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I. INTRODUCTION 

 HE pursuit of inclusive education has become a global imperative, 
driven by the belief that all learners deserve equitable access to 
quality schooling within a common system (Sijuola & Davidova, 

2022). In Eswatini, this mandate is anchored in the Education Sector 
Policy of 2011, which envisions a system that accommodates the diverse 
needs of all children (Ministry of Education and Training [MoET], 2011). 
In Eswatini, school fees are an essential component of financing the 
provision of education in public high schools, including for learners 
from low-income families (Dlamini, 2021). School principals are well-
positioned to offer insights into how fee structures are determined, 
collected, and used, as well as the immediate and long-term 
implications for schools when learners struggle to meet these financial 
obligations (Myende et al., 2021). The interconnectedness of the 
payment of school fees in Eswatini high schools and inclusive education 
underpins this study. This study, therefore, explores high school 
principals' perceptions of the impact of school fees on the 
implementation of inclusive education and seeks to understand how 
financial barriers shape the educational landscape in Eswatini.  

 School fees and inclusive education in Eswatini 
Mestry (2020, p. 3) defines school fees as “an agreed amount of 

money that parents pay to schools aimed at improving the quality of 
education of learners”. According to Yansen and Salsabilla (2023), 
school fees are funds paid by parents to schools to support the provision 
of essential inputs for the management of education. School principals, 
as heads of schools, are responsible for overseeing all academic, 
operational, and financial aspects to ensure high-quality learning 
environments for all learners (Chen & Chen, 2024; Cisler & Bruce, 2013; 
Myende et al., 2021). Andrew and Joshi (2013, p. 176) state:  

“School fees may include tuition fees and a host of other charges: for example, 
textbook fees, uniform fees, parent-teacher association levies, community 

contributions, exam fees, building/construction levies, maintenance charges, 
and excursion charges.  

In the Eswatini context, the Ministry of Education (MoE hereafter) 
National Policy Statement on Education (1999), Section 11, stipulates 
that school principals and committees should determine the fees to be 
paid by learners (MoE, 1999). The policy does not specify the amount 
which has brought ambiguity to the topic and caused educational 
inequalities, as some principals and committees set exorbitant fees that 
most households cannot afford. The policy further declares that “there 
shall be cost sharing between the Ministry of Education and 
beneficiaries” (MoE, 1999, p. 10). This has never happened; instead, 
parents face the challenge of paying school fees alone, some of which 
can only be described as outrageous when one considers the average 
income in Eswatini. According to Nxumalo (2020), the policy was 
reviewed in 2011 and released as the Swaziland Education Sector Policy, 
which stipulates that children may not be denied access to education 
based on their parents' socioeconomic status (MoET, 2011).  

In 2018, the Ministry of Education and Training updated the 
Swaziland Education and Training Sector Policy, and it became the 
National Education and Training Sector Policy (MoET, 2018), further 
ensuring that all children, regardless of their background, abilities, or 
special needs, have access to free and compulsory quality education. 
However, the policy does not define the term “free”, causing confusion; 
it is not clear, for instance, if this means that the Ministry of Education 
and Training will pay for tuition, school uniforms, books, and other 
school costs. This ambiguity has led schools to charge amounts 
determined by principals, as noted by the MoE (1999). In effect, there is 
no free education for high school learners in Eswatini.  

Following recommendations rooted in the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs hereafter) of 2000 and the Constitution of Eswatini of 
2005, the Ministry of Education and Training introduced the Free 
Primary Education (FPE hereafter) Policy in 2010 (MoET, 2010). MDG 2 
reads as follows: “Achieve universal primary education: Ensure that all 
boys and girls complete a full course of primary education” (Attaran, 
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2005). In addition, Section 29(6) of the Constitution of the Kingdom of 
Eswatini Act (2005) stipulates that every Swazi child has the right to free 
education in public schools, at least through the end of primary school 
(Thwala et al., 2024). However, here, too, education is rarely free, as 
most schools charge “top-up” fees to ensure that basic school needs are 
met. 
A large portion of the Eswatini population lives below the poverty line 
and struggles to pay school fees, especially at the high school level 
(Motsa & Morojele, 2016; Mpofu & Mkhatshwa, 2024; Nxumalo, 2020). 
Madlela (2022) states that school fees continue to pose a substantial 
financial burden on families, potentially hindering access to and 
retention in high schools, especially for learners from low-income 
backgrounds. A fully inclusive education system requires a broad 
approach that addresses all aspects of inclusivity, diverse learning 
needs, learners’ resource constraints, and the continuation of education 
past the primary level (Love & Horn, 2021; McLeskey et al., 2014). 

Inclusive education places greater emphasis on learners' rights than 
on their physical, mental, socio-economic, cultural, and racial 
backgrounds (Love & Horn, 2021; Thwala et al., 2024). Inclusive 
education strives to tackle the learning needs of all children, with a 
specific focus on those who are vulnerable to marginalisation and 
exclusion (Hasan, Halder, & Debnath, 2018). This educational 
methodology is enshrined in Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4): 
“Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all.” Establishing this goal was a significant 
step forward by the United Nations General Assembly in promoting 
quality and equitable education for all global citizens (Gupta & Vegelin, 
2016). Nevertheless, this global ambition has faced numerous 
challenges, including funding for education, especially in developing 
countries such as the Kingdom of Eswatini, where public resources are 
considered insufficient to meet the educational needs of all 
schoolchildren. In Eswatini, it appears that children in public high 
schools often feel marginalised and excluded from the learning process 
owing to their parents’ inability to pay school fees. According to Mestry 
(2020), the primary barrier to children accessing and completing quality 
basic education in many countries is the cost of schooling.  

Policy–practice gap 
According to Thwala et al. (2024), Eswatini has failed to fully 

implement inclusive education’s legal and policy frameworks to date, 
owing to factors such as poorly trained educators, overcrowded 
classrooms, and negative attitudes among educators. In support of this 
claim, a study by Zwane and Malale (2018) found that factors such as 
poor-quality teacher training, unqualified and underqualified 
educators, inadequate support for educators, and inappropriate 
teaching and learning methods and support materials contribute to the 
poor implementation of inclusive education. Fakudze (2012, p. 74), cited 
in Zwane and Malale (2018, p. 4), states the following:  

Lack of support for teachers is characterised by insufficient state funding for 
inclusive education programs and the provision of in-service training that can 
empower teachers and lead to a change in their attitudes towards inclusive 
education. 

According to the Ministry of Education and Training (2018), Eswatini 
prioritises the training of educators (including principals) in inclusive 
education, focusing on both the curriculum and teacher development. 
Nevertheless, such training has not taken place. The resulting lack of 
inclusivity in education contravenes international and local legal and 
policy frameworks such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(1948), the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1990), 
the African Union’s African Charter on the Rights and Welfare of the 
Child (1999), Sustainable Development Goal 4 (2015), the Constitution 
of Eswatini (2005) and the Children’s Protection and Welfare Act of 
2012, which commits the government of Eswatini to protect children’s 
rights. Denying children’s access to inclusive education violates their 
rights. Walton (2016) suggests that the realisation of an inclusive 
education system rests upon the involvement of all stakeholders, most 
of all educators (including principals). 

In many respects, Eswatini is no different from most sub-Saharan 
African countries, where education systems struggle with limited 
government funding, resulting in heavy reliance on parents’ 
contributions through school fees (Ngware & Mutisya, 2021; Chikoko & 
Mthembu, 2020). Owing to poor training for principals in financial 
management, some of the limited funds collected from parents are 
misused and/or misallocated. Bua and Adzongo (2014), writing from a 
Nigerian perspective, argue that financial misappropriation, 
embezzlement, and the diversion of funds for various projects stem 
from poor school management. In Lesotho, Mncube and Makhasane 
(2015) found that participating schools did not receive guidelines on the 
correct use of school funds. Furthermore, Thenga (2012), whose study 
was conducted in Gauteng province, South Africa, concluded that 
participating principals and school finance committees lacked the 
necessary training and skills to handle financial record-keeping.  

In Eswatini, the mismanagement of school fees has led to the 
dismissal of several principals (Myende et al., 2021). According to 
Tshabalala (2017), cited in Myende et al. (2021), these principals failed 
forensic audits. In addition, the Ministry of Education and Training 
acknowledges that at least five principals lose their jobs annually due to 
the embezzlement of school funds (Tshabalala, 2017). This is a clear 
indication that most principals in Eswatini lack financial training and 
transparency. Myende et al. (2021) further state that, as in most sub-
Saharan countries, there are no professional financial management 
qualifications for school heads in Eswatini. Hence, the problem of 
mismanagement and embezzlement persists. Most of the principals are 
teachers, with no previous financial management experience. In 
Eswatini, since the advent of electronic banking, it appears that school 
principals no longer involve school committees in administering school 
transactions; instead, they make financial decisions themselves, risking 
accusations of embezzlement. Kunene (2018) and Tshabalala (2017), as 
cited in Myende et al. (2021), state that in 2007, the Ministry of Education 
and Training rolled out Personnel, Organisation, Money, and 
Instructional management (POMI) to school principals to curb financial 
mismanagement. Unfortunately, most principals still lack the necessary 
skills, and mismanagement continues.  

II. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Background of the theory 
This study is informed by Critical Theory, which questions issues of 

power, social justice, and systemic barriers, aligning perfectly with the 
intention to analyse the impact of school fees on inclusive education in 
Eswatini. According to Sandars (2016) and Rexhepi and Torres (2011), 
Critical Theory is concerned with the distribution of power in social 
systems and the ways in which one group may be controlled and 
oppressed by another. Dell’Angelo et al. (2012) further attest that 
Critical Theory seeks to understand how extant power imbalances are 
created, reified, and reproduced over time.  

Relevance to the study 
Critical theory is essential to this study because the topic lies at the 

intersection of power, economic inequality, policy, and social justice. 
School fees inherently act as a filtering mechanism that excludes 
economically disadvantaged learners and those with special needs (who 
often require additional paid resources). The theory allowed the 
researcher to analyse school fees not as a neutral administrative 
necessity, but as a structural barrier that reproduces social inequality 
and enforces marginalisation. 

III. OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY 

The study explores high school principals' perceptions of how school 
fees influence inclusive education and the roles they play in supporting 
or hindering these efforts. 

IV. METHODS 

Research paradigm  
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This study adopted an interpretivist paradigm. Within this 
paradigm, researchers seek methods to understand the relationships 
between humans and their environments (Thanh & Thanh, 2015; 
Alharahsheh & Pius, 2020). The paradigm helps the researcher avoid 
bias by allowing participants to speak for themselves and to provide 
facts and perceptions about a phenomenon based on their experience.  

Research approach  
This study used a qualitative research methodology. According to 

Lim (2024), qualitative research is concerned with context, perspective, 
and meaning, thereby allowing the subjective views of study 
participants to emerge. Qualitative research helps researchers to explore 
and interpret the complexities of a phenomenon, offering detailed 
insights rather than statistical generalisations (Creswell & Creswell, 
2017).  

Research design 
This study employed a phenomenological research design. 

Phenomenology involves exploring participants’ lived experiences by 
examining a particular phenomenon (Williams, 2021). This study 
explores school principals' experiences regarding school fees and 
inclusive education. 

Participants  
The study used purposive sampling to increase the reliability and 

trustworthiness of the findings (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024). 
Participants included two African male principals with varying degrees 
of administrative experience. Principal 1 serves a mainstream township 
high school and brings 19 years of educational experience, including 4 
years at the management level. His academic qualifications include a 
Bachelor’s degree with a specialisation in English and Human 
Resources. Principal 2, a veteran educator with 33 years of experience, 
has served as a principal for 12 years, including the last 2 at a 
mainstream rural high school. He holds a B.Ed. honours degree, which 
represents the highest level of academic qualification among the 
participants. 

Table 1: Participants’ demographics  
Biographic information Principal 1 Principal 2  
Age 44 58 
Gender Male  Male  
Years of experience as a 
principal 

4 12 

Years of experience in 
education 

19 33 

Years at current school 8 2 
Educational background 
(highest educational 
qualification) 

Bachelor’s degree B. Ed Honours  

Academic training in 
inclusive education 

None  None  

Academic training in 
financial management  

None  None  

Specific area of 
study/specialisation 

English language 
teacher / HR 

Vocational  

School characteristics Mainstream township 
high school 

Mainstream rural 
high school  

Professional development 
activities 

 

B.Com  (HR) Had attended many 
educational 
workshops 

Principals’ perceptions of 
the affordability of school 
fees for the community 

Community can 
afford to pay school 
fees  

Community is 
struggling to pay 
school fees 

Principals’ perceptions of 
the school’s capacity to 
implement inclusive 
education 

This could be 
achieved, but the 
school is currently 
struggling financially  

This could be 
achieved, but the 
school is currently 
struggling financially  

Availability of resources 
and infrastructure to 
support inclusive 
education (e.g., ramps, 
assistive technology) 

None  None  

Research sites 
The study was conducted in two high schools in the Manzini region, 

Eswatini, in the country’s center-west. It is the country’s main 

commercial, industrial, and transportation center, with a population of 
355,945 (Central Statistics Office, 2017). School 1 is situated in an urban 
area 2.3 kilometers from the CBD, while School 2 is situated in a rural 
area 60.9 kilometers from the CBD. As the nation’s hub, the Manzini 
region exhibits a unique dualism, with highly developed industrial 
zones coexisting with traditional peri-urban and deep rural settlements. 
School 1 benefits from its proximity to the Central Business District 
(CBD), enabling easier access to municipal services, paved road 
networks, and digital connectivity. In contrast, School 2 is in a remote 
geographical area where limited transportation infrastructure and a lack 
of specialised social services often isolate the school community from 
centralised government support.  

Data collection methods 
The study used semi-structured interviews, each lasting 45 to 60 

minutes. Semi-structured interviews are commonly used to gather in-
depth information about people’s experiences, opinions, and 
perspectives on a particular topic (Weyant, 2022; Creswell & Creswell, 
2017). Unlike structured interviews, which follow a rigid script, semi-
structured interviews were used in this study for their ability to utilise 
an interview guide that ensured core topics, such as school fee policies 
and inclusive infrastructure, were covered across both research sites. 
Semi-structured interviews provided the necessary “space” for 
participants to define inclusion and affordability in their own terms, 
rather than being forced into the researcher’s pre-defined categories. 
The participants were interviewed individually in secure rooms at the 
two schools to ensure privacy and avoid interruptions. The privacy of 
the settings and the researcher’s assurance of confidentiality enhanced 
open and honest sharing. The questions posed were: 

How are school fees collected and managed? What systems are in 
place to ensure transparency and accountability? 

What strategies does the school use to address unpaid school fees? 
How do you balance the need for revenue with the potential impact on 
learner access? 

How does the school budget allocate funds generated from school 
fees? What proportion is dedicated to supporting inclusive education 
initiatives? 

Does the school have a specific policy on inclusive education? If so, 
can you describe its key components? 

What are the biggest financial challenges the school faces in 
providing quality education, particularly inclusive education? 

How are teachers trained and supported to implement inclusive 
education practices in the classroom? 

Do you receive any government financial relief to manage the school? 
Ethical considerations 
The study received research ethics clearance from the University 

Research Ethics Committee (non-medical) at the University of 
Witwatersrand, as well as permission from the Ministry of Education 
and Training head office in Mbabane, Eswatini, and the principals of the 
two schools. Participants were provided with a Participant Information 
Sheet outlining the study’s purpose, the nature of their involvement, 
and the intended use of the data. Principals were explicitly informed 
that participation was entirely voluntary and that they could withdraw 
from the study at any time or decline to answer specific financial 
questions without prejudice to their professional or personal standing. 
Given the small professional circle of high school principals in the 
Manzini region, “internal confidentiality” was a priority to prevent 
participants from being identified by their colleagues or the Ministry. 
Real names and specific school names were replaced with codes (for 
instance, Principal 1, School 2).  

As a researcher familiar with the Eswatini education system, I 
engaged in “bracketing”, the conscious effort to set aside personal 
experiences and professional assumptions about school fees to approach 
the principals’ narratives with a neutral lens. 

Data analysis  
Data analysis used an inductive approach that began with the 

transcription of recorded interviews, followed by several readings in 
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which units of meaning were sought, coded, and grouped to reveal 
themes and sub-themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). De Paoli (2024) 
refers to this method as thematic analysis. The method is inductive, in 
that the themes arise from the data rather than being imposed on it by 
the researcher. The following themes emerged from thematic analysis: 
no deposit, no entry, governance and financial accountability, the 
transition shock: primary vs high school, systemic gaps in teacher 
training and support, financial constraints as a barrier to inclusion, and 
state responsibility for equitable access 

V. RESULTS  

No deposit, no entry 
The results showed that both participants emphasised that the 

payment of school fees was the cornerstone of running the schools. They 
also emphasised the payment of a deposit before a child is enrolled, with 
the deposit amount varying. Both participants stated that the deposit 
and fees were essential, as they significantly contributed to operational 
costs, supplementary teaching materials, infrastructure development, 
and co-curricular activities that enrich the educational experience. To 
substantiate the above, the principals said: 

“The collection of school fees happens at the beginning of every year. We 
issue deposit slips to students who will be enrolled in our school for that 
academic year. And then the parents go to the bank to make deposits. We begin 
with deposits, not the full school fee amount. So, say, maybe 60% of the total 
amount must be deposited” (Principal 1). 

“In the way of payments, we do have the school bank account, where the 
students pay. We first want a compulsory deposit of 50%. ... if there is no 
deposit … no one can go to class” (Principal 2). 

Governance and financial accountability  
The results indicated that both principals lacked financial training as 

they were appointed based on their pedagogical expertise and years of 
teaching experience rather than their business or financial acumen. The 
interviews indicated that since the advent of electronic banking, both 
principals conducted transactions on their own without the 
involvement of the school committee, which contradicts the National 
Policy Statement on Education (1999), Section 1. Both principals took 
advantage of parents' low literacy levels by making unilateral decisions 
without involving them, as required by law. The interviews further 
revealed that collecting school fees was challenging due to poor internal 
controls and monitoring. The participants said:  

“About the usage of cheques, now we use technology, okay. I make any 
payment or transaction as the principal or as the secretary of the school 
committee. I then later reported to the school committee. That is how I maintain 
transparency” (Principal 1). 

“Currently, because I’ve just arrived at the school, what I found is that 
almost about 60% were not paying school fees. That’s why the school was very 
much struggling. But currently, when I am looking at it, it’s like around 30% 
of the students who have now finished paying their fees … those who have not 
paid are requested to remind their parents” (Principal 2). 

Transition shock: Primary vs high school 
The interview results revealed a systemic discrepancy in the Eswatini 

education system: primary education is fully funded by the 
government, whereas high schools must be self-supporting. Both 
principals indicated that this discrepancy created a culture and financial 
shock for parents, leading to high dropout rates in Form 1, the first level 
of high school. One principal stated that the country's high 
unemployment rate made it challenging for parents to pay school fees. 
He mentioned that some resorted to the farming of cannabis (dagga) to 
supplement their income: 

“The parent is not familiar with the whole thing of paying school 
fees … many of these Grade 7 graduates, they end up not enrolling for high 
school because of lack of funds” (Principal 1).  

 “You see, this is a very dynamic environment. Because the people here are 
farmers, okay? They get money after harvesting their dagga fields once in 
September … they are not used in paying school fees … this is high school, they 
need to pay … yes, primary, they do not pay” (Principal 2). 

The problem of inability to pay school fees is exacerbated in the case 
of orphaned and vulnerable children who receive a grant known as the 
Education Fund for Orphaned and Vulnerable Children. The principals 
noted that this grant is usually paid to schools at the end of the year, 
which is too late to cover the deposits and school fees for orphaned and 
vulnerable children. As a result, many of these children simply do not 
attend school. 

Systemic gaps in teacher training and support  
Neither participant had any knowledge of inclusive education due to 

inadequate initial and in-service training. The participants were trained 
as classroom educators long before inclusive education became a 
priority. As a result, both confused inclusion with integration, believing 
that inclusive education meant only including learners with obvious 
disabilities. They noted that they lacked a specialised department or 
resource centre that could provide them with advice on managing 
diverse learning needs:  

“Yes, there are talks of inclusive education from top down … but us, we are 
not given any training on inclusive education by the Ministry of Education. It 
makes it difficult for the school to help, even the teachers… money is not enough 
to conduct workshops for them. We just use common sense … no effective 
training” (Principal 1). 

“And then, also, like I told you, the visually impaired, the hearing, and so 
forth and so on – we ended up getting into that by accident. We do not have a 
policy that focuses solely on inclusive education. We don’t have any background 
training on inclusive education” (Principal 2). 

Financial constraints as a barrier to inclusion 
The results revealed a direct correlation between school fees (or the 

lack thereof) and schools’ ability to implement inclusive education. Both 
principals stated they had no budget for training staff in inclusive 
pedagogies. In addition, neither school was able to provide inclusive 
infrastructure, such as ramps, to accommodate physically impaired staff 
members and learners, owing to insufficient funds. They said the 
following: 

 “Some of these things that we can do, like building ramps … it requires 
funds. If the school doesn’t have the funds, it is going to affect its initiatives” 
(Principal 1). 

 “As I have already said, inclusive education in schools has not been taken 
to that level yet. We believe it will be taken seriously soon. Otherwise, we face 
the biggest financial challenge due to parents' failure to pay school fees. So 
that’s the biggest financial challenge” (Principal 2). 

State responsibility for equitable access 
The interviews also indicated that both participants were eager to 

witness a “free education” model in which the government would be 
the primary funder rather than parents. Both participants stated that 
difficulties with collecting school fees made their jobs challenging, as 
they were required to manage the curriculum on the one hand and 
finances on the other. Both participants felt that a free education model 
would curb the trauma experienced by learners sent home or barred 
from examinations owing to arrears on their school accounts. If the 
government funded education, continuity of learning would be 
ensured, which is essential for academic success and psychological well-
being. This is what the participants had to say:  

 “If the government can be faithful to pay the necessary amount to cater for 
all the activities, there can be enormous success” (Principal 1).  

“I think in this one, the nature, as I say, the parents are unable to pay. 
They’re struggling to pay. Then the government must come in and pay for every 
student. My job as a head teacher will be less if the government paid for every 
student” (Principal 2).  

VI. DISCUSSION 

Below, the findings are mapped to the principles of Critical Theory, 
which concern the distribution of power in social systems and the ways 
in which one group may be controlled and oppressed by another. High 
school principals in Eswatini have the power to determine the 
individual’s access to education; thus, they have the power to grant or 
deny access to “cultural capital”. In this context, principals are in effect 
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forced to act as debt collectors for the government. By enforcing a “no 
deposit, no entry” policy, the principals exercise power over the poor – 
not because they wish to, but because the economic system demands it 
for their schools’ survival. This aligns with the findings of Chen and 
Chen (2024), Cisler and Bruce (2013), and Myende et al. (2021), who 
argue that as heads of schools, principals are obligated to oversee all 
academic, operational, and financial aspects of their schools to ensure 
high-quality learning environments. Principals perceive themselves as 
powerless victims of a rigid system, even while they close the gates on 
learners. The findings suggest that the participating principals are 
symbols of a form of oppression not of their own making, since they 
help perpetuate the ongoing cycle of exclusion and denial of education 
to those who cannot afford it.  

The findings of this study indicate that the principals were compelled 
to ignore the lived realities of impoverished households, whose poverty 
resulted from moral decay among leaders and a lack of social justice. 
Myende et al. (2021) argued that providing a desk in a classroom is not 
enough for inclusive education if the journey to that desk is blocked by 
financial gatekeeping. Walton (2016) shares the sentiment, stating that 
the realisation of an inclusive education system rests upon the 
involvement of all stakeholders. One of the strongest systemic barriers 
is the requirement to pay a large deposit at the beginning of the school 
year. The findings suggest that inclusive education in Eswatini will 
remain a myth if this barrier persists, as it creates a “stratified” 
education system in which the poorest are marginalised or completely 
excluded. 

The findings also reveal an ongoing systemic tension in Eswatini's 
high schools, as principals are caught between the power of the State 
(which mandates inclusion) and economic realities (which require 
charging fees to sustain schools). The participating principals felt 
coerced to prioritise their schools’ survival over individual social justice. 
As Myende et al. (2021) claim, poverty is a pervasive barrier to 
attendance that extends beyond tuition costs. In the Eswatini context, 
the “no deposit, no entry” policy functions as a tool of hegemonic 
power, where the school’s need for financial viability, identified as a 
systemic necessity, supersedes the social justice imperative of inclusive 
education.  

VII. CONCLUSION 

This study underscores the profound tension that exists between the 
marketisation of education and the fundamental human right to 
education in the Eswatini high school system. By exploring principals' 
perceptions, the study reveals that, while inclusive education is a 
national policy priority, it remains an elusive goal, with school deposits 
serving as a structural gatekeeper. Inclusive education in Eswatini 
cannot be achieved through curriculum changes or educator training 
alone. It requires a systemic overhaul of the funding model. Until the 
government of Eswatini addresses the affordability gap through timely 
grant disbursements and the eventual abolition of high school fees, the 
classroom will remain a space of privilege rather than a site of social 
justice. The study calls for a transition from a fee-dependent model to a 
rights-based model, ensuring that no learner’s potential is stifled by a 
low bank balance. The following recommendations are made 
considering the findings. The government should standardise school 
fees and progressively expand free high school education so that 
principals are no longer required to serve as financial gatekeepers. The 
Deputy Prime Minister’s Office should synchronise the Education Fund 
for Orphaned and Vulnerable Children with the school calendar. Grants 
should be disbursed before the term begins to ensure schools have 
operating capital, removing the principal’s justification for excluding 
learners who rely on these funds. Schools found to be violating the 
“right to education” principle by barring learners who cannot pay 
deposits should face administrative audits, rather than being left to 
manage their debt alone. The study is limited by the small sample and 
the fact that the findings may not be applicable to other geographical 
areas. More participants and a wider spread of schools may have 
yielded different findings.  
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