Lesotho’s Education System: Addressing challenges for a brighter future
Education is a basic human right and serves as a key to unlocking all other human rights, whether they are social, economic, cultural, political or civil. The right to work, the right to healthcare, freedom of expression, the right to a fair trial are all rights that depend on the foundation of quality education (Op-Eds, 2020). In Lesotho, many children face challenges that directly impact their ability to access quality education. This essay will look at the obstacles and challenges the country of Lesotho faces that prevent children from getting the education they require. This essay will examine the lasting impacts of colonialism and how missionary-led education has affected Lesotho’s education system to this day. This essay will be exploring the current issues the government in Lesotho is facing within education, such as teacher shortages, inadequate resources, gender inequalities and the divide between quality of education between urban and rural parts of the country. While this essay will be viewing the barriers Lesotho face, it will also examine the progress that has been made with the enrolment of the Free Primary Education (FPE) initiative and the government's efforts in investing in education for economic development. This essay will explore how the implementation of the FPE aligns with the Human Capital theory. Statistics will be included in this essay to evaluate different aspects of the difficulties many people face in Lesotho. Rates of teenage pregnancies will be examined and how it affects the education of those individuals. This essay will explore the differences between male and female students. Social gender rules and expectations of young men will be evaluated, along with comparison data of educational performance of male students versus female students. Comparisons will be made between the United Kingdom and Lesotho, viewing how the government in Lesotho spends money on the education system compared to how money is put into education in the United Kingdom. The theory of Cognitive Development will be applied to the effects of limited resources within schools in rural parts of Lesotho compared to schools that are located in urban parts of the country.
Access to good quality, consistent education is crucial for young people as it lays the foundation for their future. As Lesotho is a country struggling with a range of socio-economic challenges, the importance of addressing these barriers to education is essential. For children all around the world, lack of access to quality education can have a lifelong impact. It may limit their ability for stable employment. As Lesotho has a high level of poverty and unemployment, the obstacles and barriers in the education system need to be addressed. Understanding and addressing the barriers to accessing quality education in Lesotho is essential not only for the well-being of many children and young people, but also for the country’s overall progress in reducing the number of individuals living in poverty.
Lesotho is a landlocked nation in Southern Africa, known for its scenic landscapes of towering mountains and valleys. While Lesotho’s population growth is slower compared to many other African nations and the global average, its birth rate exceeds the world’s average. However, the population growth is consisted of high infant mortality and death rates, which are largely caused by the widespread impact of AIDS. Lesotho has one of the highest rates of HIV/AIDS infection globally. Other common health problems include diseases caused by poor nutrition, sexually transmitted infections and respiratory infections More than half of the population in Lesotho is under 29, making it a relatively young society. However, life expectancy in Lesotho is lower than the African average death rate. (Encyclopaedia Britannica, N.D.). 
Lesotho, formally known as Basutoland, was initially inhabited by the Khoisan, a group of hunter-gather tribes, followed by the arrival of Bantu tribes and eventually the Sotho-Tswana people. In 1822, King Moshoeshoe I unified the region for the first time. Lesotho was a British protectorate, although in 1871, Lesotho was annexed by the cape colony, but in 1884, it was restored to direct British control. On October 4th 1966, Basutoland gained independence, becoming the Kingdom of Lesotho with King Moshoeshoe II as their ruler (Government of Lesotho, N.D.). This colonial history has had a major impact on the country’s education system, which was initially shaped to serve colonial interests rather than the needs of the local population. This history still affects young people in the country today, as many people in rural communities continue to face barriers to accessing good education.

Education in Lesotho has its roots in the work of Christian missionaries, beginning in the 1830’s with the arrival of the Paris Evangelical Missionary Society. The missionaries initially introduced formal Western education, but access was limited, with only a small number of schools were established and enrolments were kept low. Early educational efforts primarily focussed on teaching basic literacy, along with vocational skills for male students and household skills for female students. While Lesotho was a British Protectorate, education remained the responsibility of the missionaries. School curriculum, teacher training and salary payments would fall under the management of the missionaries. However, in 1975, after Lesotho became an independent nation, the National Teacher Training College was established to centralize and replace the smaller, missionary-operated teacher training establishments. Which led to the creation of industrial schools to teach essential skills to both male and female students. Although, the missionary-led education in Lesotho laid the foundation for the development of formal education, which would shape the trajectory of education in Lesotho for years to come (Web Solutions, 2024). After gaining independence in 1966, the government of Lesotho placed significant emphasis on education to build a stronger nation. This led to notable advances in access to education and in Lesotho becoming a more educated population, supporting the country’s efforts to build a strong national identity and economic foundation. However, despite these strides, challenges remain that continue to hinder the educational system, particularly in remote and marginalised communities. Issues such as unequal access to education, disparities in learning outcomes, teacher shortages, inadequate resources and limited technological access remain constant obstacles to achieving universal and quality education in Lesotho. A critical element of Lesotho’s educational system today is the legacy of colonialism. The colonial period left lasting impacts on the structure and content of education, many of which continue to shape the system long after their independence. A curriculum that fails to fully reflect the nation’s cultural diversity are direct results of this colonial past. Although in recent years, efforts have been made to address these issues through the process of decolonisation. There is an aim to create a more inclusive and culturally relevant curriculum, one that respects the heritage and values of the Basotho people. While colonialism continues to influence the educational system in Lesotho, recognising this legacy is crucial for the country to move forward. Acknowledging the past allows Lesotho to better understand the barriers to progress and work toward solutions that foster inclusion, cultural respect and empowerment (Tlebere, 2024).
Education is a fundamental right that plays a crucial role in preventing poverty and child labour. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) promotes that all children and young people have a right to education, regardless of race, gender, disability, if they are in detention or a refugee. This includes access to both primary and secondary education, with freedom to choose subjects in secondary school. It also ensures that children have the option for technical or vocational training, which would allow them to focus on practical skills if they prefer not to pursue academic subjects (Children and Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, N.D.). Governments are responsible for supporting student’s education. Lesotho has agreed to those terms, however significant barriers still remain. The quality of a teacher is widely regarded as the most significant school-related factor that impacts student achievement. While factors such as funding, infrastructure and parental involvement are important, the expertise, skills and behaviours of the teacher directly influence the learning experience and outcomes of the student (Rice, 2003). In Lesotho, many schools have competent, passionate teachers who drive academic success. However, the lack of strict selectivity in teacher recruitment and training contributes to lower quality teaching in many schools. Many schools in Lesotho also suffer from a shortage of educational facilities and suitable resources. Many schools do not have science labs, libraries and technology. Schools in larger towns or cities generally have better access to these resources, while rural schools face severe shortages in resources, which in turn affects the quality of education. This disparity means that there are unequal learning opportunities in Lesotho, with city schools have a distinct advantage in preparing students for academic success (Leketho, 2021). With that in mind, Lesotho allocates 8.7% of its total gross domestic product (GDP) towards education, reflecting the Lesotho government’s commitment to investing in its educational sector. This percentage is notably higher when compared to the United Kingdom, with only 5.5% of its GDP is spent on education. Lesotho spends 36.8% more of its GDP on education than the United Kingdom. The contrast in spending levels indicates different challenges or goals each country faces within education (My Life Elsewhere, 2024). Lesotho’s challenges with unequal access to education, especially between urban and rural areas, align with the tenth Sustainable Development Goal. Which seeks to reduce inequalities within and among countries. The disparity in educational opportunities makes it harder for individuals in rural areas to break out of the cycle of poverty and improve their lives. Bridging the educational gap and ensuring that all children, regardless of where they live, have access to quality education is crucial for reducing inequalities in Lesotho (United Nations, 2015). Vygotsky’s theory of Cognitive Development highlights the importance of social interaction in the learning environment. Vygotsky’s work promotes student-centred, collaborative learning, where communication and guidance from more knowledgeable others such as teachers, peers and caregivers play a crucial role in supporting learning. Vygotsky believed that the more resources available to children, such as accessed to skilled teachers and a rich, supportive learning environment, the greater their potential for cognitive development. The theory of Cognitive Development emphasizes the importance of a child’s cultural and social context in shaping their cognitive development. A child’s education is closely tied to the tools, traditions and values of the culture that they grow up in. However, when students don’t have access to resources, as is often the case for children in rural Lesotho, their cognitive development can be limited. This limited access to educational resources for students in rural Lesotho means that they may not be exposed to the same cultural and academic tools to students in urban areas. These challenges lead to unequal learning opportunities, as children in urban areas, who have better access to resources and social connections, are able to develop more advanced cognitive skills than those in the rural areas of Lesotho (McLeod, 2024).
Lesotho has made great progress in expanding access to primary education, particularly through the implementation of a free primary education policy in 2010. The government of Lesotho launched the Free Primary Education (FPE) initiative between 2000 and 2006 as part of a phased approach to increase access to education for all Basotho citizens. In 2010, the government launched the Education Act, which legally recognized the right to free and compulsory primary education. The reform resulted in a significant increase in primary school enrolment. However, enrolment within secondary schools still remains low for both boys and girls, especially in rural areas. This suggests ongoing challenges with students transitioning into secondary education which is still not free in Lesotho (United Nations in Lesotho, N.D). Statistics show, that at a primary school level, girls tend to outperform boys in their academic success. With 90% of girls reaching grade 7, compared to only 66% of boys. This gap continues to widen as students transition to secondary school. Furthermore, girls demonstrate higher levels of learning at the primary level. By age 10, 67% of girls exhibit foundational reading skills compared to 40% of boys, while 27% of girls, compared to just 10% of boys show basic numeracy skills. This gap in academic success can be due to gender norms in Lesotho, particularly those related to masculinity. Gender norms related to masculinity place significant pressure on boys to assume financial responsibilities within the household, which often leads to them prioritizing finding a job and working, over their education. These social expectations contribute to higher dropout rates among male students and damage their educational progress. Although the rate of male students leaving education is higher than female students, there is still a significant number of female students leaving education also. The primary factors contributing to girls dropping out of school are poverty and pregnancy (Gebre & Dulvy, 2024). Teenage pregnancy continues to be a major issue in Lesotho, with a notably high adolescent birth rate, with 6 in 10 girls aged 15-19 (from 2003-2018). A report published in 2017 by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNSECO) highlighted Lesotho as one of the top countries with early and unplanned pregnancies. The report revealed that 60% of girls aged 15-19 were already mothers or expecting their first child, positioning Lesotho as second to Namibia in terms of high rates of unintended pregnancies within the East and Southern African region (UNFPA, 2024). These statistics highlight the high amount of young people both male and female in Lesotho, who are leaving their education behind to become parents and are faced with caring for their families instead.
The FPE initiative aligns with the Human Capital Theory, which emphasizes the importance of investing in education to enhance individual and national economic potential. The Human Capital theory emphasizes the economic value of education, focusing on its role in improving employability to those who have been available to quality education (Leoni, 2023). By providing free primary education, the government in Lesotho demonstrates their goal in providing all citizens with the opportunity to gain the necessary skills and knowledge to contribute to the country’s economic development. As more children gain access to education, they acquire the necessary skills that make them more competitive in the job market, which ultimately contributes to Lesotho’s economic development. However, the continued low enrolment in secondary schools, highlights the gap in the human capital development. While primary education is making strides, further investment into secondary education is required. Without addressing these challenges within the secondary schools, the full potential of human capital development in Lesotho remains unfulfilled. Despite its widespread influence, the Human Capital Theory has received some critiques over the years. Freeman (1976) argued that human capital does not directly increase productivity. Instead, authentic improvements in an individual’s productivity comes from on-the-job training, motivation from mentors and access to capital equipment. Another criticism is that the theory oversimplifies how an individual’s income is determined. The Human Capital Theory assumes a direct link between education, employment, productivity and income. These critics argue that the theory overlooks broader social and cultural factors that may influence an individual’s income.
The educational system in Lesotho faces significant challenges that are preventing progress being made in providing quality education to all children. The history of colonialism left a lasting impact on the education system in Lesotho, leaving it underfunded to meet the needs of the population. As explored in this essay some of the many issues the education system in Lesotho face, are teacher shortages, gender inequalities and disparities between urban and rural education, are all aspects that prevent many children in Lesotho from accessing their education. While the Free Primary Education initiative has made significant progress in expanding access to education in Lesotho, the issues regarding low secondary school enrolments, high rates of teenage pregnancies and male students leaving education to work, continue to hinder many young people’s educational outcomes. For Lesotho to reach its full potential of its human capital, further investment is needed in secondary education so that enrolment rates can increase, teachers must receive further training and gender stereotyping within Basotho culture needs to be addressed as it limits the educational achievement of many young people. Only through these efforts can Lesotho change the education system for their children and make way for a more positive, prosperous future for the youth of Lesotho.
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