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Abstract
In September 2019, the Democratic Republic of the Congo put in place a new policy abolishing tuition fees in primary education. A few months later, schools closed for 4.5 months due to the Covid-19 pandemic. How did the lockdown affect the implementation of the free education policy? Did it lessen or exacerbate its effects? This article examines the experience of schools and teachers in two territories of South Kivu affected by armed conflict. Based on a survey of 752 teachers and 637 parents, as well as 157 qualitative interviews in 49 schools, we show that supported by the free education policy, enrollment remains stable and the relationship between teachers and parents does not seem to deteriorate – despite a near complete lack of teaching activity during the period of school closure. However, the hardships associated with the pandemic make the situation of teachers on precarious contracts previously paid via tuition fees even more unsustainable; their quitting the profession in large numbers threatens the stability of the school system. Thus, introducing free primary education is not a panacea in the context of crisis; the sustainability of such a reform requires an ambitious and comprehensive overhaul of human resources.  



Introduction

The measures taken by governments to combat Covid-19 have often had drastic effects on education systems across the world. The emerging body of research reports a decline in access to education across many countries, and particularly those affected by violence, whose education systems were often already in crisis before the pandemic (Datzberger et Parkes 2021). Facing this issue, free education has been proposed as a potential strategy to counteract the additional shock brought on by lockdowns and school closures (Hallgarten 2020). In a number of countries labeled as “fragile” or low-income, part of public education is in fact provided by teachers working under precarious contracts with wages paid directly by parents and the local community (Dolan et al. 2012), thus putting into question the idea of universal education. The reform of these systems has been described as necessary, yet complicated; but could it be an answer to challenges of access to education exacerbated by public health and other crises? What happens when such a reform takes place in the context of a public health emergency coupled with a prolonged security crisis?
The east of the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) has been affected by armed conflict for almost 30 years. The local schools continue to function as best they can while operating in a very difficult context marked by the destruction of infrastructure and the deliberate targeting of personnel by armed factions (Brandt 2021), forced population displacements, insecurity, and the militarization of public life. The obstacles are immense and further exacerbated by chronic underfunding of the education sector, a problem affecting many countries, which in the DRC drives schools to request large financial contributions from parents in order to pay teachers and finance infrastructure. To address this challenge, the DRC embarked on a reform of its education system in December 2019, when tuition fees were banned in public primary schools. While enrollment rates rose immediately, the schools were destabilized. Less than six months after the implementation of the reform, the Covid-19 pandemic hit and schools closed for 4.5 months in 2020 and 1.5 month in 2021.
In this article, we analyze the combined effects of the free education policy and school closures due to the Covid-19 pandemic on teaching, the parent-teacher relationship, and the situation of teachers. In using both quantitative and qualitative research methods across 55 schools, we aim to foreground the experience of frontline actors. The region we researched is among the most affected by the ongoing armed conflict in the eastern DRC; it therefore does not purport to represent the DRC as a whole, but rather aims to inform debates on education policies in the context of protracted crisis.
The following section provides background information on the education system, the free education policy, and the Covid-19 pandemic in the DRC. We then detail our research methods in the Methods section. The Results section presents the on-the-ground realities of implementing the free education policy, before detailing how lockdown was experienced from the actors' point of view. We then try to understand some of the mid-term effects (after a few months) of the combination of these two factors.
Background
Free Primary Education and School Funding in the DRC

When the DRC (formerly Zaire) gained independence in 1960, primary education was free and guided by the ideal of universal access (Bongeli ya Eto 2015). The subsequent economic crisis and structural adjustment policies of the 1980s changed this situation: public finances collapsed and the wages of civil servants were drastically cut, driving the government to “invite” parents to finance the education system from 1986 on. Soon parents were financing the largest part of the education sector, then took over its totality when in 1992 the government of Zaire simply stopped paying teachers' wages. Thus in addition to covering monthly wages via the so-called “motivation bonus,” parents now also financed the complete administrative apparatus. This new arrangement, which drew on the model of concessional finance current at the time, was deeply inegalitarian (Poncelet, André, et de Herdt 2010). However, paradoxically it has also been listed as a factor explaining the resilience of the education sector during the wars of the 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s (World Bank 2005). The partial stabilization taking place in some regions of the country since 2003 has also ushered in a gradual comeback of state funding. However, this funding remains limited: in 2015, households still contributed more than 1,5 times more to the education sector than the state, as calculated by Verhaghe (2017), who identified no less than 130 different types of tuition fees imposed on parents (varying considerably both across and within provinces).
The idea of free primary education, having never been fully abandoned, reappeared in the debates of the Sovereign National Conference between 1990 and 1993. Funders and partners of the DRC also put up pressure, as the absence of de facto free primary education fits neither with a rhetoric of “education for all” nor with the Millennium Development Goals. After the Second Congo War (1998-2003), the 2004 Round Table on Education took up the idea, which was finally incorporated into Article 43 of the 2006 Constitution. However, over the next nearly 13 years, attempts to bring free education into effect consistently failed. Finally, on August 20, 2019, the spokesperson for newly elected President Félix Tshisekedi announced the immediate implementation of free education in primary education as well as the first two years of secondary education.
With this new policy, parents are no longer expected to pay teacher premiums (the “motivation bonus”) nor fund the operational costs of schools and administrative offices. Even if in practice minor costs such as student insurance or registration for end-of-year exams persist, the reform's effectiveness remains indisputable: at least 3 million additional students enrolled in primary schools across the country at the start of the 2019-2020 school year (Latif and Adelman 2021).
However, the implementation of the reform remains complicated. Between 2019 and 2020, spending on education increased from 20.8% to 24.5% of the country's national budget, with implementation rates lagging slightly behind (from $3.1 to $4 billion). At the end of 2019, the DRC increased teacher wages, paid wages to most of the 138,000 teachers who had been registered but so far not remunerated, and added 58,000 new teachers to its listings (CONEPT 2021). At the time of writing, however, the reform is still not fully funded: in 2021, the World Bank estimates that an increase of at least 160% over 2019 spending will be needed to cover the costs of the reform (World Bank 2021); other major factors remain unresolved, such as the situation of the up to 132,000 teachers who are working but not registered (CONEPT 2021). Concerning funders, the World Bank has committed to disbursing $800 million over 4 years (for human resources in 10 out of 26 provinces), but the first disbursement of $100 million, scheduled for December 2019, has been postponed due to suspicions of corruption (World Bank 2021).
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