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Abstract
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Purpose: This paper examines the effectiveness of various educational strategies employed in
secondary schools in Mbarara Municipality, Uganda, to enhance student outcomes.

Methodology: The study uses a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative data from
standardized test scores with qualitative insights gathered through interviews with teachers,
students, and school administrators.

Findings: Findings reveal that student-centered teaching, regular formative assessments, and
teacher professional development significantly improve student learning outcomes. However,
challenges such as inadequate resources, overcrowded classrooms, and teacher absenteeism
persist.

Unique Contribution to Theory, Policy and Practice: Recommendations focus on enhancing
stakeholder collaboration, improving teacher training, and leveraging technology for teaching and
learning. These strategies have the potential to foster better academic performance and overall
student development.

Keywords: Educational Strategies, Student Outcomes, Secondary Schools, Mbarara
Municipality, Student-Centered Learning, Formative Assessment, Teacher Development
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1. Introduction

Education is a pivotal driver of social, economic, and cultural transformation across the globe. It
serves as a fundamental catalyst for individual empowerment and societal advancement, fostering
skills and knowledge essential for economic growth, social cohesion, and improved quality of life
(World Bank, 2023; UNESCO, 2022). In Uganda, secondary education represents a critical stage
within the formal education system, bridging the foundational learning of primary school with
either higher education or entry into the workforce (Ministry of Education and Sports [MoES],
2023). This stage is especially crucial, as it equips students with the competencies necessary for
lifelong learning, critical thinking, and employability in a rapidly evolving job market (United
Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2022).

However, despite significant policy efforts and an increase in enrollment rates, Uganda’s
secondary education sector faces ongoing challenges in student performance, particularly in rural
and semi-urban areas like Mbarara Municipality. National reports indicate that disparities in
educational quality, resource allocation, and student outcomes persist, affecting the achievement
of equitable educational development goals (MoES, 2023; Uganda National Examinations Board
[UNEB], 2023). Various strategies aimed at enhancing educational outcomes including teacher
training programs, curriculum adjustments, and the integration of technology have been piloted in
recent years. Nevertheless, the effectiveness of these interventions remains contested, with limited
empirical evidence on their impact in diverse Ugandan contexts (Nabushawo et al., 2023; Mukasa
& Ahimbisibwe, 2022).

Mbarara Municipality, a semi-urban hub in Western Uganda, offers a unique setting to explore
these issues due to its diverse student population and the range of educational institutions it hosts.
Despite its relatively better access to educational resources compared to rural areas, secondary
schools in Mbarara still grapple with low completion rates, teacher shortages, and disparities in
academic performance (Kasirye & Ssebunya, 2022). Scholars suggest that context-specific
strategies, particularly those tailored to address local socio-economic factors and resource
limitations, could significantly improve student outcomes (Kabendera & Tumusiime, 2022). Yet,
there is limited research focusing on the localized effectiveness of educational strategies within
the secondary school context in Mbarara Municipality.

This study, therefore, seeks to fill this research gap by investigating the educational strategies
currently in place in Mbarara Municipality’s secondary schools and evaluating their impact on
student outcomes. By examining both the successes and limitations of these strategies, the study
aims to provide an evidence-based assessment of practices that can enhance student performance.
Specifically, the study will explore which strategies have demonstrated success, identify barriers
to their implementation, and propose solutions to optimize their effectiveness in improving
educational quality. Ultimately, this research endeavors to contribute valuable insights into
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effective educational practices, serving as a resource for policymakers, educators, and stakeholders
committed to advancing educational quality and student outcomes in Uganda’s secondary schools.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Importance of Educational Strategies in Enhancing Student Outcomes

Educational strategies are integral to promoting student engagement, fostering critical thinking,
and improving academic achievement. According to recent studies (UNESCO, 2021), student-
centered learning, effective teacher training, and the integration of technology in education have
been shown to enhance student outcomes. Other strategies, such as formative assessments, help
students monitor their learning progress and enable teachers to adjust instruction to meet the
students' needs.

2.2. Student-Centered Learning Approaches

Research shows that student-centered approaches, which actively engage learners in the learning
process, lead to better academic outcomes (Vygotsky, 1978; Johnson & Johnson, 2020). This
approach emphasizes collaboration, critical thinking, and problem-solving, which are essential
skills in today's knowledge-based economy.

2.3. The Role of Teacher Development in Improving Student Outcomes

Teacher quality is one of the most important factors in student achievement (Darling-Hammond,
2017). Professional development programs that focus on improving teachers' pedagogical skills,
subject knowledge, and classroom management have been linked to improved student
performance.

2.4. The Use of Technology in Education

The integration of technology into education has the potential to transform learning experiences
by providing students with access to vast educational resources and enabling personalized learning
(OECD, 2019). However, technology use in education in Uganda remains limited due to
infrastructural challenges.

2.5. Challenges in Enhancing Educational Outcomes

Secondary schools in Uganda face numerous challenges that hinder the implementation of
effective educational strategies. Overcrowded classrooms, lack of learning materials, and teacher
absenteeism are among the most commonly reported barriers (Ministry of Education and Sports,
2022). Addressing these challenges is critical to improving student outcomes.

3. Methodology

This study employed a mixed-methods approach, integrating both quantitative and qualitative
research designs to provide a comprehensive understanding of the educational strategies used in
secondary schools in Mbarara Municipality.
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3.1. Research Design

The research was conducted in two phases. The first phase involved quantitative data collection
through a survey administered to 200 secondary school students across five randomly selected
schools in Mbarara Municipality. The survey assessed students' perceptions of teaching methods,
learning resources, and their overall academic experience.

In the second phase, qualitative data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 20
teachers and five school administrators. The interviews aimed to capture in-depth perspectives on
the challenges and successes associated with the implementation of different educational
strategies.

3.2. Sampling Techniques

A multi-stage sampling technique was used to select the schools and participants. In the first stage,
five schools were randomly selected from a list of all registered secondary schools in Mbarara
Municipality. In the second stage, stratified random sampling was used to ensure representation
across different school types, including government, private, and religiously-affiliated schools.

3.3. Data Collection Instruments

Student Survey: The student survey included both closed and open-ended questions. Closed-ended
questions focused on specific aspects of classroom practices, while open-ended questions provided
students the opportunity to elaborate on their experiences.

Teacher and Administrator Interviews: The semi-structured interviews explored the teaching
methods employed, professional development opportunities, and the challenges faced in
improving student outcomes.

3.4. Data Analysis

Quantitative data from the surveys were analyzed using descriptive statistics and regression
analysis to determine the relationship between different educational strategies and student
outcomes. Qualitative data from the interviews were coded thematically to identify common
patterns and insights.

4. Findings

4.1. Quantitative Findings

The quantitative data were gathered from 200 students across five secondary schools in Mbarara
Municipality. The data were analyzed using descriptive statistics and regression analysis to

identify correlations between the educational strategies employed and student outcomes. Below
are the key quantitative results.

4.1.1. Student-Centered Learning and Academic Performance
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From the survey data, students were asked to rate how frequently their teachers employed student-
centered learning approaches, such as group work, discussions, and peer teaching, on a 5-point
Likert scale (1 = Never, 5 = Always).

Below is a line graph representing the data on student-centered learning usage in classes. It shows
the distribution of student responses across the categories "Frequently/Always," "Sometimes," and
"Rarely/Never."

100+ Student-Centered Learning Usage in Classes

80

B0

40+

Percentage of Students (%)

20t

Fre q?.le ntly/Always Sometimes Rarely/Never
Frequency of Use

Regression analysis showed a positive correlation (r = 0.62, p < 0.01) between the use of student-
centered approaches and student academic performance, with students exposed to these methods
scoring, on average, 15% higher in end-of-term exams than those who were not.

4.1.2. Formative Assessments and Learning Progress

Students were asked how often they received formative assessments such as quizzes, assignments,
and tests to gauge their understanding during the term. The responses were as follows:
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The above bar graph shows the frequency of formative assessments received by students. Each bar
represents the percentage of students who reported receiving assessments weekly, monthly, once
a term, or rarely

The data revealed that students who received regular formative assessments (weekly or monthly)
demonstrated a 10-12% improvement in their exam scores compared to those who received
assessments less frequently (r = 0.55, p < 0.05).

4.1.3. Teacher Professional Development and Student Outcomes

Teachers' participation in professional development programs was also assessed. According to
student reports and teacher interviews, the data indicated:

Teacher Participation in Professional Development Programs

No Recent Training

Attended Professional Developmant Training
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Above is the pie chart illustrating teacher participation in professional development programs. It
shows that 60% of teachers attended a training within the last two years, while 40% had not
received any recent training.

A significant correlation was observed between teacher development and student performance.
Students taught by teachers who participated in professional development programs scored, on
average, 12% higher in their exams than those taught by teachers who had not received recent
training (r = 0.59, p < 0.05).

4.1.4. Challenges in Educational Strategy Implementation

The survey also highlighted the following challenges that affect the implementation of effective
educational strategies:

Table 1: Primary challenges impacting the effectiveness of educational strategies

Challenge Percentage of Students Description

Affected
Overcrowded 75% Classrooms with more than 50 students,
Classrooms leading to reduced individual attention.
Insufficient 65% Lack of essential resources such as textbooks
Learning Materials and lab equipment.
Teacher 40% Frequent absence of teachers, causing
Absenteeism interruptions in the learning process.

4.2. Qualitative Findings
4.2.1. Student-Centered Learning

Interviews with teachers revealed that many favored student-centered learning approaches but
often found it difficult to implement in overcrowded classrooms. One teacher remarked, “Group
work and discussions work well in small classes, but with over 70 students in a single room, it
becomes almost impossible to give each group the attention they need.” Students, however,
expressed enthusiasm for these methods, with one student stating, “When we work in groups, we
can learn from each other, and it makes difficult concepts easier to understand.”

4.2.2. Formative Assessment Practices

Teachers who regularly used formative assessments expressed that these methods not only
improved student learning but also helped them adjust their teaching to better suit the needs of the
class. A school administrator noted, “Teachers who assess students frequently are better able to
identify gaps in learning early and address them before exams.” Students echoed this, with one
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I'm falling behind and can ask for help.”
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4.2.3. Professional Development

Most teachers who had undergone professional development training reported that these programs
improved their teaching practices. One teacher shared, “I learned new strategies for classroom
management and how to integrate technology into my lessons. It’s been very helpful, especially
for keeping students engaged. ” However, some teachers pointed out that professional development
opportunities were often limited and not evenly distributed across schools.

4.2.4. Implementation Challenges

Overcrowding and lack of resources were the most frequently mentioned barriers to effective
teaching and learning. Teachers expressed frustration with the lack of textbooks, particularly in
government schools. One teacher stated, “Sometimes we have one textbook for the entire class. It
makes it very difficult for students to study on their own.” Teacher absenteeism was also a common

problem, with students reporting that it led to frequent disruptions in the learning schedule.

Table 2: Summary of the findings from the study

Educational Strategy

Quantitative Findings

Qualitative Insights

Student-Centered
Learning

Formative
Assessment

Teacher Professional
Development

Challenges
(Overcrowding)

Challenges
(Resources)

Challenges (Teacher
Absenteeism)

35% of students frequently experience
this; positive correlation with 15% higher
exam scores (r = 0.62, p < 0.01)

40% of students receive weekly
assessments; correlated with 10-12%
better performance (r = 0.55, p < 0.05)

60% of teachers had attended training;
associated with 12% higher student scores
(r=0.59, p<0.05)

75% of students reported overcrowded
classrooms.

65% of students lacked adequate learning
materials.

40% of students cited frequent teacher
absenteeism.

Students enjoy it but overcrowding limits its
effectiveness; teachers struggle to give
adequate attention.

Teachers find it useful for identifying learning
gaps; students appreciate regular feedback.

Professional development improves teacher
effectiveness, but access to training is
inconsistent.

Teachers and students both find overcrowding
a major obstacle to effective learning.

Lack of textbooks and lab equipment hinders
student learning, particularly in government
schools.

Teacher absenteeism leads to disruptions in
learning and negatively affects student
engagement and outcomes.
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5. Discussion

The findings of this study provide both quantitative and qualitative insights into the educational
strategies employed by secondary schools in Mbarara Municipality and their effects on student
outcomes. This section will discuss the significance of these findings in relation to existing
literature, interpret the results in the context of Uganda's educational environment, and address the
challenges highlighted by both teachers and students.

5.1. The Effectiveness of Student-Centered Learning Approaches

The quantitative data indicate a strong positive correlation (r = 0.62, p < 0.01) between the use of
student-centered learning approaches and academic performance. Students who engaged in
collaborative learning activities, such as group work, discussions, and peer teaching, showed an
average increase of 15% in their exam scores compared to those who did not. This is consistent
with previous studies which emphasize the benefits of student-centered pedagogies in fostering
deeper understanding and promoting critical thinking (Johnson & Johnson, 2020).

The qualitative data also supports this finding, with both students and teachers recognizing the
value of student-centered learning. Students reported that working in groups allowed them to
engage with content in more meaningful ways, often learning from their peers in a more
comfortable setting than in traditional lectures. This supports Vygotsky’s (1978) concept of the
"zone of proximal development,” which suggests that learners can achieve higher levels of
understanding when they collaborate with more knowledgeable peers.

However, despite the evident advantages, the implementation of student-centered learning was
hindered by overcrowded classrooms. Teachers struggled to manage large groups of students,
limiting their ability to effectively facilitate group work or discussions. This challenge aligns with
the findings of several studies in Sub-Saharan Africa, where large class sizes often make it difficult
to implement interactive teaching methods (Hardman et al., 2015). In this context, while student-
centered learning has the potential to significantly enhance student outcomes, its success is
contingent upon addressing structural barriers, such as classroom size and teacher-student ratios.

5.2. Formative Assessments and Continuous Feedback

The positive impact of formative assessments on student learning is another key finding of this
study. Students who were regularly assessed through quizzes, assignments, and tests demonstrated
a 10-12% improvement in their academic performance (r = 0.55, p < 0.05). This underscores the
importance of continuous feedback in the learning process, as highlighted by Black and William
(2009), who argue that formative assessments are crucial for identifying learning gaps and guiding
both students and teachers towards achieving learning goals.

In the interviews, teachers reported that formative assessments helped them adjust their
instructional methods to better meet the needs of their students. This adaptive teaching is vital in
heterogeneous classrooms, where students have varying levels of ability and learning styles. By
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providing regular feedback, teachers can help students take control of their learning, promoting
self-regulated learning strategies that contribute to long-term academic success (Nicol &
Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).

However, the effectiveness of formative assessments in Mbarara Municipality is limited by the
inconsistent availability of resources. Teachers in under-resourced schools mentioned that they
struggled to administer frequent assessments due to a lack of materials, such as paper, printing
facilities, or access to digital assessment tools. This challenge is particularly acute in government-
funded schools, which often operate on tight budgets. To fully realize the benefits of formative
assessment, it is essential to address these logistical constraints and ensure that all schools are
adequately equipped to provide regular, meaningful feedback to students.

5.3. Teacher Professional Development and Its Impact on Student Outcomes

One of the most notable findings from this study is the significant positive correlation between
teacher participation in professional development programs and student performance (r = 0.59, p
< 0.05). Students taught by teachers who had received recent training scored, on average, 12%
higher in their exams than those taught by teachers without such training. This finding aligns with
the work of Darling-Hammond (2017), who emphasizes the critical role that continuous teacher
education plays in improving instructional quality and student outcomes.

Teachers who participated in professional development programs reported that these sessions
exposed them to new teaching methods, classroom management strategies, and the use of
technology in education. These skills are particularly important in Uganda’s context, where
classrooms are often overcrowded, and teachers must navigate diverse student needs. However,
the effectiveness of professional development initiatives is highly dependent on the content and
frequency of the training. In some cases, teachers reported that the training was too infrequent or
that it did not adequately address the specific challenges they faced in their classrooms.

Moreover, the accessibility of professional development programs varies significantly across
different schools. While teachers in private and well-funded schools had more opportunities to
attend workshops and seminars, those in government schools often lacked access to such resources.
This disparity creates a significant gap in teaching quality across the education system, which in
turn affects student outcomes. To address this issue, policymakers should prioritize equitable
access to professional development for all teachers, regardless of the type of school in which they
work.

5.4. Challenges to Effective Implementation of Educational Strategies

While this study highlights several effective strategies for enhancing student outcomes, it also
sheds light on the systemic challenges that hinder their full implementation. The most prominent
challenges reported by both teachers and students include overcrowded classrooms, insufficient
learning materials, and high rates of teacher absenteeism.
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5.4.1. Overcrowded Classrooms

Overcrowding is a major obstacle to the successful implementation of student-centered learning
and formative assessment practices. With 75% of students reporting that their classrooms were
overcrowded, it is evident that large class sizes negatively affect the quality of education. Teachers
in overcrowded classrooms often struggle to give personalized attention to individual students or
to facilitate group activities, resulting in less engagement and lower academic performance. This
challenge is particularly acute in government-funded schools, which face higher enrollment rates
due to the Universal Secondary Education (USE) program.

To address this issue, the government must invest in expanding school infrastructure and hiring
more teachers to reduce the student-to-teacher ratio. Additionally, exploring the use of blended
learning models, which combine face-to-face instruction with online learning, could help alleviate
the pressure on physical classrooms while maintaining student engagement.

5.4.2. Insufficient Learning Resources

The lack of adequate learning resources was another major challenge highlighted by students and
teachers alike. About 65% of students reported that they lacked access to essential learning
materials, such as textbooks, laboratory equipment, and digital resources. Teachers also noted that
this scarcity limited their ability to provide students with diverse learning experiences, such as
hands-on experiments or independent research projects.

The limited availability of resources not only constrains teaching methods but also contributes to
educational inequity. Students in private schools or wealthier communities often have access to
better resources, giving them a distinct advantage over their peers in government schools.
Addressing this gap will require targeted investments in resource provision, particularly for
underfunded schools in rural and semi-urban areas.

5.4.3. Teacher Absenteeism

Teacher absenteeism emerged as a significant issue, with 40% of students reporting that their
learning was frequently disrupted due to teachers being absent. This challenge is particularly
problematic in government schools, where teachers are often overburdened and may miss work
due to personal commitments or poor working conditions. Teacher absenteeism undermines the
continuity of instruction and reduces students’ engagement in the learning process, ultimately
contributing to poorer academic performance.

To mitigate this issue, school administrators should implement stronger accountability measures
to monitor teacher attendance. Additionally, improving working conditions for teachers through
better salaries, access to professional development, and providing adequate support may reduce
absenteeism and improve the quality of instruction.

5.5. Implications for Policy and Practice
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The findings of this study have several implications for educational policy and practice in Uganda.
First, the strong positive correlation between student-centered learning and academic performance
suggests that schools should prioritize the implementation of these approaches. However, for these
strategies to be effective, structural barriers, such as overcrowded classrooms and inadequate
resources, must be addressed. Policymakers should consider investing in infrastructure expansion,
teacher recruitment, and resource provision to create an environment conducive to student-
centered learning.

Second, the demonstrated benefits of formative assessments highlight the need for schools to adopt
continuous assessment practices. Teachers should be encouraged to incorporate frequent, low-
stakes assessments into their teaching, enabling them to track student progress and provide timely
feedback. To support this, schools must be equipped with the necessary materials and technology
to administer assessments efficiently.

Finally, the significant impact of teacher professional development on student outcomes
underscores the importance of continuous teacher training. Policymakers should focus on creating
accessible, high-quality professional development programs for all teachers, particularly those in
under-resourced schools. These programs should be tailored to address the specific challenges
faced by teachers in Uganda and should include practical strategies for managing large classes,
integrating technology into the classroom, and fostering active learning.

In summary, this study confirms that student-centered learning, regular formative assessments, and
teacher professional development are effective strategies for improving student outcomes in
secondary schools in Mbarara Municipality. However, the successful implementation of these
strategies is hampered by systemic challenges, including overcrowded classrooms, insufficient
resources, and teacher absenteeism. To improve educational quality, policymakers and school
administrators must address these barriers through targeted interventions, including expanding
school infrastructure, providing adequate learning materials, and investing in teacher professional
development. The insights from this study offer valuable guidance for educational reforms aimed
at enhancing student outcomes in Uganda and similar resource-constrained environments.

6. Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following recommendations are made:

i. Enhance Teacher Professional Development: The government and school
administrations should invest in continuous teacher training programs to equip educators
with modern pedagogical skills.

ii.  Improve Resource Allocation: Adequate learning materials and technology should be
provided to ensure that all students have access to quality education.

ilii.  Address Classroom Overcrowding: Strategies such as building more classrooms or
hiring additional teachers should be considered to reduce the student-to-teacher ratio.
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7. Conclusion

This study highlights the positive impact of student-centered learning, formative assessments, and
teacher professional development on student outcomes in secondary schools in Mbarara
Municipality. However, the effectiveness of these strategies is hampered by challenges such as
overcrowded classrooms and limited resources. Addressing these challenges will be key to
enhancing the quality of education and improving student outcomes.
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