J-PAL

ABDUL LATIF JAMEEL POVERTY ACTION LAB

MicroSavings in Ugandan Primary Schools

Researchers:
Dean Karlan

Leigh Linden
Sector(s): Education, Finance

Fieldwork: Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA), The Private Education Development Network
Location: Uganda

Target group: Primary schools Students

Outcome of interest: Student learning

Intervention type: Savings

AEA RCT registration number: AEARCTR-0000081

Research Papers: Loose knots: Strong versus weak commitments to save for education in Uganda

Partner organization(s): FINCA Uganda, The Private Education Development Network

Policy issue

Although many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa have close to universal primary school enrollment, many students drop out
before completing primary school or fail to continue to secondary school. While children drop out for a number of reasons,
financial concerns are often an important factor. Even when governments eliminate school fees, there are still many costs
associated with attending school. Providing basic school supplies such as uniforms, pens, pencils, and workbooks is often a
significant challenge for low-income families. Furthermore, these families may lack access to formal savings services, making it
difficult to set aside money for education. Even when families do have some savings, there is no guarantee they will use the
money for educational expenditures. This evaluation assesses the impact of a school-based savings program that aims to

encourage students and their parents to save for school expenses.

Context of the evaluation

Uganda’s primary school enrollment rates have greatly increased since the government began providing free universal primary
education. Retaining pupils, however, is more difficult and as few as 32 percent of children entering primary school complete all
seven grades. While the government covers the cost of teachers and schools, many Ugandan primary schools require uniforms,
and families are responsible for providing school supplies such as stationery and workbooks. The financial strain of buying these

supplies is often too high for families to sustain and is cited as a major reason for children dropping out of school.
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Details of the intervention

Researchers partnered with the Private Education Development Network (PEDN) and FINCA Uganda to implement and test the
“Super Savers” program in public primary schools. Children in grades five through seven, the final three years of primary school,
were given the opportunity to deposit money into lockboxes on a daily or weekly basis. The money was deposited into the
school's bank account at the end of each trimester. The bank accounts did not earn interest. At the beginning of the next
trimester, bank representatives returned to the school to disburse the funds. On the day the funds were paid out, PEDN
organized a small market at each school where students could purchase school supplies or school services such as practice

exams or tutoring sessions.

Schools were randomly assigned to have students' savings returned in one of two ways:

1. Voucher payout: students received their savings in the form of a voucher that could only be used to buy supplies or school
services at the market set up at the school. This created a binding commitment to spend any savings on educational
expenditures.

2. Cash payout: students received their savings in cash, which meant they could spend the funds either at the market or

however else they chose.

Students were told which kind of payout they would receive at the beginning of the program. There were 39 schools in each

group, and an additional 58 schools served as a comparison group receiving no savings account.



Half of the schools in each payout group were also randomly assigned to receive parent outreach, in which workers from PEDN
hosted a workshop for sixth- and seventh-grade parents to describe the various ways they could support their children’s

education and to promote the savings program as a tool to help families finance school expenditures.

Results and policy lessons

Researchers found that students deposited significantly more when their savings were returned in cash, rather than vouchers. On
average, students in schools that received cash payouts deposited between UGX 2,200 and UGX 2,340, while the average student
who received voucher payouts deposited between UGX 1,120 and UGX 1,180.

The purpose of the voucher payouts was to commit students to spend their savings on educational expenses. Cash payouts, on
the other hand, imposed no restrictions on the use of savings. The program still provided a weak commitment to spend savings
on educational expenses by basing the savings program in schools and timing payouts to coincide with markets for school

supplies. This weaker commitment may have appealed to students who value flexibility on how to spend their savings, while the

voucher treatment's stronger commitment may have discouraged them from saving.

When combined with parent outreach, students who received cash payouts were significantly more likely to have a complete set
of school supplies. They also had test scores that were 0.11 standard deviations higher than the comparison group. There were
no significant positive effects on school supplies or test scores among students who received cash payouts without parent
outreach or among students who received vouchers, with or without parent outreach. These results suggest that combining cash

payouts with parental outreach can lead households to spend savings on education and improve student learning.
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