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Abstract 
The need for education as a veritable tool for national development cannot be over-emphasized. 
However, the bane for educational development, both at the national and institutional level, is poor 
policy implementation. Using evidence and insight from published data, this paper examined 
Ghana’s Free Senior High School Policy and its attendant double track system. The documentary 
analysis research design is justified based on the assumption that understanding can also emerge 
most meaningfully from inductive analysis of already existing data. Accordingly, the researchers 
relied specifically on enrolment trends of Secondary Education from 2013 to 2018, and the structure 
of the Double Track System. The researchers found that resource constraints and the mode of 
selecting students to the tracks were the main challenges of both the double track and Free SHS 
system. The researchers conclude that in policy context, given free education for equal access in 
Ghana is a tedious task and there is limited evidence of its sustainability. We therefore recommend 
an increase in the Value Added Tax, exclusive to fund the Free SHS policy as a more reliable and 
sustainable funding source to provide infrastructure, materials and bust the remunerate teachers. 
Alternatively, the government should leverage the facilities and capacities of private schools by 
issuing coupons to all eligible children and allow parents the options in the placement of their wards 
senior high schools. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
In Ghana, Article 25(1)(b) of the 1992 Constitution states that ’Secondary Education in its different 
forms, including technical and vocational education, shall be made generally available and 
accessible to all by every appropriate means, and in particular, by the progressive introduction of 
free education’. Efforts by past governments to increase access and equity in secondary education 
include: free secondary education for students from the north and those of northern extraction, 
Cocoa Board scholarship, and merit scholarships for secondary schools, hardship scholarships, 
senior high school subsidy, and progressively free secondary education [1]. The Government 
started implementing the progressively Free Senior High School (SHS) policy in direct response to 
fulfilling the requirement of Article 25(1) (b) of the 1992 National Constitution. This began by 
absorbing the expenses of day-students in public SHSs. The sponsorship included the absorption of 
examination, entertainment, library, Students Representative Council (SRC), sports, culture, science 
and mathematics quiz, Information Communication Technology (ICT) and co-curricular fees for 
320,488 day-students in public SHSs. This was expanded to include 120,000 boarding students by 
2015/16 academic year. These interventions have led to increases in enrolments from 393,995 in 
2007/08 to 787,861 in 2015/16 [1]. Despite the increase in enrolment, high proportion of candidates 
who qualified and were placed could not enroll into secondary schools (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1 Enrolment trend in SHS from 2013 to 2016. 

Source: MOE (2018). 

As shown in Figure 1, 25.7% of qualified applicants were placed in SHSs in 2013, but they could not 
enroll. This increased to 29.3% in 2014, but later reduced to 26.5% in 2016. Obviously, the inability of 
candidates to enroll after placement borders mainly on challenges relating to access and equity which 
could partly be due to inability of parents to meet the cost associated with the placement.   

In September, 2017, the government decided to depart from the “progressively free” approach to a 
holistic approach involving all students who qualified and were placed in secondary schools 
countrywide. This intervention is christened the “Free Senior High School” to provide universal access 
to Ghana’s young adults. 

1.1 Features of the Free Senior High School (FSHS)  
The following are the main features of the FSHS in Ghana.  

1 Eligible to all Ghanaian youth and young adults who are placed into public second cycle 
institutions by the Computerised School Selection and Placement System (CSSPS) starting 
from the 2017/18 academic year.  

2 The duration of the FSHS scholarship is for three (3) years.  
3 The government absorbs all tuition fees of students in senior high schools. 
4 The government absorbs feeding costs for all those admitted as boarding students but lunch for 

those who are not in boarding house.   
5 To ensure equity, 30% of places in elite schools are reserved for applicants from public Junior 

High Schools (JHSs).  
6 The government provides infrastructure; buildings, furniture, teaching and learning materials, 

etc. 

With this approach, the policy began and covered the expenses of all candidates who were placed in 
SHSs for the 2017/2018 academic year. Currently, students in second and first years are covered by 
the FSHS.  

1.2 Benefits of the FSHS Programme 
With the Free Senior High School Policy, vocational and technical schools are accessible and 
available to all students including none payment of tuition fees, library books, admission, utility, 
science centre, examination, meals, free textbooks, and free boarding facilities [2]. The programme 
has brought relief to parents who would otherwise have borne the cost of secondary education of their 
wards. In other word, the programme serves as a barrier broker for those who could not afford senior 
high school education due to poverty [3]. 
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The introduction of the FSHS has led to substantial increase in enrolment since the main barrier (fees 
and other expenses) has been absorbed by the government. Available data from the Ministry of 
Education show an increase of 17% in 2017 and by 31% in 2018 to 472,730 (see Figure 2). The 
introduction of the FSHS has led to an increase in enrolment by about 90,000 students [1].  

 
Figure 2 Enrolment Trend in SHS from 2014 to 2018. 

Source: Adopted from MOE (2018). 

1.3 Challenges of FSHS Programme 
As shown in Figure 2, the introduction of the FSHS has increased enrolment by 17% and 31% in 2017 
and 2018 respectively. However, these increases have come with their own challenges. 

Although the programme is in its second year, studies in other places where it has been implemented 
indicate that the provision of free secondary education has been accompanied by numerous 
predicaments that impede quality education. For instance, Free Secondary Education increases 
enrolment and retention in secondary schools, but retention is still threatened by many socio-
economic factors that lead to dropping of students out of school [4]. Also, the nature of increased 
student enrolment has consequently caused other problems like heavy teaching loads, movement of 
students in and out of schools, teacher shortages and inadequate instructional materials.  

Although free secondary education delays age of first marriage and childbirth, however, many 
students, especially females, do not complete their secondary education because of teenage 
pregnancy, parental negligence and early marriages [5]. Interestingly, although the increase in 
enrolment as a result of free secondary education in Kenya is a plus, it overstretched available 
facilities such as classrooms, dormitories, libraries and laboratories and reversed the gains of the 
policy [4], [6]. Also, there was an acute shortage of teachers despite the implementation of a 
subsidized free day secondary education by the Kenyan government [6]. In the case of Ghana, 
infrastructure has been the major setback to the FSHS programme. The infrastructural problem has 
been aggravated by the elimination of the financial barrier, hence, those who hitherto will not have 
been able to go to school can now go, thereby leading to an increase in enrolment. Consequently, the 
government introduced the double-track system in 2018 to contain the increased enrolment.  

1.4 The Double Track System 
The Double Track calendar is an intervention that allows schools to accommodate more students 
within the same facility, and is often motivated by its potential to reduce overcrowding, as well as save 
costs relative to new school construction in the short term. The Double Track system creates room to 
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accommodate increase in enrolment, reduce class size, increase contact hours and increase the 
number of holidays [7], [8]. In a single-track system, students and staff are in school or on vacation at 
the same time within an academic year. However, with the double-track system, the entire student 
body and staff is divided into two different tracks. While one track is in school, the other is on vacation 
so that at any point in time a different group of students will be using the school facilities [1]. Countries 
that have adopted the double-track include Australia, Germany, the Netherlands, Costa Rica, Japan, 
Kenya and the United States of America.  

Similarly, the double or multi-track system is not strange in Ghana. The Universities and other tertiary 
institutions already practice the multi-track system where the same university facilities are used all 
year round by students who pursue regular, sandwich and distance education programmes.  

In Ghana, the substantial increase in enrolment as a result of government’s absorption of examination 
fees and re-sit for the Basic Education Certificate Examination (BECE) candidates and the FSHS have 
put enormous pressure on education authorities to meet the increased enrolment in senior high 
schools. The Ministry of Education therefore adopted the Double-Track School Calendar in 2018, as a 
temporary solution to the challenge of inadequate school facilities.  

The Double Track School System seeks to: create room to accommodate increase in enrolment, 
reduce class sizes, increase contact hours and increase the number of holidays. The Double Track 
School System has led to the development of a school calendar that runs concurrently with the 
existing single track for the third and second year students (see Figure 3). Hitherto, basic and 
secondary schools were operating a three-term academic calendar in a year, but with the introduction 
of the double track calendar, the number of school terms have reduced to two in a year.  

 
Figure 3 SHS Calendar for Single and Double Track Systems. 

Source: Adopted from Ministry of Education, (2018). 

As shown in Figure 3, the calendar of third and second year students is reduced from three to two 
semesters (Green and Gold Tracks), each with 81 days, respectively. With regards to the first year 
students on the double tract, those on the Green Track will spend 41 days in school while their 
colleagues on the Gold Track stay at home. After, the 41 days, they will vacate for those on the Gold 
Track who will do 81 days in each semester. Those on the Green Track will equally spend 81 days in 
a year albeit interspersed with vacation holidays.   

1.5 Advantages of the Double Track System 
The Double Track system is undoubtedly, able to absorb more students due to the increased 
enrolment using the existing infrastructure. It helps in reducing class sizes, increasing contact hours 
and the duration of holidays. Accordingly, the double-track system creates space for the increasing 
number of students seeking high school education as a result of the Free SHS policy [9]. The Double 
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Track system has ensured that Senior High Schools in Ghana admit the 31% increase in student 
enrolment. This would not have been possible with the Single Track system using the capacity of the 
existing school facilities.  

Also, teachers who work for both tracks will earn more money as compared to a single-track system. 
There is lower cost per student than the acquisition cost of sites and buildings. Students will be using 
the school facilities all year round and exert minimal pressure on the existing facilities at any given 
point in time. This will also require regular maintenance on the school facilities. Thus, the Double 
Track system reduces vandalism at school sites by extraneous people since the facilities will be 
constantly in use all year round [10]. 

1.6 Challenges of the Double Track System  
Although the Double Track system started in September 2018 and the first batch (Green Track) has 
completed their 41 days and the second batch (Gold Track) began on the 10th of November, 2018, 
some of the challenges are obvious. These include resources, logistics and the mode of selection of 
students to the tracks. These challenges were corroborated by the Public Relations Officer of the Free 
SHS Secretariat, in a radio (Citi FM) interview on 13th November, 218, but said her outfit was taking 
note of the challenges and will have them resolved.  

Although the impact of the double track system on academic performance has not been determined 
empirically, the year-round schooling has essentially no impact on academic achievement of the 
average student but acts only as a remedy to those who do not have enough income for summer 
classes 11]. Furthermore, selecting students into tracks without an awareness of their observed 
abilities or basing their selection on non-academic criteria can severely limit the expected positive 
effects of tracking [8].  

Adopting the double-tracking system implies that maintenance of school facilities must be done at 
night and on weekends since classes are always in session [10]. In instances where maintenance 
requires more than 15 to 20 days to be completed, it puts pressure on the school administrators and 
might disrupt classes. He added that even though there is reduction in overall cost per student in 
terms of a multi-tracking system, there is a tendency for administrative cost to increase.  

2 METHODOLOGY 
The document analysis approach was adopted for this study. This method is suitable when there are 
available data for use. Accordingly, policy analysis technique, encompassing analysing data by 
inferring from available literature and secondary data and references was used. Therefore, the 
researchers sought for patterned regularities which involved reading the documentary data over and 
over in order to identify the data and the content, and scope of the relevant literature [12]. The 
documents helped the researchers to track historical processes of the Free SHS policy and did 
content analysis of the texts and images (graphs, tables, figures) that have been recorded without the 
researcher’s intervention. 

We purposely used four (4) available documents produced by the Ministry of Education, Ghana on 
enrolment trends for 2013 to 2016 and for 2014 to 2018 respectively, to reflect the object of the 
research namely, access and equity in education. Other documents relating to the cost component of 
the Free SHS were also used. 

The contents of the data were analysed with focus on the period 2013 to 2018. Accordingly, the 
researchers’ arguments were based on the interpretation of development of Free SHS during this 
period. The researchers, through verification, ensured the trustworthiness and the veracity of the 
contents of the data obtained. 

3 INSIGHT FROM THE DATA  

3.1 Enrolment and cost  
The data (Figures 1 and 2) reveal fluctuating trends in students enrolment, although in aggregate 
terms, there have been an increase from 2013 to 2016 and from 2014 to 2018, and the reasons 
adduced were inadequate space after placement by the computerized system and the inability of 
some parents to pay for fees. Relating to the inability of some parents to pay fees, the data confirms 
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earlier proposition [13] that secondary education in low enrolment countries such as Ghana is 
characterized by costs that most parents cannot pay. The costs of Free SHs that government 
assumed are: 

a) One-time item (for Year one Students) 
o Day- Gh₵1 435.00 (USD 101.16) 
o Boarding Gh₵ 435.00 (USD 101.16) 

b) All recurrent fee items 
o Day Gh₵ 101.47 (USD 23.60) 
o Boarding Gh₵ 105.47(USD 24.52) 

c) Feeding fees 
o 3meals for boarders (Gh₵ 4.80/day) (USD 1.10) and one hot meal for all day students (Gh ₵ 

160/day) (USD 37.20) 
d) Subsidies for all continuing students in forms 2 and 3. 
e) Free textbooks, technical drawing instruments and equipment (Government of Ghana Circular 

on Free SHS, 2017). 

The cost profile of the Free SHS outlined below reflects Number 3 and 4 of the Free SHS Features 
which are absorption of tuition fees by government and absorption feeding and boarding fees, and 
these apply to all eligible Ghanaian youths and young adults. It can reasonably be argued that 
absorption of all costs constitutes a multiplicity of policy goals, and this has been a troubling bane for 
many policy actors and implementers in the Developing World. It is often said that “one must chew 
what one is able to swallow”. In other words “cut your coat according to the size of your cloth”. A viable 
policy depends on the measure of its rationality and sustainability. The inquiry is: how sustainable will 
this policy be in an already existing secondary school environment that is replete with problems such 
as lack of well committed teachers, absence of proper guidance and counselling services, poor 
management and supervision [14]. The answer to this inquiry can be set around two contextual 
variables (budgetary support and financing of education) as propounded by the literature [13], [15]. 
The budgetary support for free SHS has been mapped out in the following words: 

The output of the Primary School system is set to rise exponentially over the years as 
universal primary enrolment and completion is improved and the attendant mass 
enrolment in secondary education will require new methods of funding that allow children 
from poorer households to enrol in school. Moreover, meeting the education– related 
SDG requires increasing secondary education [13]. 

On the other hand, in reflecting on the problem of financing education, financial resources are needed 
to support universal enrolment patterns and these would have to be calculated based on the cost per 
students, student – teacher ratio and the unit cost of feeding a student [15]. These lines of thoughts, 
lend support to the fact that in Ghana, public expenditure on secondary education as a proportion of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP) has to be significantly considered [13], [15]. Arguably, there is hopeful 
evidence that if significant attention is drawn to financing Free SHS, analysing teachers’ workload and 
providing better data pattern of enrolments, this Free SHS policy will rightfully serve Ghana’s national 
development purpose. 

A second important insight that can be gleaned from the data in Table 1 is placement space which 
also fluctuated from 2013 to 2016. This has implications for access, equity and a third strand-quality. 
The conceptual argument underpinning these three issues is that facilitating equity and equality of 
educational opportunities, both in theory and practice, as it is intended for the Free SHS policy, is a 
challenge which all states and stakeholders must meet if the truism regarding the fundamental 
principle of non - discrimination and equality is to be upheld. The proponents of the Free SHS policy 
are of the conviction that the programme should boost enrolment – making it possible for all youth and 
young adults, irrespective of their location, faith, sex and ethnicity, to be entitled to education. But this, 
in the wake of limited teaching and learning space, has implications for quality delivery. Some 
measures would have to be taken to improve student –teacher ratio and the quality of the teaching 

 
1 GH is the Ghanaian Currency (Ghana Cedi). At the time the policy was introduced in September, 2017, the USD 1 was equivalent 

to GH₵4.3 
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staff. There is also the policy task of improving the working conditions and motivating teachers. Most 
challenging is the task of closing the gap in terms of the rural-urban divide. The assertion on closing 
the rural-urban gap has direct reference to a common practice in Sub-Saharan Africa for capital 
intensive projects (such as those infrastructure intended for the Free SHS) to be established usually in 
cities [16]. This calls for adequately resourcing the technocrats of the Ghana Education Service to 
embark on intensive school mapping and plant planning programmes. 

3.2 The Double Track System      
Ghana’s double track system for its Free SHS policy is more or less a “corruption” of the expression or 
terminology that is often represented in the literature [17]. What are actually known are the double - 
session, bisectional or half-day schools. In the various contexts gleaned from the literature [17], [18] 
[19], it refers to schools which have different pupils in the mornings and afternoons but using the same 
number of classroom hours as pupils in single session schools and different teachers for each 
session. What pertains in Ghana is rather an extended version of the shift system in which one group 
of students intermittently or at much extended time intervals (whole semester of 41 days) uses the 
same school facilities with the same teachers in each semester. 

A clearly stated fact in the literature is that double shift or extended double shift system is common in 
poor countries where financial pressures are so severe that educational administrators and policy 
makers are forced to investigate all ways to maximize costs [17]. The benefits accrued from the 
Ghanaian context as shown in Figure 1 and the available literature is increased in enrolment by 31%, 
thereby achieving the goal of social equity and limiting strain on the budget at one given period 
(semester) in time. Other benefits are reduced overcrowding, longer period for students to gather fees 
and other school resources, opportunities for students to work during periods when they are not in 
school, opportunity for earning money to support themselves, and better use of scarce resources 
(teachers in particular). 

However, a close examination of the Ghanaian double track system as illustrated in Figure 3 shows 
that it could be rife with a lot of problems. Particularly noteworthy and significant is the shortening of 
the semester. The cumulative effect of this is illustrated in the following: 

Shortening the school day and semester implies that quantity is being sacrificed for 
quality and that students are losing some classroom teaching and extra – curricular 
activities. Again, teachers who worked in more than one session are likely to get tired. 
Further, double track system is sometimes accused of causing social problems because 
children are occupied in school for a shorter period and so have more time to roam 
around when at home [17]. 

What is not in doubt according to this argument is that, although implementers of the double track may 
succeed in reducing cost in a given period of time, however, the absence of extra-curricular activities 
such as sports activities, cultural programmes and inter-school competitions may deprive students of 
the social and aesthetic benefits of education [17].  

4 POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS  
There is increasing recognition by policy makers and analysts of the significance of the policy 
environment in executing public policies such as the Free SHS Policy in Ghana. One such 
environment is the task environment which connotes the socio-economic conditions prevailing in the 
policy area, values and interests of the official senior policy advisors. Relative to the socio-economic 
conditions, first and foremost, Ghana’s Free Education Policy and its attendant double track system 
are implemented in both boarding and day-schools by which boarders have three meals a day and 
day students have one meal a day. This imposes huge cost on the government. This juxtaposed with 
the country’s level of economic development, poses difficulties. The saliency of this argument rests on 
the fact that Ghana, like many Third World countries, suffers from a number of challenges and 
uncertainties which ultimately foster the maintenance of a very low level of economic development. 
Litany of some of these uncertainties are natural disasters, undue dependence on economic 
relationships with very powerful capitalist countries, fluctuating commodity prices, inflation and 
monetary instability. Regarding inflation for example, at the time the FSHS policy was introduced, it 
was 14 percent but now less than 10 percent. Although this is refreshing, the volatility is of great 
concern since it has the tendency to derail the budgetary projections of the policy. Also, the United 
States Dollar equivalence of the Ghanaian currency, the Ghana Cedi, was 1:4.2, and on the date 
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(September 12) of the full implementation in 2017, the exchange rate stood at 1:4.3. Currently (March 
21, 2019), one dollar is above 5 Ghana Cedis. This apparently will give rise to unpredictable policy 
decisions and throw economic development plans out of their natural course. 

A second strand of the task environment is the values and interests of official senior policy advisors. 
These policy advisors are the bureaucrats constituting the Civil Service and middle-level political 
actors. Analytically, the question that emerges is: Do these actors understand the justification and 
feasibility of the Free SHS Policy?  This question is typical of a model of rational policy making which 
outlines variables such as the “effectiveness test” and the “affordability test” [20]. Arguably, a policy 
may be educationally sound, but the proposed means of executing it may not be effective. For the 
Ghanaian Free SHS Policy, there have not been stated specifications regarding the effective means of 
executing it. The policy implementers have rather dangled between either oil revenue or extra taxes as 
means of executing it. Second, is the issue of affordability. Would it not seem odd in the wake of 
remarkable extravagant expenditure to feed students and absorb other fees than to rehabilitate 
dilapidated school buildings and provide good learning environment? This question comes in the wake 
of the scenario of the first year of implementation of the programme in which the government spent 
approximately GH₵198 million (USD 45m) and committed GH₵453 million (USD103m) to the 
programme for 2018. It is expected that by the 2019 academic year, when all three-year groups are 
enrolled on the policy, the total cost will be approximately GH₵750 million (USD170 million). This 
means that from 2019 onward, the government has to make provisions for GHS750 million (USD170 
million) per annum [21]. This cost, arguably, represents a substantial financial burden on the state and 
requires robust source of funding to ensure its sustainability. Also, the 8,000 teachers recruited to 
teach on the double track have not been paid for five months [22]. If care is not taken, the policy could 
worsen the learning environment occasioned by over-crowdedness as a result of increased enrolment 
and low morale among teachers. 

A key ingredient in policy formulation and implementation is policy goals and the decision making 
process in achieving the goals. Most certainly, the policy goals (achieving universal access and equity 
in education) of the Free SHS are too complex and multiple, given the truism that the government 
intends to absorb all fees at a time when financial resources and manpower in the Ghanaian 
education system are constrained. Again, the policy is being implemented when the nation is already 
struggling to raise the standards of living of citizens with competing demands from other sectors of the 
economy. Regarding this, the questions that immediately arise are: Did the policy makers consider the 
existing educational environment? What are the real forces (natural or social) characterizing 
educational development in the country? What background information (educational statistics and 
school mapping information) served as the explanatory variables for the educational system? These 
underlying inquiries should have been analysed before introducing the policy. 

It is also salutary to reflect on the policy analysis literature [20] that there are times when policies have 
been made on an ad hoc basis either by politicians or technocrats without systematic and deliberate 
evaluation of the alternative options. In this case, it might reasonably be claimed that the policy 
makers of the Free SHS did not obtain first hand/detailed knowledge of possible consequences of 
their decisions. This apparently is made worst by not assessing the economic rationality/feasibility and 
socio-political acceptability of the policy. What rather counts most is that policy makers make choices 
on the basis of personal or political advantages to be gained.  

5 RECOMMENDATIONS  
In the light of the foregoing, it would be useful for implementers of the Free SHS (Ministry of 
Education, through the Free SHS Secretariat) to consider building consensus on a reliable and 
sustainable funding source dedicated solely to the policy. For instance, an increase in the Value 
Added Tax (VAT) or a percentage of the petroleum revenue, dedicated to the Free SHS. With reliable 
source of funding, infrastructure could be improved to end the temporary double track system 
occasioned by inadequate infrastructure. This will help minimise the challenges associated with the 
Free SHS.    

Alternatively, the implementers of the Free SHS programme could conduct thorough assessment of 
the cost of secondary education per student and introduce coupons to all eligible students to be used 
in either public or private senior high schools. This will leverage the infrastructure and capacities of 
private schools and give parents and their wards more options in their choices of schools for 
placement.  
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