterized by limited 
government support for school operating costs and the absence of an equitable funding 
formula—have led schools to rely on fees that “represent a binding constraint to increasing 
access to formal education.”243 
 
To address this, the EXCEL Program allocates US$18.5 million for annual school grants, 
distributed based on school size, with the explicit objective of reducing or eliminating the 
need for schools to charge fees.244 By September 2029, it aims for 90 percent of primary 
schools to receive these grants, administered through school management committees.245 
 
To ensure impact, the Ministry of Education should establish strong oversight mechanisms 
so that schools eliminate fees rather than use grants to supplement existing fee income. 

 
242 Ministry of Education, Education Sector Plan 2022/23–2026/27, August 17, 2022, 
https://planipolis.iiep.unesco.org/sites/default/files/ressources/liberia_esp_2022.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 44. 
243 World Bank, Project Appraisal Document on a Proposed Credit in the Amount of US$60 Million and a Grant of US$28.7 
Million to the Republic of Liberia for an Excellence in Learning in Liberia Project, Report No. PADHI01175, May 19, 2025, 
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099052125205511494/pdf/BOSIB-790160b9-36c9-415e-9f6a-
adeceecf8e7d.pdf (accessed February 4, 2026), p. 13. 
244 Ibid., p. 10. 
245 Ibid., p. 28.  
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The program’s five-year implementation period also provides time for the government to 
increase education financing, institutionalize the grant system, expand it to junior and 
senior secondary education, and secure the permanent abolition of school fees. 
 
Abolishing school fees is both feasible and affordable. Human Rights Watch estimates that 
eliminating registration fees for students currently attending public schools and replacing 
this revenue with public funding would increase the education budget by less than 4 
percent.246 
  

 
246 Based on the Liberian annual school census, 2024-2025 enrollment in public schools includes approximately 148,492 
students in early childhood education, 202,238 in primary school, 63,311 in junior secondary, and 42,194 in senior 
secondary. Based on the Ministry of Education’s current authorized registration fees (3,500 LRD for ECE, 1,000 LRD for 
primary, 2,000 LRD for junior secondary, and 3,000 LRD for senior secondary), the total registration fees for currently enrolled 
public school students are approximately 975,164,000 LRD (US$5,316,148). This represents 3.9 percent of the US$136 
million allocated for education in the FY 2026 budget. The details of a fee replacement policy may change the precise cost to 
the government.  
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International Law and Standards  
 
Education is a human right enshrined in a range of international and regional treaties, 
including the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR); the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child; the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights; 
and the African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child. Liberia is a party to all four 
conventions.247 These instruments establish that all children have a right to free, 
compulsory, primary education, free from discrimination. States parties should also 
ensure that different forms of secondary education are available and accessible to every 
child, and make it free through the progressive introduction of free education.248 
  
Currently, a United Nations intergovernmental working group, chaired by Sierra Leone, was 
considering a possible optional protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child to 
strengthen the right to free education by guaranteeing free public pre-primary education 
(beginning with at least one year) and free public secondary education for all children.249 
As of early 2026, 60 UN member states had expressed public support for the initiative.250  
 
The right to education is guaranteed for all, and states have an obligation, under the 
ICESCR and other treaties, to take steps, “to the maximum of [their] available resources” 
towards its realization, similar to other economic, social and cultural rights. The 
Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, in its 1990 General Comment No. 3 on 
the nature of states parties’ obligations, said that states must “move as expeditiously and 
effectively as possible” towards the full realization of rights.251 In its most recent review of 
Liberia’s compliance with the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the UN Committee on 

 
247 Liberia ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child on June 4, 1993, the International Covenant on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights on September 22, 2004, the African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights on May 25, 1963, and the 
African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child on August 1, 2007.  
248 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), adopted December 16, 1966, G.A. Res. 2200A (XXI), 
21 U.N. GAOR Supp. (No. 16) at 49, U.N. Doc. A/6316 (1966), 993 U.N.T.S. 3, entered into force January 3, 1976, art. 13(2)(b).  
249 UN Human Rights Council, “Open-ended intergovernmental working group on an optional protocol to the Convention on 
the Rights of the Child on the rights to early childhood education, free pre-primary education and free secondary education,” 
Resolution 56/5 (2024), UN Doc. A/HRC/RES/56/5. 
250 Human Rights Watch, “Free Education for All Children: States Publicly Supportive to Date,” 
https://www.hrw.org/tag/free-education-for-all-children#support. 
251 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 3, The nature of States parties’ obligations, 
UN Doc. E/1991/23 (1990), para. 9. See also UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 
13, The right to education, UN Doc. E/C.12/1999/10 (1999), para. 44.  
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the Rights of the Child urged Liberia to “ensure that primary education is completely free of 
charge, including for textbooks and school materials in all regions.”252 
 
In considering whether a budget aligns well with a state’s human rights obligations, other 
considerations may come into play. For example, the “4S” framework developed by 
advocates of the right to education considers the following to determine whether a budget 
aligns with human rights: the size of the budget relative to GDP; the share of spending 
relative to overall government expenditures; the sensitivity of the budget to educational 
inequalities; and scrutiny over the budget to ensure money is appropriately allocated  
and spent.253 
 
The right to education must be free from discrimination of any kind.254 Governments are 
obligated to take positive steps to include children who are often excluded from education 
systems and who experience multiple and often intersecting forms of discrimination, 
including girls, children with disabilities, refugee and immigrant children, lesbian, gay, 
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) children, children living in rural areas, children living in 
poverty, and children affected by armed conflict.255 
 
According to the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, “Every child has the right to 
receive an education of good quality which in turn requires a focus on the quality of the 
learning environment, of teaching and learning processes and materials, and of learning 
outputs.”256 
 

 
252 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, “Concluding observations on the combined second to fourth periodic reports of 
Liberia, adopted by the Committee at its sixty-first session,” CRC/C/LBR/CO/2-4, December 13, 2012, 
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CRC%2FC%2FLBR%2FCO%2F2-
4&Lang=en, para. 72(f). 
253 Jo Walker, “Transforming Education Financing: A toolkit for activists,” June 2023, 
https://actionaid.org/sites/default/files/publications/Transforming%20Education%20Financing%20Toolkit%20-%20Englis
h%5B8%5D.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
254 See, for example, Convention on the Rights of the Child, art. 2.  
255 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 13, para. 55, and General Comment No. 20, 
UN Doc. E/C.12/GC/20 (2009), paras. 18-35; and UN Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women, General 
recommendation No. 36 on the right of girls and women to education, UN Doc. CEDAW/C/GC/26 (2017).  
256 UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, General Comment No 1, “Article 29(1): The Aims of Education,” UN Doc. 
CRC/GC/2001/1 (2001), p. 5. 
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The African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, like the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, states that “every child shall have the right to education.”257 Among its 
provisions, states must take all appropriate measures to provide free and compulsory 
basic education, to progressively make secondary education free and accessible to all, 
and to encourage regular attendance at schools and the reduction of dropout rate.258  
 
In its 2025 General Comment No. 9 on the right to education, the African Committee of 
Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child stated that the obligation to provide free 
and compulsory basic education is immediate and should include the elimination of 
collateral costs. These costs include direct and indirect fees such as tuition, exam fees, 
and activity fees; levies; donations and additional payments to teachers; hidden costs that 
prevent access to education, such as uniforms, school supplies, and transportation; 
denial of examinations results due to nonpayment of fees; and expulsion or suspension 
due to inability to pay fees.259 It also clarified that “basic education” includes at least one 
year of free “quality pre-primary education” and that African states should ensure that 
public schools offer early childhood development “as part of basic education.”260 
 
The African Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights in article 17 also recognizes the right to 
education and obligates states to promote and protect it. The African Commission on 
Human and Peoples’ Rights has clarified that states must take positive measures to realize 
socio-economic rights, including through adequate funding and policy measures. In Social 
and Economic Rights Action Center (SERAC) v. Nigeria, the African Commission affirmed 
that governments have obligations to respect, protect, promote, and fulfill socio-economic 
rights.261 These obligations apply equally to the right to education. 
 
Indirect education costs constitute disincentives to the enjoyment of the right to education 
and may jeopardize its realization. The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural 

 
257 African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, OAU Doc. CAB/LEG/24.9/49 (1990), entered into force November 
29, 1999, art. 11. 
258 African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child, arts. 11(a), (b) and (d).  
259 African Committee of Experts on the Rights and Welfare of the Child (ACERWC), General Comment No. 9 on Article 11 of the 
African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the Child on the Right to Education, ACERWC/GC/9/25 (2025), paras. 37 and 38.  
260 ACERWC, General Comment No. 9 on Article 11, ACERWC/GC/9/25 (2025), para. 47. 
261 African Commission on Human and Peoples’ Rights, Social and Economic Rights Action Center (SERAC) and the Center for 
Economic and Social Rights v. Nigeria, Communication No. 155/96, October 27, 2001, 
https://www.worldcourts.com/achpr/eng/decisions/2001.10.27_SERAC_v_Nigeria.htm (accessed April 21, 2026). 
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Rights has said that therefore governments have to take measures to eliminate financial 
barriers to ensure education is “free of charge.”262 
 
Under the Convention against Discrimination in Education, which Liberia ratified in 1960, 
states must “ensure that the standards of education are equivalent in all public 
educational institutions of the same level, and that the conditions relating to the quality of 
the education provided are also equivalent.”263 
  
As part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, all UN member states have 
committed to ensure that by 2030, all girls and boys complete free, equitable, and quality 
secondary education and have access to quality early childhood development, care, and 
pre-primary education.264 The “Framework for Action” adopted by UNESCO member states 
in 2015 encourages states to achieve this last target by providing “at least one year of free 
and compulsory pre-primary education of good quality.”265 
 
Governments have also made a commitment at the 2015 World Education Forum in 
Incheon, South Korea to allocate 4 to 6 percent of GDP to education and/or to allocate at 
least 15 to 20 percent of public expenditures to education.266 The 2021 Paris Declaration on 
Education Financing reaffirmed these international benchmarks.267 
  
Education, an economic, social, and cultural right, entails both immediate and progressive 
state obligations. This set of rights is subject to progressive realization, in recognition of 
the fact that states require sufficient resources and time to respect, protect, and fulfill 
these rights. The OHCHR further provides:  

 
262 UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, General Comment No. 11: Plans of Action for Primary Education, 
UN Doc. E/1992/23 (1999), para. 7. 
263 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Convention against Discrimination in 
Education, adopted December 14, 1960, entered into force May 22, 1962, art. 4(b). 
264 UN General Assembly, “Work of the Statistical Commission pertaining to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,” 
UN Doc. A/RES/71/313 (2017), https://ggim.un.org/documents/a_res_71_313.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026). 
265 UNESCO, Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action for the Implementation of Sustainable 
Development Goal 4, 2016, ED-2016/WS/28, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656 (accessed April 21, 
2026), p. 29. 
266 UNESCO, Education 2030: Incheon Declaration and Framework for Action for the implementation of Sustainable 
Development Goal 4, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000245656, para. 14. 
267 UNESCO, 2021 Global Education Meeting, Paris Declaration: A Global Call for Investing in the Futures of Education, 
2021, https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000380116?posInSet=6&queryId=N-EXPLORE-69cd2d8f-efd0-490f-94ae-
1b447b444f62 (accessed April 21, 2026). 
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The treaties impose an immediate obligation to take appropriate steps 
towards the full realization of economic, social and cultural rights. A lack of 
resources, or periods of economic crisis, cannot justify inaction, 
retrogression in implementation or indefinite postponement of measures to 
implement these rights. States must demonstrate that they are making 
every effort to improve the enjoyment of economic, social and cultural 
rights, even when resources are scarce.268 

 
The “Abidjan Principles on the human rights obligations of states to provide public 
education and to regulate private involvement in education” were adopted in 2019 in Côte 
d’Ivoire by a group of experts on the right to education and have been cited by all major UN 
and regional human rights bodies. The Abidjan Principles provide a summary of states’ 
existing legal obligations regarding the delivery of education including authoritative 
interpretations provided by human rights bodies. They outline states’ duties to provide 
free, public education of the highest attainable quality to everyone as effectively and 
expeditiously as possible, to the maximum of their available resources.269 They apply to all 
levels of education including pre-primary, and they lay out the obligation to realize the 
right to education including by prioritizing the provision of free, quality, public pre-primary 
education.270 
 
Where private actors are involved in the provision of education, states need to regularly 
monitor compliance of private institutions with the right to education and ensure all public 
policies and practices related to this right comply with human rights principles.271 The 
Abidjan Principles provide that “international assistance ... must prioritise free, quality, 
public pre-primary, primary, and secondary education for all, especially vulnerable, 
disadvantaged, and marginalised groups, and move as effectively and expeditiously as 
possible towards free, quality education in public educational institutions at other 
levels.”272 

 
268 UN Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, “Frequently Asked Questions on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, Factsheet No. 33,” December 2008, http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/FactSheet33en.pdf (accessed 
April 21, 2026). 
269 Abidjan Principles on the human rights obligations of States to provide public education and to regulate private 
involvement in education, adopted February 13, 2019, Overarching Principle 2. 
270 Ibid., para. 9.  
271 Ibid., Overarching Principle 8. 
272 Ibid.  



 

“WITHOUT EDUCATION, THERE WILL BE NOTHING” 74 

The African Union’s “Agenda 2063,” a blueprint for inclusive and sustainable socio-
economic development, adopted in September 2015, calls for “sustained investments 
based on universal early childhood development and basic education, and sustained 
investments in higher education, science, technology, research and innovation, and the 
elimination of gender disparities at all levels of education.”273 The complementary 
Continental Education Strategy for Africa, 2026-2035, states that “[e]ducation should be 
free until the completion of secondary school.”274 
 
Taken together, these international and regional standards obligate the Liberian 
government to ensure that all children are able to access free and compulsory basic 
education without discrimination. This includes taking steps to eliminate financial barriers 
that prevent children from attending school and advancing toward the adequate funding of 
public education systems.  
 
Where school registration fees and other mandatory costs effectively prevent children from 
accessing education, the government has an obligation to review and reform these 
policies. Measures such as school grants, increased public funding for education, and the 
progressive elimination of school fees can help ensure that Liberia fulfills its obligations 
under regional and international human rights law. 
 
Ensuring universal access to free and quality public education is not only a policy choice 
but a legal obligation under human rights treaties that Liberia has ratified. Removing 
financial barriers to schooling would therefore represent an important step toward 
realizing children’s right to education and advancing broader goals of equality, social 
development, and human dignity.  

 
273 African Union Commission, “Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want,” September 2015, 
https://au.int/sites/default/files/documents/36204-doc-agenda2063_popular_version_en.pdf (accessed April 21, 2026), 
para. 14. 
274 African Union Commission, “Continental Education Strategy for Africa, 2016-2025,” https://education-
au.org/strategies/185-cesa16-25 (accessed April 21, 2026), p. 42, sections 2.2.1. and 2.2.1.3. 
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Liberia has one of the highest out-of-school rates in the world: roughly one-third of all school-aged 
children (ages 3 to 17)—and half of rural children—have never attended school. Just 17 percent of 
children complete grade 9. By law, education in Liberia from grades 1 to 9 is compulsory and free. 
In practice, however, children at all levels are required to pay registration fees and other costs 
to attend public schools. For low-income and rural families, these costs often place schooling 
out of reach or impose severe hardship. As a result, many children start school years late, attend 
irregularly, engage in child labor, or drop out entirely, while others never attend at all.

“Without Education, There Will Be Nothing,” draws on interviews with 118 parents, teachers, 
and school administrators, as well as peer-to-peer interviews with 61 children and youth. The 
report documents how school costs—alongside broader challenges to education quality, including 
overcrowding, inadequate infrastructure, low teacher salaries, and overreliance on volunteer 
teachers—undermine children’s right to education. 

Human Rights Watch recommends that the Liberian government eliminate school registration fees 
and use its maximum available resources to realize the right to education for all children.
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