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Introduction

Background to the Biennale
Since the 1990 World Conference on Education for All (EFA), held in  Jomtien, 

Thailand, national governments, international organizations, particularly 

the United Nations and World Bank, and many non-governmental organi-

zations have made significant efforts to focus attention and initiatives on 

achieving the objectives of basic education for all. In Africa, the Dakar  Forum 

of 2000 gave a new impetus to promoting universal primary education. 

Since 2000, most African countries have recorded greater annual increases 

in primary school attendance than those recorded between 1990 and 1999. 

Although there are distinctions between the various country situations with 

regard to levels of enrolment achieved, which is particularly dependent on 

a country’s conflict or non-conflict status, a trend of notable progress is 

evident in the last decade both in intake and completion rates at primary 

education level. 

Although these results are remarkable, especially after more than a decade 

of stagnation in the 1980s and early 1990s, African countries still account 

for half of the 77 million out-of-school children in the world. Moreover, the 

literacy rate of 61 percent among the population aged 15 years and above is 

far below the world average of 82 percent. Furthermore, strong inequalities 

still exist in the rate of completion of the primary cycle and the quality of 

education, both of which continue to be major sources of concern. Despite 

the achievements of the past few years, it is expected that only 10 African 

countries will be in a position to achieve the 2015 target date of the second 

Millennium Development Goal on the achievement of primary education 

for all. 
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While some progress is certainly evident, persistent challenges in the field 

of primary education remain, raising an increasing number of questions on 

the future developments of African education systems. Specifically, along 

with primary education concerns, the future of post-primary education is 

increasingly discussed in national and regional debates and is becoming 

a major focus of concern for governments, international bodies and civil 

society representatives.

Consequently, post-primary education has become a focus of discussion 

on the agendas of African and international policy forums. The 2008 

Conference of Ministers of French-speaking Countries (CONFEMEN) theme 

of  “Secondary Education and Perspectives: how to make it accessible to all, 

of high quality, attractive, and in line with the expectations of the labor 

market and the post-secondary education sector”, exemplifies the focus on 

post-primary education needs. The Secondary Education and Training in 

Africa (SEIA) Conferences organized over the last few years by the World 

Bank in collaboration with ADEA and African Education Ministers echoed 

the concerns and criticisms of higher education needs in Africa with discus-

sions calling for a  holistic management and treatment of the development 

of education in Africa.

The movement to focus on all education systems and needs was largely 

confirmed by the choice made by the Conference of African Ministers of 

Education (COMEDAF) to focus the African Union’s 2nd Decade for Education 

in Africa (2006-2015) on seven priorities:

• Gender perspective and culture;

• Education Management Information systems;

• Teachers development;

• Higher education;

• Technical and vocational education and training, including education in 

difficult situations;

• Curricula and teaching aids and materials; and

• Quality management.

The messages here should be well understood. Efforts in favor of basic educa-

tion must be pursued, but in a holistic framework that makes it possible to 

have an overall and integrated vision of the development of education and 

training systems. Such a vision clarifies the link between the different levels 

and sub-sectors, the transitions and bridges, tensions and synergies, allows 
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for balanced agenda setting and its articulation with available resources, 

the needs, requirements and demands of the economy and the society 

in view of local, national and global priorities. The 2008 ADEA Biennale 

fell within this vision and theoretical context, which required looking at 

secondary, tertiary and vocational education needs and priorities, as well 

as basic primary education. In other words, this Biennale was for looking 

forward to future challenges, posing the questions and exploring solutions 

for all types and levels of educational needs in Africa. 

Issues and objectives of the 2008 Biennale
In the initial stages of preparing for the Biennale, the ADEA Secretariat, 

together with its partners, began to define the expected outcomes and the 

key issues to be discussed and to find agreement. The preparatory work led 

to specific foci: the 2008 Biennale would provide an opportunity to discuss 

reforms and innovations, and to formulate new commitments based on a 

holistic vision, one that would give a new impetus to the qualitative trans-

formation of African education systems in close relationship with economic 

development and satisfaction of individual and community needs. 

Defining post-primary education (PPE) was the first challenge in terms of 

clarifying the concept and the functional and operational framework for 

the formulation and implementation of policies. Through the preliminary 

discussions and research, PPE was eventually defined as all educational, 

learning, training and apprenticeship opportunities offered after the 

primary  education level. However, it also became clear that for the Biennale, 

a common meaning for primary education was necessary to enable it to 

encompass the variety of primary education systems in Africa; these 

differ in terms of and types of standards and/or duration, depending on 

the context, particularly when different formal, non-formal and informal 

modalities of elementary education, or basic education, or primary educa-

tion are considered. 

Additional challenges focused on the reality that issues and problems of 

immediate post-primary opportunities are inextricably linked to those at 

primary level. For example, quality issues at the primary education level 

directly influence the quality at PPE level; a less than adequate or substan-

dard primary education can present learning difficulties at the post-

secondary level, especially if the language of instruction and/or quality 
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of curricula and teaching methods differ significantly. Many adolescents 

attend PPE programs with insufficient learning appropriate for their age. 

Furthermore, many children who had dropped out of primary school 

might have qualified for secondary entry if remedial channels had been 

available or if their learning outside school could have been evaluated for 

entry into PPE. 

At the other end of the spectrum of challenges needing clarity for the Biennale 

included considerations regarding where post-primary education should 

stop. Is it at the point of entry into training or into higher education? Is it 

more useful to consider a process driven by the concept of lifelong learning? 

Given the African situation of diversity with huge chasms within and among 

countries in regards to economic and social development, as well as cultural 

multiplicities, it would be nigh impossible for an all encompassing definition 

of PPE; one that could cover the needs and realities of the changing African 

economies and the heterogeneous, and often volatile labor markets. 

Crosscutting issues
Other topics discussed and questions posed for the 2008 Biennale prepara-

tions, included a range of key crosscutting issues identified as crucial for 

the development of an integrated education and training system that would 

provide equal opportunities for all. These crosscutting issues, and the funda-

mental questions that frame each of them, included: Policy and governance, 

financing, access and equity, education and training personnel, curriculum 

and skills development, articulation and assessment (see Box A.1, page 17)

Three sub-themes for the Biennale
In the preparation for the Biennale, three specific themes were selected 

to focus the discussions on the most critical dimensions of post-primary 

education development (See Box A.2, page 18): 

• Towards 9-10 years Education for All: Promising policies  

and strategies;

• Skills development and the world of work: Challenges for education and 

training;

• Preparing knowledge workers for Africa’s development:  

articulating upper secondary with higher education. 
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Box A .1 – Crosscutting issues of the Biennale

a. Policy and governance
What policy orientations appear to be the most relevant? How can coherent and 
efficient governance of system be promoted? How can roles be efficiently shared 
between the government and the different partners (such as parents, private sector, 
civil society, labor unions, and communities)?

b. Financing 
How to mobilise resources and reduce the costs in order to meet the growing 
needs? How can resources be otherwise, better or more efficiently allocated? What 
partnerships (and with whom?)  will help to increase existing resources, enhance the 
relevance of initiatives and improve the results?

c. Access and equity
What promising strategies are available for expanding access and enhancing equity? 
How can the disparities between girls and boys, rural and urban dwellers, the poor 
and the rich as well as the different discriminatory practices against minorities, AIDS 
patients and other society rejects be corrected? 

d. Education and training personnel
What teachers/trainers recruitment and deployment policies can be adopted to 
increase significantly the number of qualified personnel and their use at the level 
required to expand learning opportunities? How can initial and in-service training be 
provided to ensure adequate professional development for all teachers and trainers, 
in particular as current needs require mass recruitment? How can the challenge of 
HIV/AIDS be addressed as part of teachers’ management and support? In addition 
and of crucial importance, what are possible funding methods to achieve the 
appropriate consistent level of numbers of qualified personnel?

e. Curriculum and skills development
Which basic and special skills should be developed at each stage of learning and 
in each course in terms of consistency with the ultimate aims – whether these are  
graduation to a higher level of schooling, or to enter the labor market – according 
to the different levels and the needs of individuals and society? How should the 
school curricula be developed and implemented to facilitate the development of 
these skills and integration into the world of work, including for the development 
of an entrepreneurship spirit?

f. Articulation and assessment
What articulations can be made between the different education, training, and 
apprenticeship courses and opportunities for the optimal use of systems’ resources? 
How can equivalencies among formal, informal and vocational learning be recognized 
and acknowledged? Which national qualification frameworks appear effective and/
or promising in these regards? 

These six crosscutting issues and the many questions posed about each of them 
are not exhaustive . They do, however, reflect the trend and objectives of the overall 
interrogation that occurred in preparation for the Biennale and, later, at the Biennale .
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The themes were chosen after a series of interactions with various ministers 

of education and agencies concerning their areas of highest priority. Each 

one reflects a significant area of concern, in which a variety of initiatives, 

in terms of policy and practice development, had already been taking place 

or in which major further initiatives were being contemplated. The crosscut-

Box A .2 – Sub-themes of the Biennale

a. Towards 9-10 years Education for All: Promising policies  
and strategies.

This sub-theme focuses on how to respond to an increase in the demand from 
families and communities for education beyond the primary level . The policy reform 
consisting in extending to 9-10 years the coverage period of education for all, which 
for most African countries presently stands at between 5 and 7 years, seems to be 
shared by most Africa Ministers of Education . Beyond this, policy reform needs to 
look at the possibilities and technicalities of integrating a variety of complementary 
or alternative modes of basic education provision into the mainstream system, in 
order to extend quality and preferably equivalent opportunities to those who for 
reasons of background or circumstance have been excluded .

b. Skills development and the world of work: Challenges  
for education and training.

Post-primary education must be able to respond to the labor market needs, and the 
necessity to prepare young people for socio-professional integration, lest it loses 
its relevance and meaning as an investment . For developing countries as those in 
Africa, successful integration into the global economy will require technological 
opening, large-scale expansion of skills training, improved qualification, increasing 
work productivity and enterprise promotion, all of which determine growth, coupled 
with the structural transformation of the economy . In that regard, the issues raised 
must go beyond a traditional vision of vocational training and technical education, 
and generally address issues associated with skills development through the 
mobilization of all formal, non-formal and informal resources and opportunities of 
education, training and apprenticeship .

c. Preparing knowledge workers for Africa’s development:  
Articulating upper secondary with higher education.

The diversification of upper secondary schooling, its links with the labor market 
and with effective access possibilities to a variety of academic, professional and 
technical opportunities at tertiary education level has been long neglected in 
favor of basic education . The awareness of the significance of further and higher 
education and training, both for reasons of socio-economic development and of 
their significant influence on the improvement of basic education, has produced 
strong interest across Africa in enhancing the articulation between the two levels . 
The sub-theme focuses on the nature of the articulation, the problems of connection 
between the two, and the desirability of diversification and differentiation .   
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ting issues, identified above, were to be discussed and explored across these 

three sub-themes.

The selected sub-themes were:

The contributions to the Biennale
The ADEA Secretariat ensured there was a maximum of opportunities for 

the different partners in the Biennale to submit papers in the three sub-

thematic areas and across the six crosscutting issues. To this effect, it nomi-

nated a coordinating team that was subdivided along the three sub-themes, 

with two overall coordinators for the purposes of promoting coherence and 

consistency, adequate coverage of the sub-themes and issues, and the overall 

quality of the contributions.

Thus, all African Ministries of Education were invited to submit proposals 

for country papers addressing case studies of recent good policies and prac-

tices in areas of choice. At the same time, development partners were invited 

to submit recently produced background papers or to produce new ones 

that would shed light on key dimensions of the sub-themes and/or issues. 

Also, many African and international non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs), African research centers or special centers of expertise, and indi-

vidual experts in Africa and beyond were invited to submit contributions on 

specific issues that were pertinent to the themes of the Biennale. Proposals 

for submissions were discussed and commented upon, and reviewed before 

agreements were signed and a small subsidy was offered for covering the 

costs of the research. As a result, over 120 papers were submitted to the 

Secretariat, of which eventually approximately 80 papers were circulated 

prior to and during the Biennale.

Guiding principles of this extensive and lengthy preparatory process 

included: (a) the need to encourage and facilitate all partners within 

ADEA to submit case-studies, experiences and viewpoints relevant to the 

theme and sub-themes; (b) ensuring that African Ministries of Education 

and African centers of expertise and specialists would be brought into 

the process of contributing, reflecting and stimulating debate on current 

issues and  problems, as well as on possible options and directions to go; 

and (c) following the criterion that, while much effort was made to assist the 

authors in their work and their writing, it was thought the greatest value 
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would lie less in the absolute standard of the contributions than in the 

importance of them participating with the best possible contribution they 

could make. The latter enabled the research effort to be used as a capacity 

development instrument.

Approach and aims of the synthesis document

At an early preparatory stage of the Biennale, the ADEA Secretariat and the 

team of coordinators agreed that the final document on the Biennale to be 

published and circulated would not be a stand-alone original monograph, 

but rather be a synthesis of all the contributions, presentations, discussions 

in plenary and in parallel sessions, and important observations and conclu-

sions drawn in other ways. Thus, this document is not just the adding-up of 

the papers previously submitted and circulated at the Biennale, but consti-

tutes a coherent, and as much as possible, complete analysis of the prin-

cipal findings and outcomes emanating from the Biennale. While it must be 

acknowledge that this approach cannot do full justice to all ideas expressed, 

it aims to provide insight into the broad emerging consensus as to where 

PPE has come from and where it needs to go. 

All the same, this document remains a discussion document, aimed to 

feed into further debates on PPE development issues at all levels, especially 

those of individual countries. The document cannot be the last word on the 

agendas to be pursued. Indeed, it reflects some of the controversies that 

have not been resolved or issues that received insufficient attention or level 

of clarity, due to poor coverage in the background papers or because of 

the complexities involved. Stakeholders at country level must place all these 

debates and outcomes within the socio-economic and historical context of 

their countries, and the options that are realistically available. Many ques-

tions and issues will require further investigation through analytical and/

or technical work, along with intensive debate, at the country level. The 

document cannot serve as a short cut, pre-empting further national and 

(sub-) regional dialogue and translation into directions and strategies to 

address national priorities and circumstances. The treatment of issues in 

this synthesis document hopes, however, to inspire such dialogues and act 

as a reference to stimulate broad attention to the many critical aspects of 

PPE development.
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The structure of this document
This report is made up of three parts, each consisting of a few chapters. 

Chapters 1 and 2 provide the overall frame of the problematic of post-

primary education. Chapter 1 addresses the historical and contemporary 

context of post-primary education. It reviews the socio-economic imperatives 

that impact on education and training, the nature of demand at individual 

and economy/societal level and the challenges this provides to educational 

reform at these levels. The chapter concludes that a veritable paradigm shift 

is necessary when considering the further overall development of education 

and training, with a need to review both the substance of what education 

offers, in terms of curriculum and pedagogy, and the structure and modes 

of education provision. 

Thereafter, Chapter 2 addresses the nature of this paradigm shift and offers 

a revised conceptual framework for what a holistic approach to educational 

development at the post-primary level would look like. It focuses on the 

implications for reflecting on content and structure, policy making and 

financing, responding to the needs of different constituencies for education 

and training, as well as implications for teachers and trainers, and overall 

supportive services for educational development.

The three chapters to follow (Chapters 3-5) contain the in-depth analysis 

of the key issues in each of the three sub-themes. These chapters draw in 

the first instance from the documents commissioned and prepared for the 

Biennale. They set out the main challenges facing the African continent in 

the sub-theme concerned, review significant developments and selected 

good practices in different parts of the Africa region and open up new 

avenues for both strategic and operational action at country level. They also 

build on the presentations and debates at the Biennale, and the conclusions 

that have been drawn from these. 

These chapters do not intend to present a synthesis of everything that was 

observed, analyzed, discussed and implemented. They focus on evolving 

realities and a range of strategies and practices around the six crosscut-

ting issues that were identified across the sub-themes. Attention is given to 

approaches and measures brought in by policy makers and other economic 

and social players to ensure that all children and young people have equal 

opportunity to benefit from education and training. Drawing on the lessons 

learned and the discussions in the Biennale, the chapters discuss their 
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merits and de-merits in relation to the concepts and principles set out in the 

overall framework. 

In the last two chapters (6 and 7), overall conclusions are drawn from the 

discussions about the crosscutting themes within the three sub-themes, and 

their implications for policy actions in post-primary education. Chapter 6 

considers not only overall insights in relation to the crosscutting themes, 

but also looks for the coherence across the sub-themes, actual synergies, 

possible contradictions and gaps in the manner in which the Biennale has 

been addressing this wide terrain. 

Chapter 7 deals with overall implications in three ways. It discusses a number 

of pre-requisites that, across countries, seem essential starting points for 

further PPE development. Then it provides an indicative framework for 

policy action by laying out a set of possible initiatives at different levels 

of education in relation to the crosscutting issues. It concludes by offering 

a menu of preliminary steps countries can take to help lay the ground for 

new initiatives in policy and practice development, in accordance with the 

context, conditions and priorities in each country.
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Summary of outcomes  
of the 2008 ADEA Biennale

The following is a summary of the outcomes of the 2008 Biennale.

General outcomes
Paradigm shift. Given the many changes in the socio-economic environment 

of African countries and the challenges these pose for educational develop-

ment, a paradigm shift in both the substance of post-primary education and 

the structure of its provision is necessary. This paradigm shift will be the 

basis for further expansion across post-primary education (PPE), and the 

improvement of its quality and relevance.

The substance of the education system needs to be reconceptualized for 

purposes of enabling education providers to respond directly to the changing 

realities and opportunities in the lives of young — people. The structure of 

the system needs to be reviewed in order to allow for rapid expansion and to 

cater for the often large numbers of young people out-of-school, whose (re-) 

absorption into the system – due to their circumstances — may require the 

recognition and enhancement of alternative modes of provision. 

Holistic, integrated and diverse. The further development of education and 

training systems, in terms of expansion of their size, quality and relevance, 

need to be approached in a holistic and integrated manner, recognizing the 

essential diversity of modes of education provision that in many countries 

are already available in addition to regular formal schooling. Yet, these need 

to be looked at in their totality and (as far as services to children and young 

people are concerned) be integrated in an open and equitable system. 
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Systems perspective. The changes to the education system require that a 

systems perspective is applied to education and training, recognizing the 

inter-relatedness of all learning and all forms of education. The multiple 

forms of education provision affect one another; this reality must be scru-

tinized and fully understood. The connection between ‘general education’ 

and ‘(pre-) vocational education’ must also be closely examined; the common 

division between the two is artificial and needs to be overcome in the interest 

of pursuing their joint value for socio-economic development.

PPE as UBE + PBET. ‘Post-primary education’ (PPE) is not only about what 

follows after primary school, but also about the reconsideration of ‘primary’ 

education as it is currently structured. The Biennale shifted attention from 

universal ‘primary’ education to an extended and expanded 9-10 years of 

‘universal basic education’ (UBE1); and from ‘post-primary’ education to a 

diversified ‘post-basic education and training’ (PBET) (i.e., what follows after 

an enhanced basic education). Thus, in this [new] perspective, the focus is 

less on PPE as such than on both UBE and PBET.

Distinctions between BE and PBET. There are essential distinctions between 

the two components of education: while an expanded basic education of 9-10 

years will need to absorb all children and young people in the relevant age 

group, and ensure that all learners complete a full education cycle, at the 

PBET level, entry is based on choice, in accordance with interests and talents. 

This is a point of transition in education, in which youth need assistance and 

further training to enter the labor market. Moreover, whereas basic educa-

tion will require an integrated curriculum with a common core of learning 

outcomes to be achieved by all, the PBET level requires a range and diversity 

of learning options that are linked both to individual needs and interests, 

and just as importantly, to the demands of the labor market and society. 

Integrated perspective on TVET. TVET concerns all vocational skills develop-

ment at all levels, regardless of the providers (i.e., public or private), how it is 

provided and whether it is school-based or work-based. It can be developed 

as an integrated set of provisions with effective linkages to the different 

options offered, as well as between vocational education as a part of general 

education and vocational training as occupational preparation. Although 

1 . For the purpose of this Biennale UBE refers to basic education for children and young people . It 
does not deny the significance of UBE for older youth and adults
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vocational training is generally preferred to take place after completing 

basic education, the age of the learners (15 and over) may make training at 

lower levels necessary.

Common system of assessment and certification. An open system that 

promotes transfers between diverse modes of basic education provision 

and transitions to different options at higher levels of learning requires 

a common approach to assessment at key transition points and a system 

to validate learning wherever this takes place. For this reason many coun-

tries develop a national qualifications framework (NQF) in education and/

or in vocational training. An NQF focuses on learning outcomes as a basis 

for certification. It enables learners to gather clear information about their 

learning achievement and their competences, which they can use to make 

choices for accessing further learning or the labor market. 

Massification versus democratization. The starting point for system reform 

is not the large-scale expansion or massification of the existing system, as 

this would imply the maintenance of an essentially elitist and exclusionary 

reality of educational participation, whereby selection of the few from among 

the many is the prevailing dynamic. Instead the starting point is the reform 

of PPE, in a major effort to democratize education (in terms of participation 

and the design of its curriculum, pedagogical processes and forms of assess-

ment) and to facilitate successful completion, along with effective guidance 

into life, society and the world of work, in accordance with interests, abilities 

and talents, and available opportunities, based on equal chances for all.

Gender priorities. Gender in education and training is about ensuring 

equality of opportunities for both male and female learners. Gender sensi-

tive policies and strategies leading to gender mainstreaming require gender 

budgeting (i.e., an explicit reflection of the extent to which female learners 

benefit from education expenditures). A high priority is to be given to 

ensuring that a higher percentage of girls transit from UBE into PBET, and to 

making TVET more attractive to female trainees. Moreover, dedicated initia-

tives and an intense effort to improve the percentage of female teachers in 

secondary and higher education are needed. 

Teachers come first. The availability of sufficient numbers of qualified 

teachers may become a major stumbling block in both the expansion of 

basic education into the lower secondary level and improving the quality of 
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education. A major challenge therefore will be the preparation, deployment, 

in-service training and retention of teachers already in the system, as well 

as of the many untrained teachers who are being recruited. Training of poly-

valent teachers and the use of distance mode for teacher development are to 

be promoted. Teacher quality remains the central input into improving the 

quality of education. 

Universal basic education 
An extended and reformed UBE. In UBE, the agenda is partly about the exten-

sion in years of ‘primary education’ to 9-10 years of schooling, which is to 

become an integrated cycle of a new style of basic education accessible to all 

as a right. It is also about the reform of basic education in curricular terms: 

as a common foundation of knowledge and skills (in particular cognitive 

skills, life skills, social and pre-vocational skills). Thus, UBE would incorpo-

rate a reformed and expanded lower secondary education cycle, while PBET 

would start at the upper secondary level or equivalent. 

Expansion of lower secondary education. UBE as a combination of primary 

and lower secondary education should be a continuous cycle of 9-10 years 

of basic education. The rapid expansion of the numbers of lower secondary 

schools, preferably in conjunction with nearby primary schools, in accor-

dance with resources available is necessary where expanded UBE has not yet 

been introduced. This expansion requires achieving ‘cost efficiencies’ —all 

costs, material and human must be optimally planned and utilized. 

UBE recognizes the diversity of child and youth populations in provision. 

The expansion of complete universal basic education as a right to all chil-

dren and youth means that the diverse circumstances and learning needs 

of all potential learners must be served. In other words, UBE must be inclu-

sive and make appropriate specific provisions for children and youth from 

diverse backgrounds (e.g., those marginalized because of poverty, geograph-

ical location [rural-urban], gender, race, ethnicity, disability, [post-] conflict 

conditions, culture, religion, family breakdown and health factors such as 

HIV/AIDS, etc.). Recognition implies acknowledgement of the relevance of 

different learning pathways in basic education for designated categories of 

learners for whom attending regular school is not (yet) a realistic option. 
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Complementary programs and UBE. Complementary forms of education 

(e.g., ‘non-formal’ programs, open and distance learning, Islamic schools, 

community schools, nomadic education, shepherd schools) need to func-

tion as a ‘formal’ part of UBE. Under certain conditions they should be 

recognized and provided with support. While it can be accepted that parts 

of the curriculum are adapted to the learners’ special needs, they may need 

to adhere to a common core curriculum and be subjected to supervision 

and quality control. In this context the use of the term ‘non-formal’ is no 

longer valid. Countries may need a national policy, legal and regulatory 

framework within which such recognition and formal subsidization can 

take place. 

Training and UBE. It needs to be recognized that in several countries many 

young people receive some basic education through apprenticeship training 

in the informal sector or through non-formal skills training programs. Where 

learners are older (15 and over) training of this nature needs to be accepted 

as part of basic education. However, informal training pathways need to 

provide complementary basic education on a part-time basis, suggesting the 

possibility of flexible combinations and physical locations for pursuing UBE.

The centrality of articulation. The principle that makes an integrated system 

come to life for the benefits of all learners is that of articulation (i.e., the 

actual connections between different learning pathways at the horizontal 

level and the transitions from one level to the next in vertical terms). These 

are the ‘bridges’ and ‘ladders’ that enable young people to move through 

the system in accordance with their evolving circumstances and needs. 

Articulation, to be effective, requires working mechanisms for transition 

processes and close cooperation between institutions. The establishment 

of national qualifications frameworks can greatly assist articulation in an 

equitable manner. 

Equity is key. The principle of equity—equal treatment and access to 

resources and benefits—is essential in the maintenance of an integrated 

and just UBE system which must provide equal opportunities for all. 

Achieving equitable access to outcomes and access to further learning or 

to labor market benefits may require bridging arrangements or affirmative 

practices for some disadvantaged groups, together with guidance and coun-

seling mechanisms. Such measures constitute a fundamental challenge to 

policy makers and planners. 
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Tackling wastage is priority. Severe loss of quality, inefficiencies and 

 corresponding high levels of dropouts and lack of relevance across basic 

education (primary, lower secondary and complementary modes) need to 

be addressed. Expanding inefficient and poorly functioning school systems 

will not simply waste scarce resources. True educational reform requires 

enhancing the quality of teachers, curriculum reform, effective institutional 

management, maximizing strategies for using low-cost facilities, expanding 

Open and Distance Learning (ODL) opportunities and creating appropriate 

remedial and second chance programs for dropouts. This last point has 

been referred to as the ‘unfinished business of UPE’—the challenge to bring 

the last 10-20 percent of learners into a recognized form of basic education 

to ensure that all learners successfully complete UPE.

UBE prepares for PBET and the labor market. UBE graduates need to be much 

better prepared for life and work, as well as for continued education and 

training. Hence, a new and integrated curriculum framework needs to be 

developed that covers the entire basic education cycle regardless of mode 

of provision. Moreover, the framework should stimulate a range of relevant 

core knowledge and skills, and incorporate appropriate forms of internal 

and external assessment. The latter needs to reflect learners’ competencies 

and be used to guide graduates towards different PBET and labor market 

options. Effective preparation for learners post UBE necessitates improve-

ments in existing assessment regimes and career guidance and counseling 

programs

The challenge of science and technology. The pace of science and technology 

discovery means that curricula must keep abreast of new developments, in 

order to prepare school leavers for coping with rapid socio-cultural change; 

to empower them to take calculated risks; to achieve global competitive-

ness while maintaining local relevance; and to enable Africa to become pro- 

active in its own development. The gap with the industrial world needs to 

be reduced. 

Different views on vocationalized basic education. In the new concept and 

restructuring of basic education the nature of vocational education and its 

relationship with the general part of basic education must still be clarified. 

While the principle of integration between general and vocational educa-

tion by way of functional links has been accepted, countries face different 

realities and situations. Thus, policy responses within basic education may 
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vary from emphasizing pre-vocational orientation and generic skills only, to 

accepting a combination of general education with vocational (i.e., occupa-

tional) training in selected situations. 

Coherence with diversity in vocational learning. The vision for UBE and 

educational system reform is that national education and training policies 

reflect the de facto diversity of training paths and vocational learning oppor-

tunities while encouraging coherence in education and training systems. 

Diversity will remain important for social reasons (acquisition of skills by 

young people in different situations) as well as for economic reasons (the 

dual nature of many African economies and the needs of diverse types of 

enterprises). 

The critical role of validation of learning and qualification frameworks. A 

major condition for systems integration and the equivalence of learning 

pathways in UBE is the establishment of mechanisms to assess and validate 

learning across modes of provision with a view of offering equitable access 

to continued learning opportunities. Although the establishment of national 

qualifications frameworks is not essential for achieving this, it offers a 

systematic way to formally recognize all learning.

Post-basic education and training
PBET entry as of choice. At the PBET level a distinction is made between 

upper secondary education, including technical and vocational training, on 

the one hand, and higher education institutions on the other hand. Upper 

secondary education (whether, general, technical or vocational in orienta-

tion) is the final segment of education before entry into employment, 

further vocational training or into higher education. Higher education is not 

limited to tertiary education (university) but is envisaged as consisting of 

all types of post-upper secondary education, including vocational and skills 

training. ‘Training’ in TVET refers to pre- or in-service job specific prepara-

tion  generally undertaken outside formal education institutions. Whereas 

participation and completion of UBE is considered to be a right, transition to 

PBET is based on choice and on availability of places, depending on national 

needs and resources. 

Diversity and differentiation in PBET. The PBET system should not be 

designed homogeneously, but be characterized by diversification and differ-
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entiation. Diversity relates to the increase in different pathways that can be 

pursued, associated with an increasing variation of education and training 

opportunities linked to a wide variety of career paths. Differentiation 

particularly refers to a process whereby conventional forms of education are 

complemented by the emergence of new forms using different pedagogical 

approaches, mixtures of technologies, governance or financing models (e.g., 

face-to-face versus distance learning, public versus private institutions). As 

all these forms may have different goals there is not a single set of learning 

outcomes in PBET.

Integration and articulation remain central. Integration and articulation 

within PBET systems are as important as in UBE. It is imperative that institu-

tions pursuing similar goals are interlinked, which will allow for transfers 

between modes. This means that there must be recognized mechanisms 

for students to shift from one learning track to another (e.g., ‘open-entry, 

open-exist’ system). Achieving effective student flow management can be 

done through guidance and incentives, albeit putting these in place will be 

a challenge to governments. Articulation is much enhanced by the existence 

of a qualifications framework, but also by closer coordination among upper 

secondary institutions and among tertiary institutions, as well as between 

the two levels. 

Integrated learning programs. Integration is important in curriculum and 

pedagogical terms where it points to the extent to which different learning 

areas or types of competencies are brought together or converged within the 

same learning program. The promotion of innovative inter-disciplinary or 

multi- disciplinary programs will benefit learners greatly. For example, in an 

integrated system, programs should consist of an integrated mixture of conti-

nued general education, vocational skills, development and personal/life skills, 

whether at the level of basic education or in further learning opportunities.

Assessment and transition. Rethinking and strengthening of assessment 

mechanisms at the end of upper secondary level is critical to better articula-

tion with higher education and the fair allocation of limited places in tertiary 

education and training. It is acknowledged that significant gaps still exist 

preventing a smooth transition from upper secondary systems to higher 

education, in particular for learners from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

The principle of equity makes it essential that such gaps are addressed, for 

example through bridging programs.
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Articulation promotes lifelong learning. Effective articulation within an 

integrated system enables parallel and second chance pathways to emerge 

that learners can use to move through quality education provisions from 

basic education through upper secondary education into higher education. 

The vision is that, eventually, learners should be able to access all forms of 

education when and where desired. 

Other missions of PBET. Learning programs in PBET not only have a role in 

guiding young people to higher education and into the world of work, they 

also have a social and economic role in that they can ensure the development 

of a highly educated and technologically proficient workforce that can stimu-

late economic growth; that they can facilitate contributions to development of 

local communities and to the reduction of poverty and inequalities in society; 

and that they can promote citizenship and democratic participation. 

Governance, partnerships and funding
Changing role of government. Governments can no longer afford to be the 

sole providers of education and training, but must work with private and 

public partners, including private sector, NGOs and civil society to achieve 

education goals. They face many challenges inherent to their changing role. 

In particular, they have to become more involved with issues related to quality 

and learning achievement goals such as coordination, policy support, regu-

lation, professional services, supervision, monitoring and quality assurance. 

As governance and funding, as well as policy development and program 

implementation, are increasingly shared with other public and private 

socio-economic partners, new frameworks to guide meaningful division of 

roles and responsibilities are necessary. Substantive capacity development 

programs are urgently required to enable government agencies and decen-

tralized structures to carry out their new roles effectively.

Government in the driving seat. Governments must take major responsibility 

for the reform and expansion of basic education and post-basic education 

and training. Such processes need to be realistically planned, managed and 

regulated, where appropriate, using a holistic and integrated perspective that 

explicitly recognizes the need for equitable diversity. Only governments can 

coordinate the technical and research work, the data collection and the public 

dialogue necessary to identify needs and priorities, and set targets for change. 
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Management and leadership. A major effort is to be made to provide manage-

ment training for principals/heads of educational institutions. Moreover, 

conditions need to be created to enable more women to occupy management 

and other leadership positions. All management personnel are to be given 

more opportunities and support to enhance the quality and relevance of 

education and training.

Special mission of universities. Universities have a special responsibility to 

help create the learning experiences and pedagogies that young Africans 

need to understand their own reality and the roles they can play in its trans-

formation. Through research and dialogue, and the creation of networks 

around education development issues, universities must take a stronger 

interest in the development of the education system as a whole. In particular, 

higher education institutions have a pivotal role in helping to improve the 

leadership and professional capacity of ministries and partner organiza-

tions to design and steer education reform programs. 

Resources for expansion of basic education. Countries need to think 

carefully about what it will take to expand basic education to 8-10 years 

of learning for all in a cost-effective manner. The mobilization of extra 

resources will be more urgent for some countries than for others, and will 

vary within country conditions and socio-economic contexts. There are 

different possible measures for mobilizing resources: from deploying and 

using existing resources more efficiently, through reduction of unit costs, 

to building effectively on complementary programs already in existence. 

In most countries, a judicious mix of public and private financing will be 

essential to achieve a diversified system of acceptable quality. 

Public-private partnerships. UBE is an unrealistic goal without public-private 

partnerships (PPPs). PPPs may involve different socio-economic partners, 

such as employers’ and workers’ organizations, community associations, 

civil society organizations and private companies. Such partnerships are 

essential to share governance, mobilize additional resources, participate 

in policy dialogue, provide professional support services and stimulate 

creative and innovative thinking. They also help improve efficiency and 

cost-effectiveness. They can greatly assist in enhancing diversity of modes 

of provision, while ensuring quality and relevance in accordance with needs. 

Formal agreements, specifying responsibilities and procedures, help in 

making PPPs work and ensure equity and democratic control.



summary	of	outComes		of	the	adea	biennale	2008	 33

Prudent financing of UBE and PBET reform. Although many countries 

have significantly increased national investment in education since the 

World Education Forum (Dakar 2000), rapid population growth means that 

resources will continue to be spread thinly. This puts a premium on trying 

to build on what people are doing already, on mobilizing resources from all 

partners to the best of their ability and on using these as creatively and effi-

ciently as possible. Significant gains can be achieved by using state funds 

for targeted subsidies; by allowing more discretion to respond to regional 

and local needs through decentralization; and by practicing tighter plan-

ning. In the final analysis, affordability of reform can be best enhanced 

through economic growth. It is recommended that, in the interest of equity, 

allocations of state funding at different levels be based on actual need 

rather than on merit. 

Global trends, country-specific realities. Despite similar trends in most SSA 

countries regarding the needs and issues in reforming education systems, 

such as expanding from UPE to UBE and creating an equitable integrated 

system that offers various modes geared to individual and societal needs 

and the governance challenges implied, the reality on the ground differs 

significantly. National practices, significant variations in national economic 

resources, educational traditions and the very nature and underlying 

philosophy and culture of a specific education system mean that policy and 

programs will differ accordingly. In other words, the notion of ‘one size 

fits all’ will not work. Yet sharing practices—what does work and what does 

not work—does not pre-empt country-defined solutions, it can enhance 

them. Ultimately, intra-country dialogue and the course of the democratic 

process will determine best how UBE and PBET reform and expansion will 

be shaped. Countries are encouraged to contextualize their approaches to 

educational development and to localize curricula and pedagogy within a 

national frame.

Political will and visionary leadership. The most fundamental pre-requisites 

for bringing about a paradigm shift in thinking and acting in PPE devel-

opment are a national vision that underscores the need and desire for a 

paradigm shift, and the political will and visionary leadership to act upon 

it. Strategic but hard political choices will have to be made that require 

 foresight and courage. Such political leadership needs to respond to the 

needs of all sectors of the community without exception, and to consider 

the requirements of social and economic development.
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Chapter 1.    
The present context of  
Post-Primary Education

The purpose of this chapter is to highlight the rationale for prioritizing 

post-primary education and to explore the educational and socio-economic 

context for the expansion of post-primary education (PPE). The first section 

defines the present context in African education, outlining the gains made 

in Education for All (EFA) and the increased pressures for expanding oppor-

tunities at the secondary education level. The next section addresses the 

wider environment, with emphasis on the significance of major changes in 

demography, globalization and its impact on socio-economic developments 

in Africa. Section three highlights some of the key questions confronting 

decision makers in African governments and ministries of education, some 

of which were addressed during the Biennale. The final section draws impli-

cations from this regarding the need for a veritable paradigm shift in educa-

tion in Africa. 

The chapter contends that not only is expansion of PPE required, but that 

in the context of present wide-ranging changes in the socio-economic envi-

ronment, a wholesale re-think is needed of what constitutes immediate and 

further post-primary education. This is necessary in terms of how PPE is 

provided, in terms of curricular approaches and in terms of how know-

ledge and skills development relate to the demands and needs of social and 

economic development. 

While this report often refers to ‘Africa’ in general, it essentially addresses 

realities and developments in education and training across Sub-Saharan 

Africa (SSA). Furthermore, even with regard to SSA there can be no assump-

tion that generalizations necessarily pertain to all countries in this region. 

It is recognized that African countries demonstrate an enormous diver-
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sity in nature and levels of socio-economic development, homogeneity or 

heterogeneity of population, institutional cultures, and educational history 

and traditions. Thus, many observations are necessarily more applicable to 

some rather than to other countries. Where appropriate, we shall therefore 

attempt to differentiate between types of countries.

1. The dynamics of expansion of  
post-primary education 

The expansion of post-primary education is not just an optional policy for 

African ministries of education. PPE expansion is already unfolding across 

the region, although the pace and precise pattern varies according to specific 

country realities. Average Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER) for Sub-Saharan 

Africa in secondary education as a whole rose from 24 percent in 1999 to 

32 percent (38 percent in lower secondary education) in 2006 (UIS Data-base, 

estimate). In terms of inter-country variations, the rate of access to Lower 

Secondary Education (LSE) amounted to 20 percent in 8 countries, 31 percent 

in 7 countries, 43 percent in 9 countries, while only 15 countries had a rate 

that passed 50 percent (UNESCO-UIS, 2007). Of the total number of children 

completing primary schooling, an average of 80 percent now enter secondary 

education as compared to only 60 percent in 1990 (UNESCO/BREDA, 2007a). 

Figure 1.1 – Total enrolment in SSA by education level
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This (see also Figure 1.1) demonstrates that expansion in Africa has been 

rapid and dramatic, implying that the challenges to African governments 

arising from this are substantive and immediate. 

Ministers of education have been experiencing significant political pres-

sures towards paying more attention to the expansion of lower secondary 

education, even as existing international pledges and donor consensus tied 

them to giving the highest priority to achieving universal primary education 

(UPE). Some of the considerations are mainly of an educational nature; for 

example, the accessibility of secondary education creates stronger motiva-

tions for learners to be successful at the primary level, and that without 

such continuation the investments already made in primary education 

may go to waste. Lower secondary education is increasingly seen as part of 

basic education, which should be compulsory. Following international labor 

agreements (Convention 138 of the International Labour Organization [ILO]), 

youth under 16 years of age should not enter the labor market yet (Ochse, 

2008). 

Since the 1990 Jomtien World Conference on Education for All, and more 

so since the 2000 Dakar World Education Forum, a considerable body of 

educational research on Africa has produced empirical data testifying to the 

added value of post-primary education, both in terms of its economic and 

social incidence (Amelewonou and Brossard, 2005; Hanushek and Wobmann, 

2007; SEIA 2007; UNESCO/BREDA 2007a).

Convinced of the significant benefit of post-primary and especially lower 

secondary education, some African governments have been committing a 

significant volume of resources to expansion of access to learning oppor-

tunities beyond five or six years. Public expenditure on education in Africa 

is on average 4.5 percent of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) as compared 

to 3.2 percent in Central and East Asia, and the Pacific and 5.6 percent in 

North America and Europe (UNESCO-UIS, 2007). In 2005, 27 percent of public 

spending on education in Africa went to secondary education on average, 

ranging from 10 percent in Burkina Faso to 41 percent in Botswana, the 

Republic of the Congo and Mauritius (UNESCO, 2007).

As a direct consequence of rapid expansion, secondary education enrolments 

have increased overall by 55 percent within 6 years. Table 1.1 indicates that 

between 1999 and 2005, the GER increased from 15 percent to 31 percent in 
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Ethiopia, from 5 percent to 13 percent in Mozambique and from 14 percent 

to 31 percent in Guinea. Yet, the challenge remains daunting. For SSA, of 

the relevant age groups, less than one youth in two enters lower secondary 

school and less than one in four enters upper secondary school. Technical 

and vocation education and training (TVET) only takes less than 10 percent 

of total secondary enrolment (Verspoor, 2008a). Dropout rates are high at 

the lower secondary level, though they taper off significantly in the higher 

grades (Feldberg et al., 2008), thus making secondary education highly inef-

ficient. Moreover, in terms of gender, in the East- and Southern Africa sub-

region only four countries have met gender parity goals in lower secondary 

education (UNICEF, 2007).

Table 1.1  –  SSA Secondary Gross and Net Enrolment Rates2 

GER Lower 
secondary

GER Upper 
secondary

GER Total 
Secondary

NER Total 
Secondary

Country 1999 2005 1999 2005 1999 2005 1999 2005

Angola 16  . . . 8  . . . 13  . . .  . . .  . . .

Benin 26 41 9 20 19 32 16  . . .

Botswana 88 89 52 54 74 75 60 61

Burkina Faso 13 18 5 7 10 14 9 11

Burundi  . . . 17  . . . 8  . . . 13  . . .  . . .

Cameroon 23 46 28 35 25 41  . . .  . . .

Cape Verde 82 90  . . . 45  . . . 68  . . . 58

Chad 12 19 6 10 10 15 7  . . .

Comoros 32 41 14 27 25 35  . . .  . . .

Congo 34 57  . . .  . . .  . . .  . . .  . . .  . . .

Côte d’Ivoire 27  . . . 14  . . . 22  . . . 18  . . .

Equatorial 
Guinea

50  . . . 8  . . . 33  . . .  . . .  . . .

Eritrea 36 44 14 20 21 30 17 24

Ethiopia 21 44 9 16 15 31 14 28

Gabon 62  . . . 30  . . . 49  . . .  . . .  . . .

Gambia 42  . . . 20  . . . 32  . . . 25  . . .

Ghana 55 63 18 22 37 43 32 37

2 . Central African Republic, The Democratic Republic of the Congo, Guinea-Bissau, Sierra Leone and 
Somalia are omitted from the table due to lack of data .
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GER Lower 
secondary

GER Upper 
secondary

GER Total 
Secondary

NER Total 
Secondary

Country 1999 2005 1999 2005 1999 2005 1999 2005

Guinea 19 38 8 21 14 31 12 25

Kenya 64 90 24 28 38 48  . . . 42

Lesotho 38 46 18 24 31 37 17 24

Liberia 34  . . . 24  . . . 29  . . .  . . .  . . .

Madagascar 19 28 7  . . . 14  . . . 11  . . .

Malawi 49 39 23 15 36 28 29 23

Mali 21 38 12 15 16 27  . . .  . . .

Mauritius 90 99 65 80 76 88 67 82

Mozambique 7 19 2 4 5 13 3 7

Namibia 70 74 29 28 55 56 32 39

Niger 9 13 4 4 7 10 6 9

Nigeria 25 35 21 30 23 32 18 26

Rwanda 11 18 8 10 9 13  . . .  . . .

Sao Tome and 
Principe

 . . . 70  . . . 28  . . . 45  . . . 33

Senegal 18 29 11 13 15 22  . . . 17

Seychelles 119 101 103 112 113 105 98 97

South Africa 101  . . . 80  . . . 89  . . . 62  . . .

Swaziland 54 53 32 32 45 45 33 33

Togo 38 54 13 20 28 40 19  . . .

Uganda 11 22 7 10 10 18 8 15

Tanzania 8  . . . 3  . . . 6  . . .  . . .  . . .

Zambia 26 47 16 18 20 30 16 28

Zimbabwe 66 31 43  . . . 40

Source: UNESCO/UIS, 2007

The costs of education, the irrelevance of the curriculum and excessive repe-

tition have been identified as some of the reasons for dropping out (Ochse, 

2008; SEIA, 2005). Furthermore, inter-country variations in secondary GER 

are very wide, extending from 10 percent in Niger to 105 percent in the 

Seychelles. The average lower secondary GER of 38 percent for Africa still 

compares unfavorably with South and West Asia’s 66 percent and the Arab 

states’ 51 percent (latest estimates, 2006, UNESCO/UIS, 2007).



	 Post-Primary	eduCation	in	afriCa:		
40	 Challenges	and	aPProaChes	for	exPanding	learning	oPPortunities

2. Socio-economic imperatives for change

Social and economic considerations

There are two forces at play in the accelerated development of African post- 

primary education in recent years; in different ways, both have affected polit-

ical decision making. On the one hand, there has been a vast increase in the 

social demand for access to secondary and tertiary learning opportunities3. 

On the other hand, governments have sought to expand public provision 

of PPE to promote economic and social development. As and when demand 

has outstripped public supply of educational services, local communities 

have taken matters into their own hands, with or without initial govern-

ment support, to open community schools. Parents have shown themselves 

willing to pay fees in order to get their children into secondary schools. In 

fact, it has been estimated that presently parents cover 40 percent of total 

costs of secondary education (Verspoor, 2008). In addition, profit- and non-

profit private providers have intervened to launch new schools and universi-

ties. At the same time, private providers have also established non-formal 

skills training programs for young people, often linked to local employment 

opportunities (Bananuka, 2008; Hoppers, 2006). 

1. Social aspirations and expectations boost the demand for PPE. Education 

and, increasingly, extended education, is considered by parents and 

youth alike to be the prime determinant of life chances and the great 

social equalizer. In particular, the perception of returns (in terms of 

projected earnings) to continuing education beyond primary school has 

evolved significantly because of the spread of information and means of 

communication over the last decade (World Development Report, 2007). 

Indeed, evidence demonstrates that such expectations are realistic since 

across the developing world post-primary education does offer signifi-

cant private returns (see Table 1.2).

 Social aspirations are becoming more pronounced as awareness of the 

significance of education permeates through entire populations. Whether 

expressed directly as individual demand or mediated though commu-

nity associations or advocacy groups, quality education (both basic 

and continued) is also claimed by previously silent groups, including 

girls, the disabled, and groups that have been marginalized because of 

3 . ‘Social demand’ is taken here to refer to the aggregate expression of demand for education by 
individuals . 
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poverty, conflict, HIV/AIDS, and those living in remote rural or nomadic 

communities, etc.. Their voices and entitlements to education, and thus 

to an improvement of their lives, can no longer be ignored. 

Table 1.2  –  Private Returns to Primary vs. Tertiary Education

Private Returns to

Country/Region
Primary  

education
Tertiary 

education
Authors

World 26 .6% 19 .0% Psacharopoulos and Pamnos2004

Papua New Guinea 6 .0% 9 .2% Gibsonand Fatai 2006

Philippines 9-10% 17 .0% Schady 2003

India 2 .4% 10 .3 Dutta 2006

Kenya 7 .7% 25 .1% Kimenyi, Mwabu, and Manda 2006

Nigeria 2-3% 10-15% Aromolaran 2006

Ethiopia 25 .0% 27 .0% World Bank 2003

Source: Shahid, Saint and Nabishima, 2009 

2. Economic rationale and social development requirements dictate an 

expansion of supply of public provision of PPE. Global competition for 

investment, access to technology and a share in commodity markets and 

international trade is making governments throughout Africa painfully 

aware of the crucial importance of human capital as a driver of economic 

growth and of improvements of the quality of life. Several countries 

across Africa already have experienced significant rates of growth (often 

5 percent and more) that demand a better-educated population. The key 

challenge is therefore to explore ways and means of aligning national 

educational systems with the economy, especially at the post-primary 

level where the necessary higher-order skills are acquired. 

Governments also increasingly consider that in the battle against poverty and 

the promotion of social development there is no more effective instrument 

than education, especially if this can be linked to economic growth. In addi-

tion, it has been found that extending the school life expectancy of young 

Africans beyond primary education impacts directly upon the permanency of 

literacy, HIV/AIDS awareness, fertility rates and childbearing patterns, child-

care and the school attendance of future generations. (Michael Kelly, Biennale 

2008 PPT Presentation; UNESCO/BREDA, 2005; Rakotomalala, 2008).
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Increase in numbers 

The challenge of providing access to an extended basic education for all 

is compounded by the demographics of African development. Sub-Saharan 

Africa faces major increases in population over the next 30 years (from 

769 million in 2005 to 1.19 m billion in 2025 to 1.76 billion in 20504). (See 

also Figure 1.2.) Representing one-eighth of the world population today, the 

region should account for one-fifth thereof by 2035. Nine of the ten countries 

with the highest birth rates are African. Uganda, for instance, will nearly 

double its population from 28 million in 2005 to 54 million by 2025 (UN 

Population Division, 2006, medium variant). According to the latest avail-

able data from the UN Population Division, the number of children (aged 

0-14) and the numbers of youth (aged 15-24) will both rise significantly 

within the next decades (UN Population Division, 2006). In SSA, the size 

of school-age cohorts is growing on average about two percent per year, 

varying between negative 1.4 percent and positive 5 percent (Lewin, 2008). 

An increase in the number of young people completing primary school by 

more than 2.7 times—from 7.8 million in 2001 to 20.7 million in 2015—is 

anticipated due to population growth and the expected increase in primary 

completion rates, which are, in part, largely due to the EFA and Millennium 

Development Goal (MDG) programs5 (Mingat, 2004). 

The population dynamics of Africa clearly show that much of SSA is still in 

stage two (with a few in stage three) of the demographic transition model. The 

latter is a model that shows how countries, by way of falling birth and death 

rates, transit from a phase of high population growth rates to one of lower 

growth rates. Countries in stage two experience declining death rates but birth 

rates remain high, whereas in stage three, birth rates are beginning to fall 

and are becoming closer to death rates. However, phenomena such as high 

incidence rates of HIV/AIDS, the resurgence of malaria and tuberculosis alter 

the general path explained by the demographic transition model. These and 

other health factors dramatically affect mortality rates in SSA and the appli-

cability of the demographic transition model (migration is also a factor that 

alters the model). In other words, there are dynamic factors within SSA that 

make the model less applicable than it was historically for explaining develop-

ment within the developed countries of the North. Despite its faults, however, 

when a country reaches stage three (near equilibrium between birth and death 

4 . World Population Prospects: The 2006 Population Revision Database, United Nations Population 
Division (available at http://esa .un .org/unpp/p2k0data .asp)

5 . In the 33 low-income countries (GNI less than USD 885) in SSA .
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rates) and stage four (equilibrium), this has historically occurred, partially due 

to generalized access to education across the globe, including in Africa6. 

At the Biennale the significance of the above projections were put into 

context by some of the keynote speakers from the perspective of youth 

development. The relatively slow decline of fertility rates means that the 

primary school-age population will continue to be high for quite some time 

to come, thus implying that there is need for continued high expenditure for 

getting young people through school and that funds for improving quality 

and expanding secondary education will be at a premium (Jee-Peng Tan and 

Birger Frederiksen, Biennale 2008 Presentation). 

Some writers have pointed to the important influence of demographic factors 

on the financial burden of schooling, which results from the very high ratio 

6 . Many factors explain the transition to equilibrium of birth and death rates, including techno-
logical advancement, urbanisation, improved medical knowledge and facilities, access to birth 
control and, of course, education is crucial . However, socio-cultural factors play a critical role 
in declining fertility rates, hence the demographic transition model may never be apt to apply 
without significant changes in socio-cultural norms of early marriage and the need, perceived or 
otherwise, for large families .

Figure 1.2 – Estimated population growth SSA
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of school children to the work force that generates the income from which 

the cost of education must be paid. This dependency ratio is 104 percent 

in Uganda, 97 percent in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 81 percent in 

Madagascar, 48 percent in South Africa, and 80 percent in SSA as a whole (in 

the European Union this is only 24 percent) (Lewin and Sayed, 2005). 

Other socio-political and cultural concerns

It was emphasized at the Biennale that investments into good education and 

training must go together with investments that facilitate economic growth 

and employment creation. As part of this effort, there is  considerable need 

to target employment programs to youth. One presentation at the Biennale 

stressed the need to focus on ‘youth friendly’ policies, such improving the 

quality and relevance in education with emphasis on life skills; the creation 

of non-formal skills development programs as second-chance education 

opportunities; the facilitation of youth entry to work through special invest-

ments, labor market regulations, work-experience programs, apprentice-

ships and stimulation of rural non-farm employment; and by assistance to 

young migrants (Oscar Picazo, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation).

Policies need to take the wider social, cultural and economic situation of 

young people into account. Particularly in ever expanding urban areas, 

young people are often at risk because of rapid socio-economic changes 

affecting their families. Young people—girls often more than boys—tend 

to bear the brunt of social and political conflict, increased poverty and 

inequalities, the spread of disease (HIV/AIDS), and the lack of human secu-

rity (World Development Report, 2007). This makes young people much more 

vulnerable to exploitation, manipulation and engagement in unproductive 

behavior. Rapid social changes have also often hastened the diminishing 

influences of traditional norms and values, patterns of child rearing, and 

practices of assisting young people in their maturation process and transi-

tion into adulthood. Worse, they have increased incidence of subjugation 

and violence against children, especially girls. As a result of modernization 

and rapid urbanization, mobility of young people has increased, both within 

countries and in terms of migration to countries with more promising life 

opportunities. It is very common for young people, including girls, to have to 

work in one way or another, in order to survive (Oscar Picazo, Biennale 2008 

PPT Presentation; Gaidzanwa, 2008). 
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One significant consequence is that, under the impact of globalization, 

increased labor mobility and aspirations to consume beyond traditional 

levels, young people are becoming increasingly more autonomous, and 

‘craft their lives outside the traditional structures that adults favor’. Thus 

more and more they tend to take their own decisions on life choices away 

from families and communities from which they originated (Gaidzanwa, 

2008; World Development Report, 2007). In post-conflict situations, youth 

are now increasingly viewed less as ‘damaged victims’ than as ‘fairly adept 

actors’ in difficult realities. No finding supports this view more directly 

than the growing body of research on child and youth resilience (Sommers, 

2006). Thus, education programs must be designed with attentiveness to 

and understanding of the changing environment of young people and their 

increased behavior as conscious young adults with greater awareness and 

experience of the wider world around them. The involvement of youth in the 

policy- and decision- making processes for education and socio-economic 

development initiatives is critical for ensuring initiatives are designed for 

their specific needs (World Development Report, 2007).

3. Critical issues in education and  
lessons learned

PPE development will need to take into consideration both the progress that 

has already been made towards UPE and beyond and the socio-economic 

demands from society in general, and from young people in particular. 

Together they present enormous challenges to Ministries of Education and 

their national and international partners. 

In this regard, the discussions at the Biennale led to conclusions that (a) the 

experiences with UPE have been such that any further expansion at the 

PPE level needs to be based on both successes and shortcomings of recent 

educational developments (the ‘unfinished business of UPE’); (b) due to high 

internal and external inefficiencies in secondary education and its narrow 

orientation to further academic education, new perspectives on post-primary 

provisions are badly needed; and (c) all education and training needs to be 

demand-driven, so as to contribute effectively towards the improvement of 

life chances of learners and to national development. At the Biennale, each 

of the three dimensions yielded major issues that have been recognized as 

critical for further development of education and training, all of which are 

presented in the next sections. 
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The unfinished business of UPE

Africa has made great strides in expanding primary education. Since the 

2000 World Education Forum in Dakar, there has been significant accelera-

tion in net enrolment ratios as compared to the 1990s. Countries such as 

Ethiopia, Niger, Guinea, Mozambique, Benin, Lesotho, Zambia, Madagascar 

and Tanzania especially, have made significant progress between 1999 and 

2005 (UNESCO, 2007; Nicholas Burnett, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation,). In 

the same period, overall primary school enrolment in Sub-Saharan Africa 

has increased by 36 percent. It was noted that the abolition of school fees 

has contributed much to sharp increases in many countries; consequently 

the number of children out-of-school has diminished from 42 million in 

1999 to 33 million in 2005 (UNESCO, 2007; Nicholas Burnett, Biennale 2008, 

PPT Presentation) (see also Table 1.3).

Table 1.3  – Progress towards Universal Primary Education (UPE) 
and the unfinished business of UPE

Participation in education  
by level in SSA

1999 2005

Primary

Total Primary Enrolment (million) 80 .8 109 .6
Primary GER (%) 80 96 .5
Primary NER (%) 57 70
Transition Rate to Secondary (%) 53 63 .2

Secondary

Total Secondary Enrolment (million) 21 .4 33 .2
Lower Secondary GER (%) 28 .3 38 .4
Upper Secondary GER (%) 19 24 .2

Tertiary

Total Tertiary Enrolment (million) 2 .1 3 .5
Tertiary GER (%) 4 5

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (2007)

Yet, Biennale participants also noted that many problems remain or have been 

exacerbated by the rapid increases of access to education. It was noted that, 

in spite of major gains, gender disparities still prevail in many countries; that 

the recruitment of teachers has not kept pace with enrolment increases; hence 

teacher shortages mean that Sub-Saharan Africa still has the highest pupil 

teacher ratio in the world; and that the average survival rate of learners to 

end of primary remains low at 63 percent. Though several African countries 

are making progress, repetition rates continue to be high and attrition is such 
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that a majority of learners leaves before the final primary grade. This under-

mines the achievement of minimum learning outcomes and wastes initial 

investments into children’s education (UNESCO, 2007). 

At the secondary level, an estimated 44 percent of SSA’s secondary enrol-

ment is female, but the goal of gender parity has actually grown more distant 

between 1999 and 2005 (UIS, 2007). In many countries, progress towards 

primary education for all has in effect amplified the urban/rural divide, as in 

Burkina Faso where only 33 percent of rural children attend school. However, 

the urban poor often have also not benefited from the expansion of educa-

tion, as in Tanzania and Zambia. Overall, approximately only 25 percent of 

rural girls complete primary schooling and no more than 10-30 percent of the 

poorest children attend secondary schools. Further, children with disabilities 

are two to three times less likely to attend school, as documented in Malawi 

for instance (UNESCO 2007, SEIA Synthesis Report, 2007). 

Regional education assessment studies (e.g., Southern and Eastern Africa 

Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality [SACMEQ] and Programme 

d’Analyse des Systèmes Educatifs de la CONFEMEN [PASEC]) have shown that 

achievement in core subjects (language and mathematics) tends to be low 

and has sometimes suffered in the wake of introducing universal primary 

education. Low levels of achievement are associated with children from 

lower socio-economic backgrounds and rural residence, as well as with poor 

levels of teacher training, lack of access to learning materials, insufficient 

and inefficient instructional time and insufficient support from the home 

environment7. 

The Biennale underscored that the principal issues affecting further primary 

education development are: 

i. access and retention – in particular for children affected by poverty and 

those in rural areas, for girls, and for children facing other kinds of 

disadvantage such as conflicting cultural practices, nomadic ways of 

life, situations of conflict, living with HIV?/ AIDS and disabilities; 

ii. quality – in terms of human and material inputs as well as classroom 

practices; and

7 . While assessment studies have shown the deficiencies in many school environment conditions 
that are considered important for quality learning, more detailed research is required to under-
stand which factors are most significant in African countries and how these impact on poor learn-
ing achievement .
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iii. relevance – in terms of range of skills, and links with the life and work 

environment of learners. 

Often, this effectively means that school education—in terms of its organi-

zation, its content and/or its pedagogy—has not been responding adequately 

to the needs, interests and circumstances of the learners, their families and 

communities. 

Poverty is often a significant form of disadvantage for learners. Poverty 

can prevent young people from accessing any form of education, or hinder 

regular attendance and participation, and thus lead to minimal learning 

outcomes. Combined with other characteristics (e.g., gender, geography) it 

is a major category of exclusion. Lower levels of learning achievement are 

highly correlated with socio-economic background. A child, who achieves 

poorly in primary level education, is likely to be seriously disadvantage at the 

post-primary education level (assuming admittance is achieved). Moreover, 

often public spending on education favors the affluent because of heavy 

subsidization of formal education at the basic education level, as well as the 

upper secondary and tertiary levels (World Bank, 1995; Oxaal, 1997). Policy 

making must be equitable policy and enable all children, whatever their 

circumstances, access to a complete basic education. Education is crucial for 

it is a major component of poverty alleviation and a solid investment, which 

will yield high future returns in terms of human capital growth.

Significantly, the Biennale discussions revealed that in UPE development 

there are still structural dynamics at play that undermine the achievement 

of UPE for all children, and which by the same token will undermine a 

successful continuation of learning at the secondary level—if these remain 

unresolved. These structural dynamics relate to the following:

The continued rigidity and exclusionary nature of the regular school, partly 

by its single mode of delivery, thus preventing many children from accessing 

basic education, partly by the insufficient attention to practices that nurture 

and retain learners in school – such as remedial and re-entry programs, and 

parallel streams.

Nationally prescribed curriculums, which affect the possibility for contex-

tualization of teaching and learning by focusing on learning outcomes to be 

achieved. 
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The issue of who ‘owns’ the schools and thus the degree to which parents, 

communities, civil society, business associations and local councils can 

influence organizational matters, curriculum content and pedagogical 

practices.

The issue of school education as a ‘sector’, distinct from other ‘sectors’ 

through which teaching and learning takes place – such as enterprises, 

extension/out-reach services, social and health support agencies, commu-

nity development work.

The issue of the definition, status and training of teachers and the fragmen-

tation of the teaching profession, leading to the exclusion of those who teach 

or train young people in non-regular school situations.

State funding issues such as following one model for establishing unit costs 

and funding schools, rather than utilizing different approaches that are 

dependent on modes of provision, relative needs and other sources of funds?

How structural features of the systems affect access, retention and survival 

at the end of the education cycle is illustrated in Figure 1.3. It demonstrates 

that the same conditions that influence progressive exclusion at primary 

Figure 1.3 – CREATE Zones of exclusion by grade of participation
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level are also at work at the secondary level. This suggests that structural 

issues must be tackled at a more fundamental level across the entire school 

system. 

Figure 1.3 illustrates the current realities of progressive exclusion in educa-

tion. It represents a cross-sectional model by grade of participation, which 

locates those who are losing or have lost access to conventional education 

systems. It indicates how typically enrolments decline steeply through 

the primary grades in low enrolment countries, and how those attending 

irregularly and achieving poor results fall into ‘at risk Zones’ (Lewin, 2007).

A major aspect of the ‘unfinished business’ of UPE is the transition process 

from primary into lower secondary education. Biennale participants 

commented on the problematic nature of the Primary Leaving Examination 

(PLE) as an instrument for selection into lower secondary education. While 

many countries have already established an eight or nine year integrated 

cycle, in others, the PLE is still a major bottleneck, serving as a screening 

device and ‘rational point for inadequate supply’ of secondary places (Cream 

Wright, Biennale 2008 PPT Presentation,). In so doing, it not only often 

omits to document what learners have achieved as a basis for entering the 

labor market, but it also tends to block the advance of learners following 

alternative forms of (non-formal or complementary) education to continued 

learning at secondary level (Glassman et al., 2008). The system emphasizes 

‘failure’ where it should point to further opportunities. This has a negative 

impact on young people who are ‘over-aged’ and thus in their adolescence, 

and who need advanced knowledge, skills and competences that can help 

them to succeed. Thus, the nature and purpose of such assessment needs to 

be completely overhauled. 

As a result of the difficulties and slow pace of addressing such issues, 

structural inefficiency in primary education continues to exist, haunting 

educationists and economists at the same time. Since secondary education 

expansion highlight structural issues to a greater degree, they need to be 

resolved across the system. Doing so may well create essential conditions 

for achieving universal access in a manner that is affordable, equitable, and 

linked to national development and economic growth. 

The papers presented and discussions at the Biennale have shown that around 

the continent there is much reflection about all of issues presented above, and 
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that there are many initiatives that elaborate strategies that reach beyond 

existing models and practices. In the context of PPE expansion, these efforts 

may well need to be intensified, as they constitute the basis for achieving 

universal primary as well as secondary education (see Chapter 2). 

Need for new perspectives on post-primary education

Key problems that are seen to seriously affect the expansion of education 

and training at secondary level concern its elitist and exclusionary nature; 

the separation of academic education from vocational skills training; the 

non-valorization of the latter within the context of secondary education; the 

problem of fragmentation of different forms of learning at the post-primary 

level (including the separation between ‘formal’ and ‘non-formal’ forms); its 

curriculum and the limited scope of skills; the absence of links with the world 

of work; and its inefficiencies and high costs. All these are such that in order 

for real progress in PPE expansion to be made, a review of what is entailed in 

PPE is required. Thus, new perspectives on PPE development are needed.

It has often been argued that PPE in Africa has essentially remained an 

‘elitist’ education, intended to select and prepare the best students for 

services in government administration and in the national economy. While 

many efforts have been recorded of post-independence governments trying 

to distribute quality opportunities for PPE more evenly across geographical 

and social/ ethnic divides, PPE up to the present has not become a ‘mass 

education’ system – save for more recent examples in secondary education, 

notably Zimbabwe during the 1980s, and countries such as South Africa, 

Botswana and Mauritius in the 1990s (Clegg et al., 2008; Bhuwanee et al., 

2008; WGESA, 2008a; Chung, 2008).

The colonial heritage has continued to influence pedagogical regimes in PPE. 

Regimes such as these are based on teacher-centered learning, memory-

based rote-learning, strong orientations towards examinations, externally 

endorsed assessment practices, and their distance from national socio-

economic priorities and from local and indigenous knowledge. This trend 

has prevailed in spite of the large numbers of extensive and high quality 

efforts made over the decades to adapt programs and teaching-learning 

styles in all curriculum areas, varying from science and technology, 

through history and social studies, to languages of instruction (Lolwane, 

2008; WGESA, 2008b; ERNESA, 2008).
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At the higher education level, universities have come under fire for underes-

timating the intellectual and political processes of development and nation 

building that followed independence, and not querying the nature of the 

institutions and their link with European science traditions. It has been 

posited that the key to educational development lies in the social, cultural 

and contextual understanding of learning. Universities have a responsibility 

here as articulators of the African realities and as authentic knowledge 

producers, and thus can help to create a pedagogy for assisting the African 

child on his/her cognitive journey and inspire active policy planning and 

implementation (Odora Hoppers, 2008; Mamdani, 1993).

A clear implication of generalized access to lower secondary education is to 

bring into question the traditional elitist structure of educational systems 

that selected children out of schools and the conception of lower secondary 

education as mere academic preparation for upper secondary and eventually 

university. To realize the promise of extended basic education for all requires 

that massification be not merely more of the same education but a profound 

democratization of educational processes and outcomes (TRANSE, 2008). 

This implies, as examples, the need for a redefinition of the knowledge and 

skills to found the basic education curriculum, and the need to recognize the 

validity of selected skills development programs as inherent parts of such 

extended basic education. 

A major divide that has remained is the one between general academic 

education and technical and vocational education and training (TVET). 

Many reform efforts in the past have not improved the image and status of 

the latter. The lack of recognition for vocational skills options at the lower 

secondary level is a serious problem. 

Hence, the enrolment percentages in formal TVET opportunities at the upper 

secondary level remain low. TVET continues to be affected by a mixture of 

contextual and internal problems. The contextual ones are related to the 

poor economic and resource environment of the institutions, while the 

internal ones concern its capacity to adapt to economic changes, to cater 

for diverse categories of learners (including women), and to play a mean-

ingful role in informal sector development (Atchoarena, 2007). Integration 

of academic and technical-vocational curricula is extremely difficult, in part 

because of associated high costs, in part because of the different dynamics 

of socio-economic demand.
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Further divides that are evident in the post-primary arena are those between 

‘formal’ and ‘non-formal’ learning opportunities, between public and private 

education and training, and between those that are ‘school’-based and those 

that are not. Formal secondary education and training has always been 

complemented by ‘non-formal’ arrangements for acquiring continued educa-

tion and vocational skills, organized by NGOs, private providers, local coun-

cils, faith-based agencies, or through open and distance learning. Many such 

learning opportunities are not school- or college-based, but occur in the 

workplace (work-based or industrial forms of training), in a home situation, 

or in a public facility not run by the Ministry of Education. In many countries 

around Africa, much TVET occurs through apprenticeships in the urban 

informal sector. Given that all these arrangements are provided and funded 

by a wide variety of public (non-MOE) and private agencies/structures, and 

that there are few if any linkages between provisions, one may speak of a 

very fragmented post-primary field. 

Although most of these supplementary learning opportunities do not feature 

in education policies or sector plans, and, only few receive state subsidies, 

the majority of adolescents need to use these learning options for their post-

primary learning. Therefore, it is necessary to create both a broader defini-

tion of immediate post-primary education and learners’ needs to incorpo-

rate TVET initiatives into mainstream education planning and provision. 

Until TVET is incorporated into education policy and provided ubiquitously, 

vast numbers of learners will be pushed into marginalized employment. 

Consequently, economic development will also suffer. Fortunately, however, 

understanding of the needs for TVET is growing along with interest in a 

broader and more integrated approach to vocational skills development, 

looking at skills provision across all learning opportunities for post-primary 

education, whether school-based or work-based (Atchoarena, 2007; Lauglo 

and Maclean, 2005; UNESCO-UIS, 2007).

The structural challenges facing post-primary education do not only 

concern the horizontal relationship between academic secondary education 

and vocational skills development, and the inter-linkages between the wide 

variety of learning opportunities, they also concern the vertical relationship 

between lower secondary education (and equivalents) and upper secondary 

education (also with equivalents). The need, as evidenced by the historical 

experience from other parts of the world, is to draw a clear demarcation 

line between lower secondary and upper secondary education. The first is 
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regarded as an overall general education or skills development experience to 

which all young people are entitled as a right, and the second as one option 

among many for continuing education or training in relation to opportuni-

ties to the extent available. 

In this vein, lower secondary education constitutes the final phase of ‘basic’ 

education, after which young people may enter the labor market or find 

opportunities for further education or training. Thus, the lower secondary 

core curriculum must be designed to impart the general knowledge and 

range of skills all children and young people should posses, preparing them 

for life, for work or for further learning. Such a core curriculum would leave 

options for emphasizing other learning areas, including vocational skills. 

Upper secondary education differs from lower secondary, as it is consid-

ered ‘post-basic education’, which leads to various types of academic studies 

in tertiary education. Other options concern a variety of vocational and 

technical training options leading to labor market entry or also to types of 

tertiary education or training. 

The Biennale discussions revealed that many countries, while expressing the 

intent to implement Universal Secondary Education (USE), seemed unclear to 

what extent a clear demarcation line between lower secondary and upper 

secondary education should be made — in terms of policies, implementa-

tion strategies and funding requirements. Moreover, there was insufficient 

understanding due to a lack of clarity regarding the implications for the 

curriculum, learning assessment and certification, as well as the entire 

articulation between the two levels. These and other concerns suggest that 

a more informative dialogue is necessary, particularly an exchange of ideas 

regarding the benefits of eschewing the traditional notion of examinations 

as mere filtering processes for access to higher levels of education in favor of 

a modern competency-based assessment. Such forms of assessment recog-

nize and certify positive achievement of all as a foundation for entry into 

the world of work and lifelong learning.

Thus, the challenge is how lower secondary education can be developed in 

such way that it forms an integral part of the system along with primary 

education; allowing it to become the ‘other leg’ of basic education for all. A 

related challenge is creating the appropriate policies and methods to inter-

link both primary and lower secondary with other modalities for acquiring 

extended basic education to make them part of an one overall system. 
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The expansion of PPE raises several other issues, which will all need to be 

addressed, including: 

• institutional capacity building, which is required, first and foremost, 

at the national level in order to oversee and manage a PPE expansion 

agenda, but also at regional and local levels where PPE is implemented; 

• methods to recruit, train and remunerate the large numbers of addi-

tional teachers required; 

• formulating procedures to decentralize responsibilities (deemed neces-

sary in complex education systems; and 

• funding schemes to make the expansion financially sustainable.

Questions regarding what is commonly known as ‘student flow manage-

ment’ must also be answered. For example, how will learners gain access 

to different learning opportunities, how will transitions from one level to 

the next be assured (whatever the level, remembering the entire education 

system should be fully integrated)? This problematic of how the flows of 

learners through the education and training system and into the labor market 

are to be handled requires planning and clear procedures. Data collection 

and management (i.e., the establishment of mechanisms for keeping data on 

numbers of learners moving through the system and those ready to enter 

it) will be crucial. Similarly, appropriate assessment methods and oppor-

tunities must be made available to ensure that learners can progress in 

accordance with their talents and interests. Flow management particularly 

raises questions about decision-making processes: who decides (the state 

or the learners themselves, or some kind of partner arrangement), on what 

grounds (economic demand or personal interests), and through what process 

(political decision-making or learner guidance and counseling). 

Generating the financial resources to sustain the expansion of post-primary 

learning opportunities remains a major obstacle for governments. Learner 

unit-costs at all levels of post-primary learning in Sub-Saharan Africa are 

significantly above those found in other regions, even allowing for differences 

in levels of economic development. In addition, the cost of providing public-

funded vocational training—whether an integrated part of secondary educa-

tion or through separate institutions—will remain prohibitive. In such circum-

stances, the cost-efficiency of public spending on education becomes a prime 

concern for any serious strategy to broaden access to post-primary education, 

and serious questions must be raised about the role of the state in providing 

vocational training at all levels (SEIA Synthesis Report, 2007; Van Adams, 2004). 
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The challenge here for Africa is to develop strategies that may bridge the fiscal 

gap and to reconcile needs and resources in a sustainable manner.

A policy shift by redistributing resources from post-basic (including tertiary 

education) to basic (primary and lower secondary levels) is always politically 

perilous in that it is generally met with strong public resistance. Moreover, 

without appropriate resources for all levels, redistribution may adversely 

affect the quality of education. .Often, there is no case at all to be made for 

such shift, given limited budgetary allocations. Thus, there remains a need 

to mobilize both public and private resources. Several African governments 

are coming to realize that financing education cannot be a state monopoly 

or the sole burden of the state and accepting that local communities, private 

operators (including corporate/ profit and nonprofit organizations) and 

international governmental and nongovernmental organizations are, and 

will continue to respond to a demand that is by far outstripping supply by 

public authorities (SEIA Synthesis Report, 2007).

Responsiveness to the needs and demands of society

Perhaps the biggest challenge for all partners in PPE development remains 

the interaction between education, training and society. Education and 

training can only make an effective contribution to the life chances of the 

learners and the socio-economic development of a country if the former can 

accept the need for its continuous adjustment to the changing realities of 

learners, communities and society as a whole. For an inherently conserva-

tive sector such as education, this is bound to create – often-constructive 

– tensions among all the stakeholders concerned. Yet, the rapid changes 

associated with globalization, the increasing pace of Africa’s integration into 

worldwide economic, social and cultural trends, and the manner in which 

these penetrate deep into the fabric of society and into the lives of young 

people, leave no choice but to do so as pro-actively as possible.

Presently, the connections are often particularly problematic in the areas 

of curriculum and pedagogy, and the learning outcomes needed to assist 

young people in shaping their lives and in coping with the many, often unex-

pected, challenges they have to face. Currently there is a major incongruity 

between societal expectations of the basic education process and what lower 

secondary schools or skills-training programs offer. Young people are alien-

ated from their social and cultural contexts by an education system that is 
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mostly examination oriented, in spite of the fact that less than 10 percent 

will eventually make it to university education. Those in inadequate skills-

training programs without the benefit of primary and/or lower secondary 

education are disadvantaged because they have neither acquired core cogni-

tive skills nor are they well trained in new technologies and entrepreneur-

ship. Hence, they are poorly prepared for more advanced training or for 

coping with the challenges of the changing economy. It is often argued that 

young people are neither adequately prepared for access to further educa-

tion nor for entering the world of work or for their social integration and 

personal development (UNESCO, 2005; Bhuwanee et al., 2008). Thus, while 

recognizing the inter-sectoral nature of appropriate responses needed, there 

is a major challenge to education partners to produce policies and strategies 

that will capture the spirit of young people and secure their unique contri-

bution to Africa’s development. 

At the societal level, the very basis for the perceived need to expand and 

diversify secondary education stems from the realization that primary 

education alone can no longer suffice to foster the forms of knowledge and 

levels of skills needed to ensure the productivity and competitiveness that 

can sustain the growth of African economies. 

At the same time, a pervasive if not ubiquitous feature of African economies 

remains their dual nature with both a large informal sector and primary 

sector, comprising both farm and non-farm activities, alongside an often 

much smaller formal or modern sector. Whereas agriculture continues to 

employ some two-thirds of the working-age population of Sub Saharan 

Africa, its relative share of employment has, predictably, continued to 

decline but not in favor of the modern sector of the economy. Moreover, the 

average age of agricultural workers is increasing as it attracts fewer young 

people. Economic growth has not, on average, entailed employment genera-

tion in the modern formal private sector. The rural to urban exodus that 

has accelerated in recent years has, as a result, led to growth in employ-

ment in informal activities in or around urban which only serves to redis-

tribute poverty. There is much evidence that informal employment in SSA 

has increased, while salaried employment has shrunk (Van Adams 2005; 

Rakotomalala, 2008).

As previously noted, because of the divergent ways in which socio-economic 

and cultural changes affect individuals and communities, it is imperative 
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for education and training to respond directly to the conditions that prevail 

among youth. For example, along with the adaptation in pedagogical styles 

and models of education and training delivery discussed previously, there is 

also a need to modify, the educational structure concerning school hours to 

enable youth who must work (household, form or other informal activities) 

to continue their education. Restructuring in this way presents challenges 

for African education systems that use the education model inherited from 

the colonial era. The area of vocational skills development is the only educa-

tion component that has adopted diverse modalities that respond to social 

demands (as well as economic needs). The contributing papers and presenta-

tions at the Biennale stressed the need for equity in access, participation and 

in achieving learning outcomes, which demand school systems to directly 

address school-related barriers to education and reform exclusionary prac-

tices that affect participation and learning (including girls, youth from 

lower socio-economic circumstances, rural inhabitants, and the disabled, as 

mentioned earlier, but also for youth engaged in some form of work during 

regular school hours).

Recognition of the importance of higher education in building the human 

capital for development has, in recent years, raised, as in the case of secondary 

education, the issue of the quality of output—both in terms of the graduate 

profile and in terms of research—relative to labor market and economic 

requirements. Discussions of graduate unemployment point not only to 

the ‘quantitative dimension’ (high growth of student population and little 

job creation) but also to a skills mismatch. A fundamental issue in higher- 

education reform will therefore be the necessity of making program design 

and courses more responsive to the requirements of the productive sector. 

In recent years it has often been pointed out that, given the limited absorp-

tive capacity of the modern sector within Africa’s dual economy and the 

manifestly high unemployment rates amongst educated young Africans, 

there is an overall ‘overproduction’ of graduates at higher as well as tech-

nical and even upper secondary levels. This phenomenon is compounded by 

the high costs and a dysfunctional system, which is the result of a supply-

driven vocational education system. Indeed, the problem appears to be more 

one of ‘under-production’ of the ‘right’ type of graduates, those with skills 

and competencies (and qualifications) that can support and contribute to 

economic growth and wealth creation. This disjuncture points to the need 

for appropriate student flow management beyond extended basic education.
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4. The need for a paradigm shift  
in education and training

This chapter has reflected what many of the paper contributions, presen-

tations and discussions of the Biennale articulated: that the PPE agenda 

in Africa is not just about expanding post-primary provisions, or, least 

of all, expanding the existing sub-sector of lower secondary education. 

Foremost, this is about what has come to be dubbed as a veritable ‘para-

digm shift’. 

There is a need for a paradigm shift in the sense that countries need to 

revisit many of the fundamentals of their education and training systems, 

in terms of:

• What is to be learned and by whom and for what purposes; 

• The recognition of different but equivalent pathways of learning, their 

content and their inter-linkages; 

• The recruitment, training and deployment of teachers; 

• The structure of the systems, their scope and organizing principles; 

• Forms of governance and management at different levels; 

• Divisions of roles and responsibilities between the state and various 

social and economic partners and stakeholders, including the nature 

and scope of such partnerships; 

• Approaches to costing and financing; 

• Pedagogical support services; and 

• The mechanisms for facilitating, coordinating, supervising, monitoring 

and evaluating more complex and diversified systems of education and 

training. 

Many of the features of this paradigm shift were espoused nearly 20 years 

ago at the World Conference on Education in Jomtien; only the words were 

different, then it was referred to as an ‘expanded vision’. 

Above all, there remains a need to articulate clearly the relevant concepts 

and principles that can inform educational development. Only then will 

Sub-Saharan African nations be in a position to enable educations systems 

to provide good quality education up to a higher level for all learners in 

an affordable manner, and to respond effectively to social and economic 

demand.
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Chapter 2.    
A conceptual framework  
for reviewing post-primary  
education

This chapter explores the implications of the changing context of educa-

tional development and the subsequent new demands on education. It 

 presents the many concepts presented and discussed at the Biennale, placing 

them in coherent framework, which may be useful as a foundation for the 

further development of PPE. This framework is tentative however, although 

it emerged from the Biennale, it remains a work in progress with many 

components needing further investigation, reflection and refinement, which 

will occur through actions in policy making and practice on the ground. 

The chapter is divided into five parts. The first will look at the overall nature 

and extent of post-primary education as it has come to manifest itself in the 

African environment, and how this is being challenged by new concepts and 

principles. The second will address the substance of education and training 

at the basic education level, looking at new concepts about curriculum devel-

opment, the scope of learning and possible implications for teacher develop-

ment and supportive services. Section 3 will, in a similar way, consider new 

concepts and principles at the higher levels of PPE. The fourth section outlines 

issues, prospects and challenges regarding the evolving structures of learning 

opportunities and the diversity of pathways that have emerged, and emerging 

mechanisms for coherence and integration. The last section will review new 

perspectives on governance and partnerships, critical principles for resourcing 

and financing education, and the role of monitoring and research. 

The chapter will begin, however, with a brief summary of the essential 

contrast between the ‘old paradigm’ and the ‘new paradigm’ in educational 

development. See Box 2.1.
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Box 2 .1 – Old versus new paradigm  
in education

a. Old paradigm

• Elitist system

• Aiming for exclusion

• No attention to situations of 
disadvantage

• High dropout rate and loss of basic 
rights

• Fragmented system

• Primary education as basic education 

• LSE as part of secondary education

• TVET only at upper sec level and 
highly fragmented (narrow view)

• Higher education as isolated 
academic education

• Formal vs . non-formal

• Education vs . training

• Unequal access, standards and set 
outcomes

• Curriculum as content

• Teacher-centered and girl-unfriendly

• Quality promoted (from higher 
education) downwards

• Little relevance for life and work

• Selective vertical articulation 

• Assessment for selection

• Separate certifying agencies for 
education and training types

• State as main provider and funder

• High and unsustainable costs of 
education expansion

b. New paradigm

• Democratic system

• Aiming for inclusion

• Identification of disadvantage and 
policy adjustments

• Complementary plus remedial options 
and fulfillment of rights

• Integrated system

• Extended primary as basic education

• LSE re-conceptualized as part of  
extended basic education

• TVET possible at all levels and 
integrated approach (broad view)

• Higher education as academic and 
technical education, linked to system

• Diversified

• Education and training 

• Equal access, standards and set 
outcomes

• Curriculum as learning process

• Learner-centered and girl-friendly

• Quality built from bottom (primary 
level) upwards

• High responsiveness to life and work

• Open horizontal and vertical articulation

• Assessment for certifying achievement 
and choice

• Integrated national qualifications 
framework

• State shares responsibilities with 
private and voluntary partners

• Needs and resources reconciled in 
sustainable manner
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1. From post-primary education to basic and 
post-basic education and training

The concept of post-primary education (PPE) adopted to frame the analytical 

work in preparation for the Biennale is an integrated one. It focuses on all 

learning opportunities made available to children and young people having 

completed primary schooling or an equivalent. Thus, in principle, it is about 

all education and training beyond primary education. In this context, PPE 

also includes higher education, involving both universities and higher 

professional-training institutions, and is thus open-ended. The target age 

group or beneficiaries of PPE starts at 11-12 years; but in the perspective of 

the open conceptual approach taken, no restrictive upper limit to the age 

group focus is applicable. 

Such an approach means that PPE is reconceptualized using a holistic and 

comprehensive view of the totality of learning opportunities available after 

the ages of 11 and 12. Under this view PPE includes the years and forms of 

education generally ascribed to particular ‘sub-sectors’, such as lower and 

upper secondary education, TVET, non-formal education, non-formal skills 

development, tertiary education and distance education. A comprehensive 

PPE approach also extends to opportunities beyond the confines of the 

conventional ‘education system’, such as non-formal education, faith-based 

education, informal sector apprenticeships, work-based training, life-skills 

development and E-learning’.

Basic education and post-basic education and training

The discussions and conclusions the Biennale were evidence that perspec-

tives on ‘post-primary education’ are changing. Participants regarded lower 

secondary education to be an integral part of a broader concept of ‘basic 

education’ of longer duration, and, furthermore, confirmed a demarcation 

line between this ‘basic education’ and forms of further and higher educa-

tion, the latter being referred to as ‘post-basic education’. In many ways, 

this is a major change from the past. By embracing this new way of looking 

at basic education, the Biennale participants took the position that the PPE 

agenda was partly about reconceptualizing ‘lower secondary education’ and 

other forms of learning at the immediate post-primary level (in particular 

forms of vocational education). Instead of separating these levels and 

types of education, they are to become integral parts of an expanded basic 
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 education, partly through reviewing the nature and inter-relationships of 

different forms of ‘post-basic education’. 

A central part of the basic education agenda is to bring the maximum 

number (if not all) children and young people of school age into basic educa-

tion, not only by expanding regular school provision but also by recognizing 

and promoting other learning opportunities at this level, notably comple-

mentary (non-formal and open learning) education programs, vocational 

skills training options (work-based or school-based), and faith-based educa-

tion. Within the new framework the latter options can be further enhanced, 

enriched with other learning areas, and be professionally and financially 

supported in an equitable manner. 

Moreover, the Biennale participants took the position that ‘skills develop-

ment’—in terms of acquisition of a wide variety of skills and competen-

cies, including vocational skills—should be regarded as an integral part of 

both ‘basic education’ and ‘post-basic education’. Hence, ‘TVET’ and other 

programs of skills development should become integral parts of the educa-

tion system.

At the same time, participants recognized that TVET is very diverse in its 

modalities of provision, its substance and focus, approaches to learning, 

institutional location, and its relationship with the world of work. The 

relevance of the various dimensions of TVET as part of young people’s 

learning also varies, especially in relation to level of education, age and 

socio-economic context. In this regard, there were two particular concerns 

expressed at the Biennale: (1) the wish to postpone young people’s entry into 

vocational training (i.e., occupational preparation) as much as possible, at 

least until after completing full (extended) basic education; and (2) to accept 

that, because of specific situations across Africa, extending basic education 

carries the necessity to offer vocational skills training. The latter includes 

situations where young people receive basic education (BE) at a later age, 

perhaps in their adolescence. 

The common position on TVET is therefore as follows:

• TVET covers all vocational skills development at all levels, and must be 

further developed as an integrated set of provisions, with effective link-

ages between the different options.
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• Basic education provisions can have pre-vocational education compo-

nents as part of a broad orientation to life and work.

• Vocational training (mostly outside the school system) should be made 

accessible after completing BE (i.e., post-basic education level).

• Vocational training should also be made available to young people 

who are out-of-school, especially when they are above 15 years of age. 

However, as much as possible this should be combined with essential 

general education, thus enabling them to achieve core-learning outcomes 

in BE. 

Holistic perspective

The shift of focus from PPE to both an extended ‘basic education’ (BE) and 

‘post-basic education and training’ (PBET) has maintained the holistic 

perspective of education and skills development. It has, however, been moved 

to a higher level. This holistic view is considered essential, not only because 

in current reality young people who have access to learning opportunities 

beyond primary education find themselves learning through a diversity of 

modes of provision, but also because it is unlikely that any time soon one type 

of continued education can absorb the entire eligible age-group. Moreover, it 

is common for learners to transit (officially or unofficially) from one program 

to another. Policy making and planning must, therefore, be cognizant of the 

essential diversity of inter-related pathways that cater for learning needs at 

the basic and post-basic level in a manner that suits prevailing circumstances 

of the intended beneficiaries.

The above suggests that a systems perspective (i.e., taking into account all 

of the behaviors of a system as a whole in the context of its environment, 

including the interactions and relationships between the system and the 

environment) is applied to education and training, recognizing the inter-

relatedness of all learning and all forms of education. Thus the reality of 

these forms, conditioning or affecting each other, needs to be understood 

and explored. This is also applicable to the relationship between ‘education’ 

and ‘skills development’; the usual division between the two is not only 

spurious, but also damaging; it needs to be overcome in the interest of 

their combined value for socio-economic development, as well as individual 

self-worth and well-being. Competences developed through non-formal or 

informal skills training routes must be fully valorized as equivalent to 

those obtained through formal, school-based routes. A systems perspective 
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needs to be the foundation for future policy development, planning and 

implementation.

Large-scale expansion of democratized system 

The Biennale also confirmed that the starting point for system expansion 

cannot be the existing secondary system, as this would imply the mainte-

nance of an essentially elitist and exclusionary approach to the organiza-

tion of teaching and learning, whereby selection of the few from among 

the many is the prevailing dynamic, and failing and dropping out are 

inherent features. Instead, the starting point is a major effort to democ-

ratize all forms of basic education. The goal is effective participation and 

successful completion for all, along with guidance of all, regardless of 

learning routes followed, into life and the world of work in accordance 

with interests and talents, and available opportunities, based on equal 

chances for all. 

Democratization also applies to the curriculum content and pedagogical 

orientation of education. Instead of the focus being largely on academic 

subjects and the acquisition of knowledge, in preparation for ultimate 

entry into higher education, emphasis would need to shift much more 

towards relating the curriculum to the life environment and a combina-

tion of cognitive and other types of skills that are relevant for immediate 

application both at the local level and in the wider environment. This 

shift follows from the need to cater for a much wider diversity of clien-

tele of learners to include those from all social, cultural, economic and 

geographic backgrounds, as well as achievement levels, and those with 

diverging abilities and styles of learning. In the SSA context, this also 

means that learning institutions must be able to adjust to catering to 

the needs of young people affected by social disruptions, conflict and 

violence. The challenges here are immense. 

Closely related to the principle of democratization of education delivery 

and content, and to the human rights agenda is the principle of equity. The 

principle of equity (i.e., equality of chances and equal access to resources 

and benefits) is essential in the maintenance of an integrated and just 

education system, which provides equal chances to all, in access, in 

achieving outcomes and benefits, and in navigating successfully through 

the system. Achieving equity in access and learning outcomes and in 
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accessing further levels of learning may involve bridging arrangements 

or affirmative practices for some disadvantaged groups, and constitutes 

a fundamental challenge to policy makers and planners. 

Transition through diversity

There are three major challenges of transition from basic to post-basic 

education. One concerns how the transition from a conventional primary 

cycle into a continued upper level of basic education can be managed in such 

way that all children can benefit from a high quality and complete cycle of 

basic education. The challenge here is to develop other modes of provision 

in such way that they can offer supplementary learning pathways and a 

mix of general education and skills development of reasonable quality such 

that within a relatively short period they enable all children to complete an 

extended basic education cycle, even in relatively poorer African countries. 

These complementary pathways would effectively widen the bottleneck 

within basic education (from lower basic to upper basic education). 

The second challenge concerns the key transition point between basic educa-

tion and post-basic education. The Biennale participants did not give this 

crucial point the attention it deserved. The transition point is where young 

people must decide whether they will enter the labor market or continue 

with further education or training of one form or another. This point is of 

crucial importance, as graduates will not only need certificates and clear 

statements of capability, they also need guidance in selecting from among 

the range of options that may be available. Unfortunately, this type of assis-

tance to young people is an area in which systems are particularly lacking 

in resources. 

The third challenge of the transition concerns how opportunities for tertiary 

education can be shaped in such way that they can respond optimally to the 

cognitive and social profiles of graduates from upper secondary education 

and training, while remaining true to their own missions and the intellec-

tual demands of their programs.

Diversity in basic and post-basic education is essential for two main reasons: 

to enable learners to have as complete an education as possible and to cater to 

the wide variation in children’s and young people’s life circumstances. While 

for the foreseeable future, conditions of widespread poverty, gender discrimi-
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nation, cultural practices, geographical distribution, health issues (especially 

HIV/AIDS), conflict and disability will prevent many young men and women 

from attending or completing conventional full-time schooling or further 

studies, it is all the more important to create the complementary opportuni-

ties that are necessary to meet their requirements. Many youth will depend on 

 flexible modes of delivery as well as on adjustments in the total mix of compe-

tencies that constitute outcomes for education that are relevant to their lives. 

The centrality of articulation 

The principle that makes an integrated system come to life for the benefits 

of all learners is that of articulation (i.e., the actual connections between 

different learning pathways at the horizontal level and the transitions from 

one level to the next in vertical terms). These are the ‘bridges’ and ‘ladders’ 

that enable young people to move through the system in accordance with their 

(changing) circumstances and needs. Articulation, to be effective, requires 

working mechanisms for validating learning achievement, in whatever way 

this has been acquired, and for establishing equivalence; arrangements to 

facilitate transitioning; and close cooperation between institutions. 

Effective articulation within an integrated system enables parallel and second-

chance pathways to emerge, which learners can use to move through quality 

education provisions from basic education through upper secondary educa-

tion into higher education. The vision is that eventually learners should be 

able to do this how, when, where they want to realize their chosen pathways. 

2. Towards universal basic education 
Many presentations and discussions at the Biennale referred to the need to 

extend basic education beyond primary education in number of years; expand 

the curricular scope; and incorporate other learning pathways outside the 

regular school system into the basic education system. This would include 

non-formal, open learning modes of provision, education and skills develop-

ment opportunities in the informal sector, as well as those based in other 

workplaces, faith-based environments, such as ‘madrassas’ or ‘daaras’, and 

in nomadic environments, such as ‘shepherd schools’ and ‘mobile schools’. 

Together, all these modes can contribute to achieving ‘universal basic educa-

tion’ (UBE rather than UPE) as a right for all children and young people in 

the relevant age group.
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The nature of basic education

According to the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED), 

basic education encompasses the primary and lower secondary grades (one 

through nine). ‘Non-formal education’ is an entirely separate category in 

the ISCED. In the majority of African countries, however, basic education 

consists of a cycle of less than nine years of schooling. Converse to the 

ISCED, specific forms of non-formal education effectively contribute to the 

expansion of formal education. There is also a more general interpreta-

tion of basic education that arose from Jomtien Conference, which refers 

to basic learning to be achieved by all people, whether through primary 

education or through non-formal youth development programs or through 

adult basic education. Many African countries use this expanded meaning 

of basic education. 

Effectively, therefore, the Biennale participants concluded that, for African 

development purposes, ‘basic education’ is the term to be used for all types 

and forms of education and training that are recognized as contributing to 

a learning package that is accessible to all and equivalent to approximately 

9-10 years of education8. In line with this definition then, it was acknowl-

edged that the starting point for policy and planning for basic and post-basic 

education should lie with the current realities of education on the ground 

and the demands and needs of children, young people and their commu-

nities. The objective is to provide high quality, relevant and responsive 

learning opportunities with a goal for an integrated, responsive basic educa-

tion system that can improve equality and the life chances for all learners. 

An integrated curriculum framework

Curriculum reform lies at the heart of sector reform. Therefore Biennale 

participants endorsed the need to remove institutional, pedagogical, curric-

ular and teaching barriers between early childhood, lower and upper basic 

education. They also adopted the principle of moving towards an integrated 

and inclusive curriculum framework for basic education as a whole to 

improve the relevance and effectiveness of the entire system. Endorsing the 

need for an integrated curriculum framework within the context of a holistic 

approach to basic education development concurs with Biennale presenta-

8 . This is in accordance with country specific realities across SSA . The number of years is taken to 
start as from Grade 1 . 
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tions by UNESCO participants and the recently proclaimed Kigali Call for 

Action (Bhuwanee et al., 2008; Kigali Call for Action, 2007). 

Approaching curriculum reform in this way opens the possibility to make 

clear distinctions between the modes of provision for basic education and 

the nature and purpose of the learning outcomes sought. A common and 

integrated framework allows for multiple pathways to learning, which 

may differ from one another in terms of organization, timing, location 

and specific approach to pedagogy. It also allows for supplementary skills 

training or care and support to specific categories of young people; while 

maintaining the pursuit for the same essential basic education outcomes.

ECD specialists at the Biennale noted that the expansion of early child-

hood education programs would augment the outcomes and significance 

of curriculum reforms. Participation in some form of structured early 

childhood development (ECD) program (school-based or home-based) has 

a critical impact on the quality of learning outcomes at every subsequent 

level. Thus, the pace of ECD program expansion will be a critical factor in 

achieving the outcomes of curriculum reform (i.e., universal, high quality, 

relevant basic education).

Curricular reform will also need to include policies and plans for youth 

who receive education through different means and/for different general 

purposes. For example, in several countries (notably in West Africa), large 

numbers of young people receive some basic education through apprentice-

ship training in the informal sector or attend non-formal programs in which 

general core competencies are mixed with skills development (Walther, 2007; 

Maiga and Konandji, 2008). Emphasis on vocational-skills components is 

dominant in these forms of basic education. A realistic pathway for inclusion 

may be to provide complementary general education on a part-time basis, 

suggesting the possibility of flexible locations for pursuing UBE. Thus, the 

core learning outcomes desired under a common curriculum framework (in 

certain situations) may be best achieved by promoting cooperative ventures 

between skills development programs and regular schools.

A common framework also needs to recognize that there will be wide age 

differentials among the cohorts passing through the different modes of 

basic education. This is partly because primary and secondary schools 

still have high percentages of learners who are over-aged in relation to the 
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grade in which they find themselves (e.g., due to repetition, late starting 

ages, missing years of schooling due to conflict situations, migration or 

other socio- economic factors within the household or community). A wide 

age differential is also the result of different modes of education provision 

that need to apply different age criteria in order to cater to the needs of 

learners. This will have significant implications for curriculum and peda-

gogical approaches, and for teachers, trainers and facilitators. For example, 

life skills or vocational skills will have a much more prominent place in 

a curriculum for 15-year olds, regardless of which learning program they 

attend.

A diversified approach

Given the educational environment as discussed thus far in this chapter 

— the vast array of learners’ needs and circumstances; the diverse land-

scape of educational modes of delivery and systems; as well as the barriers 

with regards to access, including both quantitative and qualitative barriers 

— suggests that the emphasis must be on an integrated but diversified 

approach to curriculum development. Many countries have already started 

taking measures to respond to profound social and economic changes by 

better preparing young people for integration into the world of work and 

society. These include measures to impart a judicious mix of fundamental 

knowledge, skills, attitudes and social values to ensure that the widest range 

of life and career options are available; and the introduction of new areas 

like life skills and civics/citizenship education, and in some countries, voca-

tional and entrepreneurship education. In addition, there is a preference to 

defer, where appropriate, channeling into general and vocational streams as 

long as possible and ensure that, once this takes place, seamless transitions 

can be made between the two streams and to forms of higher education 

(UNESCO, 2005).

The Biennale participants and documents, however, took note of appeals 

that, foremost, the agenda was about reconceptualizing basic education 

curricula; it was not simply about adding new learning areas to basic educa-

tion. In fact, there was a strong concern with a possible overload of the 

curriculum in terms of number of subjects. Widening the scope of learning 

by focusing on a broader range of skills and competencies is not about 

adding subjects, but rather about re-visiting learning and learning outcomes 

within a smaller number of subject areas. 
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Reconceptualizing also relates to a clearer distinction between ‘core’ 

learning areas and learning outcomes versus selection of additional 

 curriculum options. In order to allow for diversity of modes of provision and 

of mixing general education with different approaches to vocational educa-

tion, it is essential to identify and maintain a common core curriculum in 

BE with a set of desirable learning outcomes to be achieved by all learners 

across different provisions, whether school-based or skill-based. Different 

schooling or training programs can combine methods to achieve the desired 

learning outcome of each program with other learning in accordance with 

their identity. Clearly, a common core curriculum and the desired outcomes 

need to be agreed upon by individual nations through their own processes 

to take into account the specificities and populations unique to each country 

in SSA (UNESCO, 2005). 

However, unlike in basic education, at the PBET level, providing a diversity 

of options should be the central feature: instead of a common core, forms of 

further and higher learning should have specific specializations as the core 

of the learning opportunities. A major curriculum issue in PBET is the artic-

ulation between curricula in various types of upper secondary education 

and training, and an integrated curriculum framework at the basic educa-

tion level, on the one hand, and advanced academic, technical professional 

education on the other hand. The commonly occurring disconnection, in 

both areas of transition from one level to the next, building upon founda-

tions laid at the lower level, constitutes a major challenge towards creating 

bridges to further learning in PBET. 

The pace of science and technology discovery means that curricula must 

keep abreast of new developments, in order to prepare school leavers for 

coping with rapid socio-cultural change; to empower them to take calculated 

risks; to achieve global competitiveness while maintaining local relevance; 

and to enable Africa to become pro-active in its own development. The 

gap between SSA countries and those of the ‘developed’ world needs to be 

reduced. 

Making room for attention to vocational learning 

The basic education and post-basic education vision is for national educa-

tion and training policies to reflect the de facto diversity of training paths 

and vocational learning opportunities while, at the same time, improving 
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the coherence between education and training systems. Diversity will 

remain important for social reasons (acquisition of skills by young people in 

different situations) as well as for economic reasons (needs of diverse types 

of enterprises).

In the new conceptualization and call for basic education, the role of (pre-) 

vocational education and its relationship with the general part of basic 

education still needs to be clarified. While the principle of integration 

between general and vocational education by way of functional links has 

been accepted, countries face different realities; hence, policy responses 

may vary from emphasizing vocational orientation and generic skills only, 

to accepting a combination of general education with occupational training. 

Perspectives underlying new initiatives for learning

Current developments in Africa and at the global level suggest that major 

changes are required in the nature, orientation, methodologies and 

 assessment of learning in basic education and in post-basic education and 

training. Several changes to educational theory and methods are recognized 

as essential to accommodate the changing global socio-economic climate, 

including:

• A shift from teaching to learning

 The key organizational principle in education is learning, (i.e., learning 

is the purpose of all education and training). Good quality education 

ensures relevant and meaningful learning, motivation for learning 

and competencies to continue learning. Rather than de-emphasizing 

teaching, shifting the emphasis to learning underscores the relationship 

between quality learning and quality teaching. Thus, development of 

teachers and trainers, in terms of pedagogy and content, is conditional 

for such a shift to take place. Moreover, it acknowledges the blurred 

boundaries and complementarities between different forms of educa-

tion (Torres, 2003). 

• Shifting from the maintenance of historical disciplinary areas and knowl-

edge barriers to inter-disciplinary approaches that address the realities, 

problems and situations of everyday life 

 Relevant education that is learner-centered takes everyday situations 

as the starting point for constructing programs of learning. Such 

programs draw on different resources coming from various subject 
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areas to construct learning situations in order to develop appropriate 

competencies as outcomes of the education process. Because it facili-

tates self-paced learning, the competency-based approach is regarded as 

a valid instrument to reduce school dropout rates and contribute to the 

attainment of an inclusive curriculum, thus assisting towards effective 

democratization of education (Opertti, 2008). 

• A shift from curriculum as knowledge acquired, to curriculum as both 

process and product

 This implies much greater attention to learning to learn, and a variety of 

skills that enable young people to cope with life and work; for example, 

life and health-related skills, pre-vocational skills, entrepreneurship, 

use of ICTs and citizenship education (Bhuwanee et al., 2008). It also 

implies a pedagogy by which teachers and learners can practice what 

is being taught. Approaches to this include in-school and out-of-school 

arrangements (Allemano and Nzioka, 2008; Diop et al., 2008).

• A Shift from knowledge and skills to competencies as products of learning

 The notion of competencies has moved from vocational education into 

curriculum development in general. Competencies are defined as articu-

lation of knowledge, skills, values, attitudes, behaviors, routines and 

patterns of thinking, all of which individuals or groups can mobilize 

efficiently and autonomously in order to solve problems, and face chal-

lenges and opportunities successfully. Competencies do not exist in the 

abstract, but are constructed within specific socio-political situations, 

reflecting a vision of humanity and society. Different organizations 

produce their own categories, and identify core competencies that are 

essential as outcomes for all learners. Transversal competencies (those 

applying to all forms of learning or to an entire age group) could be life-

skills and work-skills learning (Stabback et al., 2008).

• New perspectives on ‘vocationalized’ education

 While skepticism about (pre-) vocational subjects in schools has 

remained, new perspectives have emerged based on a reconceptualiza-

tion of ‘vocationalization’ in school education. This focuses on the need 

to overcome the general-vocational divide and to move from occupation-

related skills to building a range of basic skills and ‘core competencies’ 

(including thinking, practical and communication skills), which indi-

rectly contribute to produce flexible, adaptable, multi-skilled and train-
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able youth destined for employment in both the formal and informal 

sectors of the economy, and facilitate access to further and higher educa-

tion and training (UNESCO, 2005; Wilson, 2005). In this meaning ‘voca-

tional education’ is quite different from ‘vocational training’, involving 

technical skills directly associated with occupational preparation.

• Shifting from the old (formal) TVET to a new, diverse and inclusive, TVET

 TVET has largely been used to denote vocational education as a sepa-

rate specialization option at the post-basic level (as forms of upper 

secondary education). In this meaning, TVET has covered only a  fraction 

of all skills development in African society and, for that matter, largely 

for male learners. A different, generic use of the term, as a more 

desirable meaning of the term, helps to expand it to cover all forms 

of vocational skills development, at all levels and through all types of 

modalities, including pre-vocational skills development in BE and work-

based training at the PBET level. This will lay the basis for an integrated 

approach to TVET (recognizing the extensive effort in vocational educa-

tion and training already made in African countries); facilitate changes 

to further improve access and quality; and allow for the validation and 

recognition of competencies acquired (UNESCO, 2005; Gaidzanwa, 2008). 

• Shifting from a single mode to multiple modes of delivery, using different 

technologies, including ICTs

 Learning can be done using different modes and technologies. Their 

development, usage and appreciation by different categories of learners 

are not only determined by costs in relation to benefits, but also by 

socio-historical factors influencing the ‘image’ of such variations. Much 

effort has been made to experiment with alternative technologies and 

increase their visibility as equivalent pathways to learning, as is already 

evidenced by forms of open and distance learning (ODL). These ways of 

utilizing new technologies have an enormous potential; they can be used 

as cross-curricular tools within regular schools as a way of increasing 

quality, and — as separate learning pathways — to expand access to 

BE for young people who, for different reasons, cannot attend full-time 

programs (Mhlanga, 2008).

There is no doubt that the above principles for enhancing learning in PPE 

will have significant implications for teacher development (i.e., teachers in 

the widest sense of the term, thus including instructors and non-formal 
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facilitators). They would also influence the need to improve the availability 

of learner support materials and multi-media resources, as well as the 

appropriate design of the physical infrastructure of education facilities (e.g., 

premises, classrooms, and other support facilities such as libraries, work-

shops and resource centers). In fact, within a context of severe resource 

constraints, a premium will be put on innovative and cost-effective mixtures 

of teacher deployment, media resources and physical facilities.

Shortages of teachers, and especially trainers, are evident in many SSA coun-

tries. Teacher shortages are often due to insufficient production; but may also 

occur because of inefficient deployment. Trainers, while generally  available, 

are particularly deficient in pedagogical skills. Sometimes the shortages 

are in teachers or trainers in specific learning areas, or with a technical 

level that is appropriate to the subject or the level of skills required. Often 

teachers leave the public system for the private sector. 

In view of such shortages, a major challenge will be the preparation, in- service 

training and retention of teachers and trainers already being deployed in 

different modalities of basic education, as well as of those who are being 

recruited. Using teachers more intensively, training of polyvalent teachers and 

trainers (i.e., across several fields and knowledge applications, and the use of 

distance modes for their training and development are remedies receiving 

increased attention in many countries. Yet, much more needs to be done, partic-

ularly to improve the quality of the many artisans, skilled-trades people and 

technicians who are teaching young people in vocational education and training 

options. Teacher/trainer quality remains the central input into an improvement 

of the quality of education (See Schuh Moore et al, 2007; Walther, 2008). 

The tasks of change outlined above, all within the context of the paradigm 

shift, will require substantive improvements of capabilities in systems across 

SSA. This enhanced capability, in terms of competencies, organizational and 

institutional development, will come neither easily, nor quickly. It will take 

time for organizations to change, and for resources to be made available to 

support such processes in competition with demands from sectors other 

than education. It will come slowly and incrementally. For example, enabling 

teachers, managers and support personnel to be up to these tasks requires 

good management and governance, including incentives for in-service training 

and higher performance, and participation in decision making in professional 

matters. It will also require an integrated approach to teacher training and 
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development across the totality of basic education provisions, along with an 

integrated teacher career and remuneration system (Webb, 2008).

3. Towards a diversified post-basic education 
and training system 

At a higher level, post-basic education and training starts with forms of upper 

secondary education, referring to all types of education and training beyond 

lower secondary (or ‘upper basic education’). This definition is problematic, 

as the notion of upper secondary tends to vary from country to country. 

Thus, it tends to be more convenient to speak of upper secondary being 

the final segment of secondary education before entry into employment, 

into higher-level technical or professional training, or into higher education. 

Unlike UBE, to which entry and successful completion is considered a right 

of every child, entry into PBET is based on choice, and on availability of 

places depending on national needs and resources.

Upper secondary education and training also incorporates the many voca-

tional and technical colleges that have sprung up in so many countries, 

whether they have been established by the state as part of the old (formal) 

‘TVET system’ though the Ministry of Education or other ministries with a 

role in human resource development, or through private or voluntary initia-

tives. With the increasing encouragement of private initiative in education, 

in several Africa countries (e.g., Kenya, Uganda, Nigeria, South Africa) there 

has been a rush to establish private colleges, mostly offering general educa-

tion courses, business and commercial programs, advanced ICT courses, 

tourism and personal services. 

In addition, in many countries there is a whole range of non-formal, not-

for-profit programs for skills development. Many of these institutions and 

programs do not fit neatly into the established formal hierarchy of the 

‘old’ TVET, as access is often not limited to those having completed lower 

secondary education. Often their certificates are not officially recognized. 

Yet in many countries, they have significantly expanded the range of oppor-

tunities in skills development for young people. 

Though Africa-wide the share of enrolments in ‘old’ TVET as percentage of 

total upper secondary enrolment was only 16 percent in 2002 and falling 

(Atcheoarena, 2007), private (for-profit and not-for-profit) sector enrolments are 
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likely to be much higher than those in formal TVET. However, since this sub-

sector is largely unregulated and not monitored, there are no figures available.

It should thus be acknowledged that, although upper secondary refers in the 

first instance to ‘formal schooling’, access to university and other institu-

tions of higher education is not confined to students from formal education, 

as it is increasingly widening to include learners/persons with non-formal, 

technical and informal learning and experiences. 

Higher education consists of all types of post-upper secondary school 

education and training offered by universities and non-university tertiary 

 institutions such as polytechnics, professional training institutions and 

colleges of further education (see Chapter 6). Like at secondary level, where 

a greater diversity of learning opportunities at the tertiary level has been 

achieved, inter-linkages between these tend to be absent, thus emphasizing 

the need for a holistic approach with attention to efficiency and complemen-

tarities. It should also be noted, that higher or tertiary education has been 

Box 2 .2 – Some challenges confronting  
secondary-level education systems

• Changes in society, the economy and the world of work place pressure on 

secondary schools to consider new approaches to learning .

• Preparing young people for higher education is no longer an exclusive or adequate 

objective, especially with so many moving directly from secondary school to 

employment, to ‘new style’ TVET or to unemployment .

• Because traditional institutions such as the family and religious organizations are 

progressively less available as guarantors of support for younger generations, 

there is a need to encourage transition from a culture of dependence to a culture 

of autonomy, independence and interdependence .

• The inclusion of many additional subject areas has created an overcrowded 

curriculum that may have reinforced a prejudicial tradition of learning by rote and/

or avoiding linkages across curricula .

• The need to impart, in a holistic manner, the knowledge, skills and attitudes 

that will enable young people to be effective in life and work, including being 

able to deal with paradox and conflict generated by change, being agents not 

just recipients of knowledge, skills and attitudes and being lifelong learners and 

members of a flexible workforce .

Source: UNESCO, 2005: 7-8.
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shifting in the scope of its coverage. In particular, higher-level formal TVET 

that takes place at the upper secondary level or in ‘middle-level’ colleges, 

such as polytechnics in Anglophone Africa, is regarded as tertiary education 

in countries like Ghana, Nigeria and Kenya. 

Diversity and differentiation in PBET

The PBET systems in countries can be characterized by diversification 

and differentiation. Diversity relates to the increase in different pathways 

that can be pursued, associated with an increasing variation of education 

and training opportunities that link to a wide variety of career paths. 

Differentiation particularly refers to a process whereby conventional forms 

of education are complemented by the appearance of new forms using 

different pedagogical approaches, mixtures of technologies and various 

governance or financing models (e.g., face-to-face versus distance, public 

versus private institutions. As all these forms may have different goals, 

there is not a single set of learning outcomes in PBET.

The complexities created by diversity in PBET are compounded by the fact 

that not only will different learners pursue different goals, but also that as 

the system expands, the diversity in terms of backgrounds and personal 

circumstances will be bound to increase — as has already occurred in basic 

education. Moreover, the age differentials will also increase, not in the least 

because of the wider age ranges for those enrolled in basic education. This 

implies that over time, following the principles of lifelong learning, efforts 

to delimit age categories for participating in PBET programs at any level will 

become more and more counterproductive. 

Integration and articulation 

Integration and articulation within PBET systems are as important as in 

UBE. It is imperative that institutions pursuing similar goals are interlinked 

to allow for transfers and that there will be recognized mechanisms for 

learners to change from one learning track to another. In this sense, the 

separation between the ‘old’ TVET system and the host of other public and 

private institutions offering skills development must be dissolved. In a 

number of countries, integration is being pursued through the establish-

ment of National Vocational Training Boards (Atchoarena, 2007). 
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Articulation itself is much enhanced by the existence of qualifications frame-

works, but also by closer coordination among upper secondary institutions 

and among tertiary institutions, as well as between the two levels. In this 

context, a beginning trend to grade the institutions and programs across 

the upper secondary band and to promote a wider variety of curriculum 

profiles, as well as ‘centers of excellence’, in different (priority) education 

and skill areas needs to be strengthened. In this increasingly diversified 

field, effective student flow regulation in relation to national needs and 

labor market opportunities will remain a major challenge to governments.

Integration also has a value in curriculum and pedagogical terms, where it 

points to the extent to which different learning areas or types of competen-

cies are brought together or converged within the same learning program. 

The same applies to a variety of mixtures of disciplines and the possibility 

to promote inter-disciplinary or multi-disciplinary programs. The Biennale 

discussants and participants noted that the expansion of PBET requires a 

fundamental departure from current modes of delivery of secondary educa-

tion, be it general academic education, formal vocational education or non-

formal education.

Rethinking and strengthening of assessment mechanisms at the end of 

upper secondary level is critical to better articulation with higher education 

and the fair allocation of limited places in tertiary education and training. It 

is acknowledged that existing significant gaps are preventing a smooth tran-

sition from upper secondary and equivalent systems to higher education, in 

particular for learners from disadvantaged backgrounds. The principle of 

equity and the increasing attention to articulation makes it essential that 

such gaps are addressed. In particular, the diversification and the promo-

tion of profiles may greatly assist the participation of young women in a 

revamped national skills development system.

Within the wider context of lifelong learning, a more effective articulation 

within an integrated system enables parallel and second-chance pathways to 

emerge that disadvantaged learners can use to move through quality educa-

tion provisions from basic education through upper secondary education 

into higher education. The vision is that, eventually, all learners should be 

able to access and move through all levels (and all forms) of the education 

system when they want, where they want and how they want. 
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Special missions in PBET 

Learning programs in PBET not only have a role in guiding young people 

to higher education and into the world of work, they also have a social and 

economic role in that they can facilitate contributions to development of 

local communities, the reduction of poverty and inequalities in society, and 

the promotion of citizenship and democratic participation. 

Universities have a special responsibility to help create the learning experi-

ences and pedagogies that young Africans need to understand their own 

reality and the roles they can play in its transformation. Through research 

and dialogue, and the creation of networks around education development 

issues, universities must take a stronger interest in the development of the 

education system as a whole. 

Gender priorities 

Gender in education and training is about both male and female learners. 

Gender sensitive policies and strategies leading to gender mainstreaming 

require gender budgeting, (i.e., an explicit reflection of the extent to which 

female learners benefit from education expenditures). A high priority is to be 

given to ensuring that a higher percentage of girls transit from UBE into PBET, 

and to making the old TVET and a newly created wider and integrated skills 

development system much more attractive to female trainees (Bunyi, 2008). 

4. The evolving institutional landscape
Starting from the current institutional realities in education and training 

means recognizing that a significant diversity of forms of education and 

training is presently in existence, and that this, to a greater or lesser degree, 

serves the needs and interests of a large variety of learners. While it must be 

acknowledged that often, young people do not enroll in alternative learning 

options out of free choice, and that many times such options do not meet 

criteria of quality and relevance, this diversity cannot but serve as the starting 

point for meaningful institutional review and reconstruction.

Current modes of provision

Characteristics of the current institutional landscape in basic and post-basic 

education across Africa are outlined in Box 2.3.
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Box 2 .3 – Characteristics of the 
institutional landscape in education

Systems tend to be highly fragmented and show a variety of binaries (such as formal 
vs . non-formal, education vs . training, public vs private, universities vs . polytechnics, 
institution-based vs . work-based) that throw up horizontal or vertical barriers to 
mobility .
Systems are also highly fragmented in terms of governance and management 
arrangements . Often there is lack of coordination among different government 
ministries, especially those involved with PBET, and between government and private 
providers . 
Many countries have insufficient capacity to handle the challenges of systemic 
reforms . Major challenges lie not only at the level of implementation and operational 
competences, but also at the level of competence in policy coordination and 
evidence-based planning (Askvik, 2008) . 
There is a core set of institutions at secondary, vocational and higher level that thus 
far have constituted the ‘formal system of education and training’ in that they are 
recognized and supported by governments and have received disproportionate 
shares of national education budgets . 
To a varying degree, the formal system tends to be supplemented by a wide variety of 
learning opportunities run by private or voluntary organizations, or by communities . 
These forms of education are denoted as ‘non-formal’, ‘private / commercial’, 
‘community’, ‘open / distance learning’, or ‘religious schools’ . 
Non-formal forms of education targeting young people of school-going age tend 
to be of two types: they complement formal education by offering complementary 
and equivalent routes leading towards (re-) entry in the system, or they provide 
alternative programs oriented towards socio-economic or cultural-religious needs of 
communities (Ochse, 2008) . 
There tend to be hierarchies of public socio-cultural acceptance and preference of 
different forms of education, which are not always linked to their actual quality and 
achievement (Jacinto, 2008; Hoppers, 2006) . 
Supplementary systems generally fail to facilitate horizontal transition towards 
government or other private institutions, both at basic and at post-basic levels . It 
is rare for mechanisms of validation to be elaborated as a basis for equivalency and 
credit transfers (Ng’ethe et al, 2008; Hoppers, 2006) .
A bottleneck in many systems, especially in Francophone countries, has remained 
the ‘primary school leaving examination’, pushing out large percentages of learners 
who manage to complete the end of primary school; alternative assessment systems, 
catering for an entire age-group irrespective of learning modes, are only in an infant 
stage (Diagne, 2008) .
While basic education systems cope with massive dropout and repeater rates, there is 
a great lack of remedial or parallel programmes of a non-formal nature for adolescents 
and over-age learners .
There is a general absence of alternative lifelong learning pathways that take out-
of-school youth through equivalent and inter-linked programs into higher education 
(Glassman et al, 2008) .
The general absence of horizontal transition routes at higher grades contributes to 
learning opportunities for young people being severely segregated, often along lines 
of socio-economic status, gender and geographical location; this leads to unequal life 
and work chances . 
At higher education level, mobility of students suffers from lack of cooperation and 
absence of dialogue between universities and other tertiary institutions . There is 
an absence of clearly defined transition routes, using credit transfer mechanisms 
(Ng’ethe et al, 2008) .
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Much of the incoherence and fragmentation of the system is a result of long 

incremental growth as directed by political, professional and policy consid-

erations at various points in time. As a result, any reconstruction needs to be 

subject to political will, and to negotiation involving different stakeholders 

at local, national, regional and international levels. 

Starting points for institutional review

New efforts at further institutional development in basic and post-basic 

education development can be based on three main perspectives associated 

with building a coherent system: i) viewing the totality of learning oppor-

tunities, ii) recognizing the diversity of types and form of learning and 

education, and iii) addressing the complexities of horizontal and vertical 

inter-relationships. In addition, several key processes will be useful. These 

are differentiation, integration and articulation. The judicious application of 

these processes can facilitate moves towards a coherent, diverse and equi-

table system. 

Differentiation refers to a range of generally similar but individually 

different institutions. Horizontal differentiation is about the range of insti-

tutional types, while vertical differentiation refers to the different levels 

of graduates produced. Differentiation is a process whereby distinct types 

of education forms emerge, each with their own characteristics that may 

respond to particular needs and circumstances of learners, and/or philoso-

phies of communities or organizations (adapted from Ng’ethe et al., 2008). 

The term integration has a value at the education systems level, where it 

denotes the extent to which a form of education, or an entire sub-system of 

education, merges with the mainstream of education provision. Integration 

means more than a smaller program being simply absorbed without a trace 

into the mainstream; it implies that significant modalities continue to exist 

side by side, while also influencing each other (Hoppers, 2008b). Integration 

also has a value in curriculum/pedagogical terms, where it points to the 

extent to which different learning areas or types of competencies are brought 

together or converged within the same learning program (UNESCO, 2005). 

Articulation is a central issue in an education system in that it defines the 

nature of its internal horizontal and vertical linkages, and the degree and 

manner in which transitions can take place. Thus, it determines the extent 
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of learner or student mobility, and the pathways through which they may 

flow through the entire system. Policies, and administrative and/or finan-

cial measures, can strongly influence which channels cater for what catego-

ries of learners and under what conditions.

Characteristics of current basic education pathways

Presently, the extended basic education cycle, as a result of many historical 

initiatives at the policy and practice levels across countries, at least seven 

different pathways can be identified across African countries (see Box 2.4).

The pathways cover a continuum between (only) general education and (only) 

vocational training, with various combinations of both in between. However, 

at this stage it may well be that none of the pathways actually offers an 

effective balance between general basic education and a range of life and 

work-related skills that prepare both for continued learning, and for life 

and work – as proposed under the new integrated curriculum framework, as 

discussed above (see also UNESCO, 2005). 

Together, the pathways reflect a de facto differentiated situation in current 

basic education provision, both in horizontal and in vertical terms. In 

terms of relative volumes of participation, there are major variations across 

Box 2 .4 – Pathways of learning  
in basic education

• A formal general education pathway – primary and lower secondary education

• A general education pathway using open and distance learning (ODL);

• Non-formal education (NFE) as complementary pathways for specific groups and 
situations disadvantaged children, community schools);

• Non-formal alternative education pathways, often combining cognitive learning 
with skills development (NFE for dropouts, religious schools);

• Formal vocational education pathways – with components of vocational skills, 
entrepreneurship development and/or work orientation;

• Non-formal youth/adult education with (vocational) skills training pathways – 
functional literacy, with life and vocational skills;

• Informal sector apprenticeship pathways – now often with ‘dual training’ modes, 
combining work-based and institution-based training .
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Africa, ranging from countries where nearly all young people follow the 

formal general education pathway (pathway 1 from Box 2.2) to those where 

effectively a majority receive their basic education predominantly through 

informal sector apprenticeship (pathway 7). 

The purposes of these pathways may vary considerably, both between the 

pathways and among countries. While several explicitly subscribe to taking 

children and young people through the primary and/or secondary cycle 

with a view of preparing them for further education (pathways 1, 2, 3, and 

5), others see their task more in preparing young people for a productive life 

in the communities (pathways 4, 6 and 7). Moreover, in regard to non-formal 

programs for basic education, there are major differences in philosophy and 

orientation between those that have been established as provisional substi-

tutes for ordinary schools to be regularized as soon as possible (such as 

many community school programs) on the one hand, and those that aim to 

provide relevant education for specific categories of (often disadvantaged) 

young people (Hoppers, 2006). Both occur in pathways 3, 4 and 6; but while 

the former is essentially a deficit mode, the latter work to create a separate 

identity as a different ‘school’ type. For these reasons, they tend to differ in 

the nature and scope of the curriculum. 

The strength, quality and effectiveness of the above pathways are influ-

enced by the nature and orientation of the governing bodies. On the one 

hand, public provision has been extensive in pathways 1, 2 and 5. In many 

countries, this has been complemented by private providers (in particular 

faith-based organizations, for-profit organizations and entrepreneurs), who 

have (re-) entered in force and often with public subsidies. On the other hand, 

whereas private providers (in particular NGOs, communities, charitable 

organizations) have often gone at great lengths to initiate and run programs 

following pathways 1, 3, 4 and 6, increasingly the state is becoming involved, 

through subsidization, professional services and supervision, if not through 

outright integration into the public system. The state has also come to act as 

policy coordinator and quality controller of such provisions.

In recent years, much effort has been made by a variety of stakeholders, 

both in the public and in the private spheres to develop, pilot and advocate 

for new institutional forms to provide access and meaningful participation 

in appropriate learning experiences for adolescents and youth. Innovations 

have focused on organizational aspects (flexibility), new pedagogical styles 
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(learner-friendly approaches, open learning), school – work linkages (work 

orientation), and use of new technologies (ICTs and distance education) 

(Mhlanga, 2008). They are often intended to provide greater access, quality 

and/or relevance in basic education for specific target groups (see section 1), 

and to improve completion rates. 

Challenges to policy makers

In many countries, the state is only beginning to come to terms with such 

developments; trying to establish frames within which the innovations 

can be supervised, supported and channeled. Ministries of Education are 

increasingly grappling with the design of policy strategies that can harness 

such innovations as (cost-effective) ways to better serve the goals of equity 

and socio-economic development. Thus complementary forms of educa-

tion are called upon to help address significant gaps and deficiencies in 

the system, such as the development of fast-track options for dropouts and 

over-aged learners.

The major policy questions to be addressed are numerous, and include such 

questions as: 

• What a comprehensive (substance) and complete (duration) basic educa-

tion should look like in terms of processes and outcomes?

• What are the essential features of a diversified basic education system? 

• What lessons can be learned here from experiences in non-formal educa-

tion (NFE)? 

• How, with such reference, can existing pathways and their institutional 

formats be enhanced, widened, replicated, complemented (through coop-

eration) or replaced in order to provide as much as possible a complete 

basic education cycle for everyone? 

• How can learners move easily between different pathways according to 

changing personal circumstances? 

• How could other forms of education be funded, while ensuring adher-

ence to principles of equity and cost-effectiveness? 

• How can public-private partnerships be enhanced to combine private 

participation in enhancing quality and effectiveness with effective govern-

ment oversight and equitable access to state funds for those who need it? 

Another related crucial question concerns the degree to which a diversity 

of institutional arrangements must be accepted in order to provide quality 
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basic education of equal standards to young people who cannot be reached 

due to legitimate socio-economic, cultural, health or political circumstances, 

or those who drop out due to insufficient quality and relevance of the formal 

school. This question seeks the boundaries of differentiation and the extent 

to which learning opportunities can be recognized as integral parts of 

formal education. Coupled to this are questions concerning the legitimacy 

and appropriateness or acceptance of diverging unit costs for selected provi-

sions and their implications for public financing? Responses to these ques-

tions will add to the policy agenda and questions noted above.

This is a much bigger agenda than merely expanding formal lower secondary 

education. It would involve a redefinition of the notion of ‘formal educa-

tion’: as a collection of learning pathways that are all ‘formal’ in that they 

are publicly approved, lead to a common set of essential outcomes, and 

have equitable access to state resources. It also involves development of a 

national systemic framework, within which parameters and criteria can be 

set, recognition extended, supportive services provided, teachers trained 

and deployed and financial support made available – all in a manner that is 

democratic, equitable and relevant for learners and society. 

Discussions around these issues at the Biennale prompted many participants 

to conclude that in reconceptualizing and remodeling BE and PBE in the 

ways discussed in this chapter, the concept of ‘non-formal education’ had 

lost its relevance for purposes of referring to learning opportunities (except 

in the adult education sphere). Nevertheless, it retained value only for refer-

ring to pedagogical styles and the processes of teaching and learning in all 

types of schools and programs. 

At the level of post-basic education, the diversity of learning pathways will 

even be greater than those at basic education levels as a greater array of non-

formal and informal programs tend to be on offer by a wider set of public 

and private providers. Moreover, they cater for a much greater  diversity 

of circumstances and needs in relation to life and work goals. The policy 

agenda in this regard is less about harmonization and standardization of 

core features, but more about equity of access and of outcomes within an 

ever-increasing diversity; improved interaction with society and quality 

assurance; and promotion of inter-linkages within a context of lifelong 

learning (Scott and Yeld, 2008; Munavu and Kithuka, 2008).
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Articulation and qualifications frameworks

Clearly, the key to such institutional development agenda is improved and 

extended articulation, in terms of creating horizontal and vertical linkages 

that facilitate effective transition. This is where the immediate challenges 

lie for governments and institutions. They involve addressing mechanisms 

by which transitions can take place, their management and the wider insti-

tutional capacity required to make the linkages effective. They also involve 

the quality and extent of information systems that can track learner and 

student flows across the system. Such information systems are, however, 

rarely available in the SSA context (Ng’ethe et al., 2008). 

The challenge includes attending to major ‘articulation gaps’ that are often 

evident between the realities of a ‘lower’ provision (such as primary NFE 

equivalent or public secondary schools) and the demands of a ‘higher’ provi-

sion, in terms of academic knowledge or pedagogical regime. Such gaps 

undermine the transition chances of learners from disadvantaged back-

ground (Scott and Yeld, 2008). 

This is where the overall umbrella of national qualifications frameworks 

(NQF) has become important, as they provide the basis for validation and 

articulation across systems. NQFs are enabling frameworks that classify 

and map qualifications according to a set of nationally agreed standards 

and criteria for levels of learning obtained, and that provide a reference of 

equivalence that allow for progression and mobility (Singh, 2008b). 

Most NQFs are established to address validation and credit transfer and for 

building bridges across different modalities for vocational/technical skills 

acquisition. This is essential in improving efficiency in skills development 

and effectiveness in meeting demands in the world of work. However, there 

are also more limited mechanisms that help validate learning outcomes 

related to essential competencies in basic and post-basic education. Forms of 

systems’ assessment practices need to be examined. Validation and equiva-

lencies of outcomes are essential measures to promote coherence, articula-

tion and thus, equitable access.

Governance, partnerships and resourcing
The notion of diversity is not only applicable to young people’s circumstances 

and learning pathways, but to the variation in PPE providers. The analytical 

framework used for the purpose of the Biennale recognizes that the state, 
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while maintaining the ultimate responsibility for the education of the entire 

nation’s young people, can no longer be expected to carry this burden on its 

own. Provisions, both in basic education and post-basic education, already 

rest on the participation of multiple stakeholders in the development and 

implementation of programs, including civil society, non-governmental 

organizations and private education and training providers. In addition, 

partners at the national level increasingly work with education authorities 

at intermediate and at local levels, to which various public responsibilities 

are being decentralized. 

These developments have already produced a variety of forms of public-

private partnerships (PPPs), defined as ‘a form of agreement between public 

and private parties that contributes to achieving national educational goals’ 

(Verspoor, 2008b). Public-private partnerships can and do involve a wide 

variety of organizations and groupings, such as communities, private sector 

companies, other economic stakeholders such as employers’ or artisanal 

associations, civil society organizations, and NGOs. In addition, they are 

used for a wide variety of purposes in educational development, ranging 

from policy making through management of institutions, to professional 

support services and financial support.

While in the past private schooling was rarely integrated into national 

education development strategies, presently this is increasingly the case. In 

addition, the boundaries between public and private are becoming blurred, 

as private institutions receive public subsidies and public institutions 

demand financial contributions. Education support services are often out-

sourced. Often community schools are regarded as private institutions, as 

are NGO-run non-formal education programs. They may be subsidized from 

public funds or be recognized and fully integrated as distinct provisions for 

learning in the national system.

Because of the increased diversity of governance arrangements and of the 

types of partners who have become major actors in the education systems, 

adequate capacity building for leadership and systems and institution 

management is becoming more and more urgent. A major effort is also 

needed to build capacity at the level of local authorities and of educational 

institutions, especially since decentralization at both levels means that 

autonomous decision-making is becoming the norm. This requires new 

competencies, associated with the management of multiple stakeholders 
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with roles to play in education and training and with monitoring the needs 

and demands for different types of education provision and the continuous 

evaluation of education results and its relevance for local development. 

Moreover, conditions need to be created to enable more women to occupy 

management and other leadership positions. 

In the context of the challenges of managing a diversified system, there are 

two major principles of critical significance: equity and cost-effectiveness. 

Equity in regards to access to resources and to the outcomes and/or benefits 

of an education cycle is vital, especially as equity adheres to the impera-

tives of democracy and human rights (World Development Report, 2007). 

The upholding of such principles does not mean that institutions of all types 

and in all situations must receive the same support. However, it points to 

the need to take all measures to ensure that learners, irrespective of back-

ground and circumstances, have the same chances to achieve a successful 

outcome (Scott and Yeld, 2008). 

This may imply providing compensatory support to categories of learners 

or institutions in very disadvantaged circumstances, such as incentives for 

girls, remedial programs for learners for whom the language of instruction 

is not their mother tongue, special funding for multi-grade, multi-age and/

or multi-ability teaching and learning situations, or bridging programs to 

ease transition from one cycle to the next when core competencies are below 

par. All of these issues relate to principles of cost-effectiveness.

Compensatory support implies the need to establish funding norms per 

learner across different forms of education, adjusted to their real funding 

needs (Hoppers, 2008a). Equity informs cost-effectiveness in the sense that 

it underlies the norms to be used as a basis for costing different types 

of education provision. Within this framework, all provisions must be 

 cost- effective, as costs must have a direct relation to the types of delivery 

required to achieve desired outcomes.

At the same time, the Biennale participants acknowledged that in education 

expenditures, at all levels, maximum efficiency needs to be observed, given 

the very severe limitations of financial resources. Current classical struc-

tures and practices in formal education and training are often highly inef-

ficient; thus, they are, in all likelihood, inappropriate for use as models for 

expansion. By contrast, remedial programs and other non-formal  provisions 
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for children and young people in special situations may improve the internal 

efficiency of education systems significantly, particularly to the extent they 

prevent or reverse dropouts and enable such learners to complete the cycle 

in a more efficient manner (even if unit costs are marginally higher). The 

condition necessary for appropriate analyses of costs for UBE and PBET 

expansion — in line with the expected growth of the economy —is that 

scenarios elaborated must be explicitly based on the diversity of recognized 

modes of provision and the principle of equitable access for all population 

groups. 
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Chapter 3.   
Towards 9-10 years of  
education for all: Promising 
practices and strategies

This chapter provides a brief presentation of key issues underlying Africa’s 

transition to 9-10 years of basic education for all (sub-theme 1 of the 

Biennale). It highlights selected best practices (as presented in the country 

case studies at the Biennale) and key issues raised in studies submitted by 

NGOs and international development partners. 

Consisting of four sections in total, the chapter begins with a section refer-

ring to specific realities and challenges for the expansion of basic education. 

Sections two and three present selected key issues related to the transition 

from primary education for all to a more inclusive and efficient basic educa-

tion that would include the lower secondary cycle. 

For the different crosscutting issues (as outlined in the introduction; i.e., 

policy and governance, financing, access and equity, education and training 

personnel) reference is made to good practices and lessons regarding ’what 

works‘. The good practices are mainly derived from the country studies; 

however, they also draw from the international development partner studies 

where relevant. Nevertheless, the focus remains on what the country teams 

reported from their perspective in Africa. Section four of the chapter 

addresses issues of governance, management and accountability, and offers 

some overall conclusions. 
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1. The realities and challenges  
for expanding to basic education for all

African education experts and politicians look with concern at high youth 

unemployment rates. This has spurred them to think more carefully about 

how to deliver graduates with competitive skills and knowledge. To provide 

better delivery of education and training, countries are also moving toward 

decentralizing education management and services, and embarking on an 

overhaul of lower and upper secondary curricula and of assessment mecha-

nisms. The multiple problems facing African lower and upper secondary 

education (which have both very different structures and objectives) cannot 

be seen in isolation. Increased access and better quality graduates require a 

balanced approach to building education systems.

Education and socio-economic development

There is a growing consensus that the rate of expansion of basic and post-

basic education is closely related to economic growth and that in turn the 

latter requires a well-qualified labor force. Further learning opportunities 

for primary education graduates at the ‘upper basic education’ level should 

be within reach for all. However, in Africa there is a large contingent of young 

people who have never had access to schooling or have dropped out for a 

variety of reasons. Equity considerations require education stakeholders 

to provide equal opportunities for all youth, including out-of-school youth 

who are poorly employed or unemployed, and often who come from the 

poorest sections of the population. Equity considerations are increasingly 

reflected in new basic and secondary education reform policies in many 

African countries.

The economic and social situations of SSA suggest there are ample reasons 

for expanding learning opportunities after primary school (Lewin, 2008; 

Bregman and Simonnet, 2004). There is no doubt that Africa can only 

compete on an equal platform with other regions if all African children 

complete a cycle of good quality basic education, and if the majority of 

its youth have better opportunities for further learning orientated towards 

socio-economic development. There is thus a need to move away from 

the exclusive focus on selection for entry into academic higher education 

(Lolwane, 2008). Expansion of education services and economic growth 

in Africa can only be realized concurrently, since these are intrinsically 
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linked. The methods for doing so will require much debate among African 

and international educators and stakeholders. 

Quality and relevance

What is the comparative quality and relevance of African primary and basic 

education with other systems? How do education systems compare with 

one another in regard of performance variables such as implementation 

and accomplishment (for example through sub-regional African research 

programs, SACMEQ or PASEC), and how do they compare to international 

quality trends? African socio-economic stakeholders (public and private 

sectors) have the right to insist on accountability, efficiency and demand-

driven quality in their education systems. Participating in comparative 

studies regionally and internationally is useful and can provide excellent 

opportunities to improve teaching and learning by implementing best prac-

tices shared by countries which have achieved the desired outcomes. 

In social terms, better access to and quality of (lower) secondary education 

will yield significant rewards. Citizens who have completed basic educa-

tion tend to have fewer children, lead healthier lifestyles, ensure their own 

children attend school and are generally to better able to contribute to the 

economic development of their countries. A completed basic education cycle 

leads to knowledge that can affect health and illness, and thus can reduce 

the spread of HIV/AIDS and other diseases where knowledge is a component 

of avoidance or deterrence. Many of these gains cannot be achieved with 

primary education only (especially if it is of poor quality, as is too often the 

case in many SSA countries). In this regard, African countries face the pres-

sure of a growing number of primary education graduates who have high 

expectations for further learning but insufficient opportunities. 

As discussed earlier, given the rapid technological changes and the emerging 

knowledge economies (ICT, new technological fields of study and their related 

new job profiles), there is also a need for rapid transformation of the content 

and delivery of lower secondary and upper secondary education, especially 

in the context of the former becoming part of an extended basic education 

cycle of 9-10 years. Such a transformation should include adopting new 

science and technology subject content, training teachers to work with new 

technologies, up scaling and improving the professional support systems for 

teachers, modernizing curricula, and providing better learning materials and 
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infrastructure, in both urban and rural settings. This will inevitably require 

more cost-efficient service delivery to teachers, students and schools. 

Patterns of providing secondary education 

Worldwide trends show that LSE is usually part of a high-quality ‘basic9 

education cycle’ for all, while upper (senior) secondary education (USE) or 

post-basic education offers diversified pathways for further learning and/or 

entry into the world of work. In general, secondary education is divided into 

a lower and upper cycle, each focused on different age groups, and having 

vastly different pedagogic goals. Lower secondary education provides 

schooling for the age group of roughly 12-15 years, covering in most coun-

tries grades 7 through 9. Upper secondary education provides education for 

the age group of roughly 16-19 years, covering in most countries grades 10 

through 12 or 13. Secondary education, especially at the post-basic education 

level, usually includes some form of technical and vocational education and 

training. In upper secondary cycles, students can often select from among 

different streams, where specific subjects allow a focus on specific profiles, 

such as sciences and technology, economics and languages, or mathematics 

and sciences. 

Although most patterns of secondary education structures in Africa still 

reflect the traditional structures inherited from the colonial powers, there 

are exceptions. For example, Kenya has an eight-year primary cycle followed 

by four years of secondary, all of which together are now considered ‘basic 

education’. Madagascar is in the process of restructuring its primary cycle 

from five to seven years, and its lower secondary cycle from four to three 

years. By the end of the 1990s, the most common structures were six years 

of primary plus three or four years of lower secondary and three years of 

upper secondary (i.e., 6+3+3 or 6+4+3). However, in Mauritius, and some 

other (mostly Anglophone) African countries, the structure follows the 

traditional six years of primary plus five years of lower secondary and two 

years of upper secondary (i.e., 6+5+2)10. 

9 .  We use the OECD’s definition of basic education: about 9 years of completed schooling with a 
graduate profile that follows international quality trends and satisfies the need for local knowl-
edge and relevance . In most middle and higher income countries compulsory (and “free”) educa-
tion covers the group of 5-16 years of age . 

10 . Thus the representation of Mauritius in Figure 3.1 is an error .
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Middle- and higher-income countries (OECD member countries, Asia, Latin 

America) generally include their lower secondary cycle as part of a ‘seamless’ 

basic education cycle of 9 or 10 years. Generally, there is a compulsory basic 

education cycle for the 5 — 15 year age group. At 16 years, most students do 

continue their education, but this is not compulsory. Consequently, students 

(and their guardians) contribute to the costs of further education by 

various mechanisms. In practice, most governments continue to subsidize 

Figure 3.1 – Current length of primary and 
secondary education in SSA
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secondary and tertiary education significantly, in both public and private 

establishments. 

The key competencies—defined as the learning targets—for basic education 

provide only the basic tools necessary to function in society. Many African 

countries, now include lower secondary as the last stage of basic education, 

and several governments have announced ‘free’ universal basic education 

policies. Some countries are formulating similar policies for secondary 

education (e.g., Southern African countries, Nigeria, Uganda, Kenya). 

Both lower and upper secondary cycles in Africa are used as the main 

selection mechanism to regulate entry into higher education. This raises 

efficiency questions, as students who do not complete the secondary cycles 

they have begun represent significant costs for governments. The ‘selection 

versus certification’ battle is still ongoing and needs to be resolved before 

significant expansion of access can be achieved. African policy makers must 

urgently consider moving toward a system that provides more students 

with key competencies for the labor market rather than only selecting for 

academic learning needs (Lolwane, 2008; Lefoka, 2008). 

2. Promising policies and strategies regarding 
access, equity and financing11 

Experiences from the African countries and their current education markets 

(largely urban, but demand from the rural areas is significant and growing) 

confirm that there is a great demand for opportunities for further learning. 

Inequity in access and in quality of secondary education, notably at the 

upper basic education level, in most African countries is significant. As 

a result, private initiatives are growing — as demonstrated by countries 

such as Nigeria, Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. There is also a proliferation 

of non-formal learning opportunities, especially in terms of non-formal 

complementary education (pathway 3 – see Chapter 2) and non-formal alter-

native education (pathway 4), provided by civil society organizations, and 

sometimes by governments or private non-profit providers. These develop-

ments provide challenges and opportunities for governments (challenges to 

11 . The overview of key issues draws primarily upon the findings of the country case studies and 
background papers commissioned under sub-theme 1 for the 2008 ADEA Biennale . It also draws 
upon relevant research of development partners, including the SEIA study programme of the 
 Africa Human Development Department of the World Bank (www .worldbank/afr/seia) .  
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ensure acceptable quality of teaching and learning and opportunities to give 

justifiable recognition to qualifications from these institutions). Often the 

students (and their families) make great personal sacrifices to attend such 

institutions. 

Many issues and challenges regarding the expansion of basic education 

have been addressed in the papers submitted to the Biennale by African 

Ministries of Education, development partners and specialist NGOs. 

Standing out among these is the need to for more relevant data analysis 

and improved monitoring of both quality and efficiency at the basic and 

post basic (secondary) education levels. In addition, much attention has been 

given to the increased significance of private education and training. Finally, 

another important challenge concerns the effective management, remunera-

tion and professional development of teachers. Teachers are an asset; but 

they have to deliver their services in a satisfactory fashion. This requires 

a balance between fair compensation for work and results delivered, and 

offering remunerations that are in line with economic ‘affordability’. 

Growth of private education and training

In African education and training, at both the basic and post-basic educa-

tion levels, private providers are growing rapidly. African governments still 

need to come to terms with the strengths and the weaknesses of private 

provision in an expanding basic and post-basic education provision. There 

are definitely benefits that a fair and balanced incentive system for private 

providers can bring. This can be done through tax incentives and special 

targeted subsidies. However, there also needs to be equitable access to 

private forms of education and training, as well as accountability and ‘good 

administration’ in return. This implies that private providers must satisfy 

minimum quality, safety and teacher-qualifications standards as deter-

mined by the appropriate authorities. Asian countries have demonstrated 

that private providers can be a significant factor in expanding access, to the 

extent that at the post-basic level they are the dominant force. 

The potential of public-private partnerships with appropriate regulatory 

operating guidelines can significantly add to the impetus for expansion of 

access at the upper basic and post-basic education levels. They also have the 

potential to provide African youth more chances to benefit from further 
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learning (both for those who have successful completed a cycle and those 

who dropped out and need a second chance). 

Expansion of primary access and completion rates drive the 
need for reform at higher levels

In Africa, around 60-65 percent of the primary school age group completes 

primary education12, which is still low compared to completion rates in 

Asia and the OECD countries, which ranges from 85-95 percent (UNESCO 

Institute for Statistics, 2006). Variations between individual countries 

and between different regions within countries are significant with some 

countries having a lower than 50 percent completion rate and 6 African 

countries even lower rates of completion (Niger — 21%, Guinea-Bissau — 

27%, Burkina Faso — 27%, Chad — 32%, Burundi — 2% and Mali — 33%) 

(UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2006). These figures present convincing 

arguments for the continued prioritization of achieving universal primary 

education. The percentage of students making the transition to the lower 

secondary or upper basic education cycle is also low. Although the average 

net enrolments in secondary education increased from 18 percent in 1999 

to 25 percent in 2006, there are still nearly 78 million secondary school-age 

children not enrolled in secondary school (UNESCO, 2009). On average only 

about 30 percent of the age group completes 3-4 years of this cycle. Even 

fewer of the relative age group completes upper secondary schooling. The 

enrolment and completion rates of girls are in many cases lower than for 

boys, even though in some African countries there is a growing concern for 

the dropout rates of boys. 

Approximately, only one in four or five African youth complete secondary 

education, falling short of the demands for economic growth and social 

development. If all primary-school leavers were to enroll in lower secondary 

school, the number of places at this level would need to increase by a 

factor of four to seven (Glassman et al., 2008). Secondary school systems in 

Sub-Saharan Africa cannot absorb such large increases without reform and 

new patterns of financing. The supply of teachers for both the primary and 

the lower secondary education in Africa poses an additional challenge. For 

example, Ghana would need to triple its primary teacher output to achieve 

12 . The average completion rate for low-income African countries only, is 52 percent (Mingat et al., 
2008) – See Table 3.1
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universal primary completion at its current pupil/teacher ratio. In many 

countries, the demand for lower secondary education is forcing double 

shifts. This adds to the teacher supply challenge. 

Table 3.1  – Access and transition between primary 
and tertiary education
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Burkina 
Faso (2004)

31 58 18 44 4 .2 9 201 106 .1 513 .8 4 .8

Cameroon 
(2003)

60 55 33 65 18 .7 23 494 231 .3 438 .6 1 .9

Mali (2004) 42 81 33 40 8 .4 10 284 143 .8 533 .4 3 .7
Niger 
(2002)

22 66 14 40 2 .2 3 51 69 .0 573 .5 8 .3

Nigeria 
(2005)

76 52 40 83 28 .3 1 1,188 2,595 .4 4,135 .0 1 .6

Rwanda 
(2003)

46 35 16 78 10 .7 11 252 111 .6 295 .2 2 .6

Tanzania 
(2002)

60 28 16 30 2 .0 <1 84 555 .4 1,096 .0 2 .0

Zambia 
(2005)

73 62 45 41 16 .0 2 218 227 .1 367 .2 1 .6

Avg . IDA 
Africa

52 .2 63 .1 33 .1 58 .2 13 .7 8 .8 323 9,354 .9 22,234 .5
3 .0*-
2 .4**

Source: Mingat et al., (2008)
* Non weighted average; 
** Weighted average by school age population of the different countries .

Expansion of access for basic education must be equitable 

Participation in lower secondary education in Africa is biased against the poor, 

females, and youths living in rural areas (Caillods, 2008). Gender dispari-

ties at the lower secondary level are particularly high in Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, 

Ethiopia, Guinea, Mali and Togo, where fewer than 40 percent of the new 
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entrants are girls (Diop et al., 2008; UNICEF, 2007; Verspoor, 2008). However, 

reasons for gender disparities in enrolment vary. In some cases, gender 

disparities at the lower secondary level are caused by gender disparities in 

primary education. In other cases, inequities in access to lower secondary 

education mainly reflect disparities in the transition rate for boys and girls 

between the last year of primary school and the first year of lower secondary. 

Even more so than gender, poverty and rural residence are strongly associ-

ated with low enrolment in secondary education. Relatively few poor chil-

dren reach the last grade of primary, and few of those that do manage the 

transition to lower secondary school successfully (Glassman et al., 2008). A 

significant factor is the opportunity costs to families and parents. To attend 

(lower) secondary school, families must still make significant investments 

over a number of years. For the poorest families, often this burden is weighed 

against other priorities. If, in addition, the perception of the beneficiaries is 

that quality (and thus the benefits later in life) is not sufficient, the chance 

for poorest students to drop out increases. 

Solutions can come from strategies that improve the quality and relevance 

of the lower and upper secondary curricula; enhanced support for teachers; 

the adoption of modern learning and teaching materials (text books, ICT 

access, data information sources, improved communication between 

teachers); and taking better care of the needs of disadvantaged groups (girls 

and the poorest students) (Caillods, 2008). For specific categories of children 

who cannot attend fulltime lower secondary, other modes of provision such 

as NFE or open and distance learning (ODL will need to be provided, many of 

which may become extensions of such provisions at lower basic education. 

This should enable them to complete the full basic education cycle at an 

equivalent level. 

Financing challenges for expansion of basic education 
High costs and limited resources pose daunting financial challenges for the 

expansion of basic education (Lewin and Caillods, 2001; Lewin, 2008; Mingat 

et al., 2008). Most African countries will not be able to afford substan-

tially expanded basic education for all without a combination of increased 

financing allocations to post-primary education and the implementation of 

cost-saving reforms that reduce cost per pupil and increase efficiency. The 

length of primary and secondary cycles varies widely across the region, thus 

creating different financial challenges for expansion.
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In most African countries, upper secondary education is generally not diversi-

fied to include sufficient skills training for the labor market. Hence, it is not 

sufficiently focused on the needs of the majority of students who will enter 

the labor market after completing the lower and/or upper secondary cycles. 

These trends also appear to be influenced increasingly by private secondary 

schooling providers. In some systems, technical and vocational institutions 

are separate from general secondary schools; in others, they are more inte-

grated. All these trends (and the traditional nature of secondary education 

as an academic selection track) have an effect on the financing structures 

for education in Africa. Explanations for the high costs and limited resources 

available for the expansion of basic education vary by country. It is commonly 

the case, however, that public resources allocated to secondary education 

cycles are more limited than public financing resources to primary and 

higher education. In countries where substantial amounts of the education 

budget are committed to universalizing primary education, the difference in 

allocations between primary and secondary education can be even larger. 

The constraints of public financing for basic and secondary education in 

Africa are further compounded by their relatively high unit costs. Unit costs 

for lower and upper secondary education in African countries are signifi-

cantly higher compared to the cost of primary, with the highest costs for 

secondary education found in low-income African countries (see Table 3.2). 

Table 3.2  – Unit cost per student and composition 
of education spending in selected countries  

(percentage of per capita GDP)

Level  
Teacher  
salaries

 Recurring  
spending for other 

than teachers
Unit costs

Primary
Average 4 .6 27 .4 11 .4

Variation [2 .4–6 .8] [15 .0–43 .0] [4 .0–20 .0]

Junior secondary 
Average 6 .6 37 .4 31 .2

Variation [3 .6–13 .1] [24 .0–56 .0] [13 .0–64 .0]

Senior secondary 
cycle

Average 9 .3 39 .5 63 .4

Variation [3 .8–19 .8] [18 .0–53 .0] [22 .0–157 .0]

Source: Mingat, 2004.

It has been argued that these differentiations are caused by inefficient use 

of (public) resources – especially those related to teacher management, the 
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number of subjects taught in lower and upper secondary public schools, the 

usage and management of school infrastructure and the inefficiencies in 

forms of governance (Mingat et al., 2008). In some countries, teacher sala-

ries are unreasonably high, and in other countries, unreasonably low. The 

former can occur as a result of inefficiencies in the system, such as problems 

with deployment of teachers and low levels of productivity. The question 

is whether a secondary education system that has significant inefficiencies 

and does not deliver the desired quality of graduates to the economy should 

not address these problems first, before expanding (or at least provides 

a clear strategy how to fix these problems while expanding). This case is 

clearly demonstrated by the lessons from Asia13. Some countries are trying 

to create different classes of salaried teachers (for example contract teachers 

in Madagascar and Senegal). However, this solution brings its own problems. 

In terms of overall financial needs, projections based on 44 countries on 

which data is available indicate the universalizing primary education, and 

reaching GERs of 60 percent for lower secondary and 30 percent for upper 

secondary education would require additional recurrent and development 

costs of about USD 10 billion per year without cost-reducing reforms. GERs 

of 100 percent at lower secondary and 50 percent at upper secondary level 

would need as much as USD 15 billion per year. Radical reforms that reduce 

costs per pupil by as much as 33 percent at the secondary level, but left cost 

per pupil at primary unchanged, would result in shortfalls on funding of 

about USD 7 billion a year, or USD 11 billion if the higher enrolment targets 

are chosen. These amounts are high but are within what is plausible given 

sufficient political will (Lewin, 2008). 

The question that all Ministries of Education need to ask themselves is: what 

does it take to expand basic education to 9-10 years for all learners in the 

age group in a cost-effective manner? They will have to seek the answers for 

all the different levels of education for these and other questions, including: 

• How can available resources be more efficiently deployed? 

• How can unit costs be reduced without affecting the quality of provision, 

and in such way that it allows mass participation at affordable costs?

13 . East Asian countries during the early years of education system expansion and reform were able 
to avoid the vicious circle in which a low skill base constrains economic growth and, in turn, low 
growth severely limits fiscal potential to improve skill levels and create the political space necessary 
to introduce education reforms, by setting clear priorities for their public education spending and 
managing their cost structures (for example, teacher salaries, class size, and use of double-shift 
teaching) to ensure the early universalization of primary education (Fredrikson and Tan, 2008) . 
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• Where and how are additional (human and financial) resources going to 

be mobilized?

• What is the best mix between public and private (including community) 

financing?

• How can existing modes of provision (for general education and TVET) 

be enhanced to become legitimate pathways for basic education?

• What adjustments are necessary to enable out-of-school children and 

youth (both boys and girls) to be absorbed into basic education?

• What adjustments are needed to alter the mix of inputs into systems, 

including old and new technologies and methods, to enhance enrolment 

and learning?

It is also clear that countries across Africa face different conditions and 

socio-economic contexts in which solutions have to be crafted. The above 

questions will also have different degrees of urgency in each country. 

Furthermore, it has been noted that the challenges for countries vary in terms 

of the prevailing patterns of participation through primary and secondary 

school. These variations and the associated challenges were summarized at 

the Biennale in a presentation by Keith Lewin (see Table 3.3). 

Practices that work in selected African countries

Countries have tried various ways of enhancing cost-efficiency, and 

increasing access to lower secondary education while also improving equity. 

Progress towards more equitable public spending has primarily taken the 

form of government-sponsored scholarships and direct subsidies to schools. 

Examples of practices for selected countries are shown below. 

Open and Distance Learning in African countries

There are limited examples of successful Open and Distance Learning (ODL) 

provision on the secondary level in Sub-Saharan Africa. The experience of 

Zimbabwe in the 1980s is interesting (ZIMSCI kits and ZINTEC teacher training). 

Some promising examples of institutions offering ODL on the secondary 

level include Botswana (BODOCOL), Namibia (NAMCOL), Zambia (ZACODE) 

and Mozambique. At the teacher-training level, Malawi (College of Distance 

Education) and Mauritius are examples of successful ODL provision. There is 

growing acceptance of ODL in Africa because of its potential as the cost-effec-

tive and high-quality source of post-primary education (Mhlanga, 2008).
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Table 3.3  – A Typology of Challenges 
for the Expansion of Secondary in SSA

Description Countries Prognosis

1 High GER1, 
High GER2L 
and GER2U, 
Low Attrition

Seychelles, South 
Africa, Botswana, 
Mauritius, Namibia, 
Zimbabwe,  
Swaziland

High participation rates at all levels and low 
population growth . Mostly higher income . 
Secondary expansion needed is modest and 
likely to be well within domestic resources 

2 Very High 
GER1, Very 
Low GER2L 
and GER2U, 
High Attri-
tion

Uganda, Rwanda, 
Malawi, Madagas-
car, Mozambique, 
Tanzania

High GER1 but high attrition through pri-
mary grades . Transition rates likely to fall 
as large numbers of primary entrants flow 
through to the last grade of primary . Very 
high rates of secondary expansion needed 
to maintain transition rates . Financing of 
secondary expansion problematic even with 
reforms . More investment in primary quality, 
reduced repetition and higher completion 
needed .

3 High GER1, 
Mid Range 
GER2L and 
GER2U,  
Mid Range 
Attrition

Togo, Lesotho, ST 
+ Principe, Nigeria, 
Benin, Cameroon

High GER 1 with mid range attrition through 
primary . Difficult to maintain transition 
rates if primary completion rates increase . 
Secondary expansion needed to enroll more 
than 50% through lower secondary . Financ-
ing of secondary expansion feasible but 
requiring reforms

4 Mid Range 
GER1, Low 
GER2L and 
GER2U,  
Mid Range 
Attrition

Gambia, Zambia, 
Kenya, Comoros, 
Congo, Ghana, 
Côte d’Ivoire

GER1 below 100 with substantial numbers 
not enrolling or completing primary . Mid 
range attrition reflects low initial enrolment, 
high repetition and drop out . Transition 
rates mid range but participation in second-
ary low . Substantial expansion needed to 
reach 50% in lower secondary . Financing of 
secondary expansion challenging, and in 
competition with need for more investment 
to increase GER1 . Strategic focus needed .

5 Low GER1, 
Very Low 
GER2L and 
GER2U, Mid 
Range Attri-
tion

Guinea, Tanzania, 
Eritrea, Ethiopia, 
Senegal, Mali,  
Guinea-Bissau, 
Burundi, Chad, 
Burkina Faso, Niger

Low GER 1 with most not completing 
primary . Mid range attrition reflects low 
entry rates, high repetition and drop out . 
Transition rates mid range but participation 
in secondary very low . Massive expansion 
needed to reach 50% GER in lower second-
ary . Priority likely to be to finance increased 
primary participation in advance of modest 
rates of strategically focused expansion at 
secondary 

Source: Keith Lewin, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation
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Box 3 .1 – Examples of increasing access  
and equity

The Gambia is providing scholarships and bursaries to address gender inequities 
in primary and lower secondary education . A Scholarship Trust Fund was created 
in 1999 for girls . The government has also established three schools to address 
the special needs of students with learning disabilities  (Sey and the Gambia Team, 
2008) . 

In Tanzania, scholarships awarded to disadvantaged students contributed to a 
42 percent increase in lower secondary enrolment, between 2003 and 2007 (from 
401,500 to 967,000 students) . The number of students receiving scholarships is 
increasing (34,000 students in 2006 and 48,950 projected in 2008 (Mwakalinga et 
al, 2008) .  

Zimbabwe (1980s period) .  In the 1980s Zimbabwe achieved more equitable public 
spending in education by replacing traditional boarding schools with day schools 
for lower secondary . After Independence in 1980, Zimbabwe sought to enable all 
children to be within five kilometers of a primary school and to provide a secondary 
school for every five primary schools . One school out of five primary schools was 
selected as a potential site for a secondary school .  These schools immediately 
established an ‘upper top’, that is, one or two secondary classes at the existing 
primary school, mainly through double shifting . The ‘upper tops’ were to cover the 
first four years of secondary schooling . At the same time, the community undertook 
to establish a new secondary school at an adjacent site, with state planning, 
supervision and subsidies . Schools were to have a minimum of four classrooms, 
three teachers’ houses, and toilets . Electricity and expensive installations such as 
laboratories, technical workshops, halls, and libraries, were not included in the 
initial phases . 

This program enabled children to attend day secondary schools close to their 
homes that cost an average US$50 per student, rather than the traditional boarding 
schools that cost an average US$250 per student . Only 4 percent of communities 
were unable to respond to this partnership system and had to be provided for, 
generally by commissioning an NGO or church to assist them . The number of 
secondary schools expanded from 157 in 1980 to 1,512 by 1990, the majority of 
them day schools (Chung, 2008) .

Uganda. Private providers play a significant role in the expansion of secondary 
education in Uganda . In 2005, there were over 3,200 registered private and 
community schools, representing 46 percent of all secondary schools and 37 
percent of all secondary enrolments . In reality, the number of students enrolled 
in private schools may be significantly higher as many schools are not licensed or 
registered . Private schools do not receive any assistance from the government and 
operate solely on fee revenues . About one-third are community schools operated 
by the community (e .g ., parents) or by NGOs without government funding . There 
are a few high quality elite private schools; but most private schools are not well 
resourced and provide relatively low quality education . Admission to government 
secondary schools is based on performance on the Primary Leaving Examination – 
with the best schools getting the best candidates . Admission to private schools is 
largely determined by ability to pay (Eilor, 2008) . 

Burundi. The provision of secondary education at the lower secondary level (grade 
7-10) in Burundi is dominated by the community schools that enroll 80 percent of 
the students, with government and private schools enrolling about 10 percent each . 
In practice, the community schools receive much less support from the central 
government than the government schools and have higher student teacher ratios, 
as well as fewer certified secondary teachers . Not surprisingly, the better-resourced 
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The two viable models for ODL in Africa are government monopoly and public-

private partnerships/franchises. The Namibian College of Open Learning 

(NAMCOL) is the biggest secondary education provider in Namibia, and is 

mainly focused on learners who drop out of the formal education system. It 

is well articulated with the national education system in Namibia in terms 

of following the same curriculum and examinations. This is also the case 

for The Botswana College of Distance and Open Learning (BODOCOL), which 

in addition, shares classroom, office space and equipment with conven-

tional schools in order to increase efficiency. Both schools are governed 

and heavily subsidized by the government, cater to upper secondary school 

learners and align their curricula and assessment with the formal system 

(Mhlanga, 2008). The international experience from India’s National Institute 

of Open Schooling (NIOS) shows that one can also provide sustainable ODL 

with the input from the private sector. NIOS is the largest open schooling 

system in the world with more than 13.5 million students and is financed 

largely through tuition and examination fees (Mitra and Stanfield, 2007). 

3. Quality and relevance of lower and upper  
secondary curricula, learning and assessments

The quality of education depends on the structure and content of the primary 

and lower secondary (basic) curricula, the effectiveness of assessment, and 

the competence / qualifications of teachers (Obanya, 2004). A barometer of the 

quality and relevance of education, however, comes directly from the applica-

tion of learners’ skills and knowledge these to the (local) labor market. Both 

the former and the latter are linked to the supply of qualified teachers, which 

 . . . .Box 3 .1 continue

teaching environments for public schools translates into lower repetition and higher 
pass rates in public schools compared to community schools and private schools .

Notwithstanding the quality problems, the community schools have made a 
positive contribution to education development in Burundi by providing local, low-
cost access to lower secondary education; stimulating related local infrastructure 
development and job creation; creating an incentive for sustained community 
involvement in education; and establishing a channel for social communication and 
mobilization . Yet the system, as it currently functions, is inequitable as it provides 
the most public subsidy to the upper-income families whose children enroll in the 
best public schools and attend, in disproportionate numbers, the upper secondary 
schools and universities (Mukene et al., 2008) . 
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is constrained by the output capacity of teacher education systems. Teacher 

shortages are exacerbated by the fact that many practicing the profession are 

not long-term or career teachers, but short-term hires. Moreover, deployment 

policies are often inefficient and thus do not use that stock of teachers in the 

best possible way (Schuh Moore et al., 2008; Lewin, 2008; Mingat et al, 2008; 

Webb, 2008). Further problems in quality result from the time teachers must 

put into other tasks, aside from instruction (see Text Box “How teachers spend 

their time in South Africa” for an example and Figure 3.2)

The quality and relevance of teaching and learning at the lower secondary 

level is also significantly influenced by the effectiveness of the curriculum 

at the primary level. If the entry-level knowledge of students at the lower 

secondary cycle is not satisfactory (as determined by the primary graduate 

profile and the curriculum), teachers at the lower secondary level must adjust 

through remedial teaching (i.e., teaching what should have been taught at 

primary level), which may lead to lack of time and resources for teaching the 

lower secondary curriculum. This re-enforces internal inefficiency in the 

system. The link between the two curricula and an effective communica-

tion between schools and teachers in primary and secondary, and thus the 

achievement of in integrated teaching and learning framework, are essential 

for improving completion rates within the expanded basic education cycle. 

Secondary education in Sub-Saharan Africa is dominated by prescribed 

syllabi and examinations (Leyendekker et al., 2007; see also Stabback et al., 

2008 and Lolwana, 2008. Students, therefore spend a lot of time on exami-

nations (between trimesters or semesters, at the end of each year, and at 

the end of the lower and upper cycles). The outcomes (quality, relevance) of 

teaching and learning is measured by the exams, and it is no surprise that 

many teachers ‘teach for the exam’, without being able to go into the larger 

context of learning associated with high standards of learning in the 21st 

century. The result is that teachers train students to reproduce facts and 

definitions, leading to rote learning. 

Analysis of lower secondary examination results in the country cases from 

the SEIA thematic studies show that students generally pass in the lower cate-

gories and that achievement in the higher cognitive domains is considered 

problematic (Verspoor, 2008; Glassman et al., 2008). However, it is generally 

acknowledged that more needs to be done in the realms of systematic data 

collection and analysis of learning and teaching outcomes. SACMEQ studies 
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(measuring reading and mathematics competences at the grade 6 level), and 

also the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS) 2003 

study (measuring mathematics and science abilities in Grade 8/ first grade 

of lower secondary) have thus far shown that results are disappointing. More 

needs to be done in order to understand which factors related to inputs and 

processes of learning make the biggest impact on low levels of achievement. 

Many African countries have adopted a local format of examinations. In 

most cases, countries are still closely ‘tied’ to their former colonial exam 

systems. Mauritius, Namibia and Botswana, for example, have kept ties with 

the University of Cambridge Examination Board to ensure appropriate stan-

Figure 3.2 – How teachers spend their time in South Africa

The results of a South African study reported by Scott and Yeld (2008) 
highlight the mismatch between what teachers actually do during the school 
day and what the educational authorities assume they do . The study reveals 
that teachers spend only 41 percent of their time actually teaching when the 
educational planners assume that they spend up to 85 percent on teaching .

The School Day

Teaching
41%

Preparation & planning
14%

Extra curricular
12%

Breaks
2%

Professional 
development

5%

Managing
7%

Assessing
9%

Record keeping
5%

Pastoral care
3%

Guidance
2%

Source: Chisholm et al., 2006. Data on teacher time drawn from a study commis-
sioned by the Education Labour Relations Council in 2005, reported in Chisholm et 
al. (2006) and quoted from Scott and Yeld (2008).
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dard setting for secondary examinations. Ghana and Nigeria conduct their 

examinations under the auspices of the West African Examination Council 

(WAEC). South Africa has re-established a quality assurance Board for 

secondary education (Umalusi Council for Quality Assurance in General and 

Further Education and Training), and in 2005 has compared the standard of 

its examination questions against Scottish standards. 

Current curriculum reform activities in Africa are not always matched by 

reforms in assessment practices. The lack of alignment between curriculum 

and assessment can be a significant obstacle for implementing modern 

teaching and learning practices. In addition, ‘communication and profes-

sional information exchange’ between the stakeholders and institutions at 

the national and local levels need to be improved (Leyendekker et al., 2007). 

The key priority should be ensuring the relevance of the curriculum content 

so that students can graduate with the knowledge, skills and attitudes that 

will allow them to function effectively in a rapidly changing economic and 

social environment (Smith et al., 2007). In addition, reliable assessment 

instruments need to be supported by professional teacher development 

programs (in-service and in pre-service) (Lefoka, 2008; Lolwana, 2008). 

Most importantly, the fast-paced evolution of science and technology and 

new application of Information and Communications Technologies (ICT) 

need to be reflected in upper basic and post-basic secondary curricula.

Further curriculum content and instructional methodological changes will be 

necessary to ensure that real opportunities to learn will cover a much larger 

proportion of the age group. Success in curriculum reforms in Africa, notably 

in renewing science and technology content, should be the starting point for 

any country that wants to improve its basic and secondary education quality.14 

African countries face practical problems that often stand in the way of 

implementing more adequate assessment strategies. These are highlighted 

in Box 3.2

14 . Curriculum frameworks and statements on the Web . Examples from different regions: Singapore 
http://www .moe .gov .sg/education/secondary/normal/; South Africa http://www .thutong .org .
za/; Ontario http://www .edu .gov .on .ca/eng/curriculum/secondary/grades .html; Western Austra-
lia http://www .curriculum .wa .edu .au/pages/framework/framework00 .htm
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Practices in improving quality and relevance that work in 
Africa

The country case studies submitted for the ADEA biennale in these aspects of 

educational development include examples of curriculum reform designed 

to better reflect student life experiences and to impart skills and knowledge 

relevant to the social and economic environment. African countries have 

become more aware that their lower and upper curricula need fundamental 

reform. Country case studies show that the efforts to improve quality and 

relevance of what is offered by the schools include: reducing the number 

of subjects and the overload within subjects; updating lower secondary 

subjects into a core-curriculum (thus reducing costs and improving the 

teaching process); improving teaching methodologies (SMASSE, 2008); 

providing better science and technology equipment (ZIMSCI kits) (Chung, 

2008); and introducing learning with competencies (Madagascar). 

All countries insist that further reform of the curriculum and examinations 

is necessary. Many also recognize that, based on their recent experiences, 

changing the lower secondary curriculum (with consequences for teachers’ 

jobs and qualifications, and negotiating with the stakeholder groups) is 

complex and involves longer-term consensus building. 

There is consensus among African policy makers that high-quality math 

and science education is important for a competitive labor force. However, 

science, mathematics and technology education (this includes ICT) at the 

Box 3 .2 – Challenges of assessment 
in extended basic education 

• The definition of standards and accepted levels of performance .

• Differentiation between standard (core) and higher grades achieved in examinations .

• New forms of assessment of skills, particularly as part of continuous assessment .

• Improvements in the quality of examinations, especially in the areas of assessment 

items and training for those setting these items

• Improvements in moderating and monitoring, professional development and 

building capacity in the examination system .

• Sensitivity to language problems of students .

• Statistical analysis of the examination results to provide feedback on progress and 

effectiveness of the implementation of the curriculum .
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Box 3 .3 – Examples of curriculum 
reform: the case of Uganda

Uganda’s primary and post-primary education policies focus on developing more 
relevant, skill-based curricula . Uganda is also attempting to reduce the number of 
subjects offered at the lower secondary level, and to introduce a “core” curriculum . 
The latter is being developed for reasons of both cost and quality . The approach 
is designed to improve formal reasoning and problem solving and convey 
occupationally relevant knowledge . Revision of assessment and examination 
mechanisms is also planned in conjunction with curriculum reform to ensure 
that assessments are appropriate for a wider range of abilities and address a 
wide range of competencies . The aim is to develop an assessment system that 
rewards achievement (however limited); that is criterion-referenced; assures that 
the standards are maintained year after year; tests the application of knowledge; 
tests an appropriate range of skills and uses a diversified range of assessment 
techniques . Teachers are also being trained in thematic, student-centered teaching 
methodologies (Eilor, 2008; Clegg et al ., 2008) . 

Steps of the Uganda Curriculum Revision Process

a. Lay the foundation for curriculum reform
1 . Establish Working Group for developing the new SE curriculum and provide 

its terms of reference .

2 . Determine and address capacity needs (including teacher education) to 
develop and implement new curriculum . 

3 . Develop curriculum framework .

4 . Develop scope and sequence for all subject areas (showing the seamless 
development from the primary scope and sequence to the lower secondary) .

5 . Develop a timeline for implementing the Secondary Education (SE) curriculum .

b. Develop implementation strategy (6-10 occur concurrently).
6 . Develop structures for implementing new SE curriculum, particularly 

mechanisms for initial teacher education and teacher support .

7 . Develop detailed curriculum subject statements .

8 . Develop research plan in support of implementation of new SE curriculum 
including a plan for contracting research capacity .

9 . Develop programs of study and contract teaching and learning materials .

10 . Develop the assessment system documents (regulation etc) and trial test 
items .

c. Implementation
11 . Begin sequential implementation starting at S1 (the first year of secondary) .

Source: Clegg et al., 2008.

level of basic education faces serious problems. These include inadequate 

infrastructure (equipment, multi-purpose classrooms) and shortages of 

relevant learning and teaching materials. Perhaps most importantly, there 

is a lack of properly trained teachers with a good mastery of the content and 

proper methodologies to transfer the knowledge. 
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Box 3 .4 – Examples of curriculum reform:  
The Gambia, Kenya, Madagascar and Zimbabwe

The Gambia has also taken steps to reform its curriculum . However, revision 
efforts have tried to incorporate too many emerging issues resulting in overloading . 
Additionally, while the education policies in the Gambia have embraced student-
centered, competency based curriculum, teacher-centered methodologies often still 
prevail in practice . The Gambia has integrated Madrassa, traditional Islamic schools, 
into the formal school system . Madrassa and conventional public schools now have 
a common curriculum and shared syllabi .15

In Kenya, the SMASSE Inset (Science and Mathematics In-service Education and 
Training Services) pilot program aims to equip teachers with the proper and practical 
pedagogical tools to improve the teaching process . The program has been successful 
in delivering training and improving classroom practices, as well as positively 
changing the teacher and learner attitudes towards mathematics and the sciences . 
It has led to an increase in science enrolments and has the potential for duplication 
and enhancement through its two-level cascade model of training on the national 
and district levels .
Source: SMASSE, 2007. 

Madagascar. In its strategic development document, the Government of Madagascar 
(GOM) has decided to proceed to a holistic approach rather than to address its 
critical quality and efficiency issues (in particular, the quality of SE teachers and of 
learning outcomes) separately and by level of education . The GOM announced in 
November 2005 its plan for a new education structure with an extension of primary 
education from five to seven years, a reduction of (Lower secondary education) LSE 
from four to three years and USE from three to two years . This is expected to have a 
positive effect on secondary education for many reasons . Graduates of a seven-year 
primary cycle will be better prepared to meet the demands of LSE, thereby reducing 
current repetition and dropout rates and improving the internal efficiency of the 
system . It is also expected that reducing the length of LSE and USE will encourage 
students to complete SE and reduce repetition and dropouts . Shifting students from 
the current LSE cycle to the primary cycle will also create room for more students in 
the secondary cycle where physical space and well-qualified teachers are extremely 
limited . In terms of fighting against child labor (a significant issue in Madagascar), 
most graduates from this seven-year primary cycle will be around 15 years old — 
the legal minimum working age — and be better prepared for the school-to-work 
transition if they do not pursue further studies . 
Source: Ramanantoanina, 2008 

Zimbabwe In the mid 1980s Zimbabwe introduced ZIMSCI kits into its secondary 
education curriculum to provide quality science and technology instruction despite 
limited resources and lack of suitably qualified teachers . Each kit contained materials 
and instructions necessary for one science experiment that could be performed 
without expensive laboratory equipment . Working in pairs, students could perform 
a weekly experiment . Teachers received training through radio and audiocassettes . 
Practical Subject Kits, similar to the ZIMSCI kits, were also introduced in the 
secondary education system in Zimbabwe . They covered a wider range of technical 
and commercial subjects . However, unlike ZIMSCI kits, the Practical Subject Kits 
were not provided to schools free of charge . Both the ZIMSCI and Practical Subject 
Kits emphasized problem solving and focused on relevant areas of knowledge . The 
popularity of both was ensured by the curriculum quality, low cost and flexibility of 
use .
(Source: Chung, 2008)

15 . Sey et al., (2007) .
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Box 3 .5 – Examples of reforming  
teacher recruitment

Benin. Benin is reducing education costs by recruiting teachers locally . The 
government estimates that it will need to recruit approximately 35,000 new teachers 
by 2015 to respond adequately to increasing demand for secondary education . 
Often, locally recruited teachers are not formally qualified, however . As a result of 
local teacher recruitment, the number of qualified teachers in Benin decreased by 
33 percent (from 78 percent to 45 percent) between 2003 and 2006 . In 2006, the 
government began subsidizing the training of unqualified, locally hired teachers . 

Source: Houtondji and Ali, 2008

Zimbabwe. In 1981, Zimbabwe a program to increase the quantity of teachers without 
sacrificing quality . The strategy developed in Zimbabwe stands out for its success 
in maintaining quality as the teacher supply in the country was rapidly expanded . 
Zimbabwe established its Integrated National Teacher Education Course (ZINTEC) 
in 1999 to expand rapidly the country’s education system after Independence . It 
was based on the principle of universal primary education in Zimbabwe and sought 
initially to train an additional 9,000 teachers . The training program consisted of an 
initial four-month residential training course . Student teachers were then deployed in 
groups of three to selected schools . District tutors supported 30-40 student teachers 
in the completion of 36 distance education training modules while they continued 
teaching, organizing weekend and holiday courses and grading assignments . In 
the fourth year of the training course, students returned to their colleges for a final 
four months of residential training . ZINTEC’s success lay in its capacity to increase 
rapidly teacher supply without sacrificing the quality of teacher training . ZINTEC 
courses were certified by the University of Zimbabwe Associate College system and 
students trained under the ZINTEC system eventually performed as well or better 
than students trained in traditional teacher colleges . ZINTEC students also benefited 
from earning a salary while continuing their teacher training, encouraging students 
from lower-income families to pursue teacher certification .  

Source: Chung, 2008

Tanzania . Tanzania has developed a multi-pronged strategy to increase teacher 
supply to ensure the recruitment and training of sufficient numbers of primary and 
lower secondary teachers . It includes: 

a . Expansion of traditional university programs; 

b . Provision of loans to education students in universities; 

c . Recruitment of non-education university graduates and providing them with short 
induction courses with a commitment that they will pursue a postgraduate degree 
in education; 

d . Licensing of form six leavers who after a one month training are deployed to 
schools on condition that they enroll in a degree program with the Open University 
of Tanzania as they continue teaching; 

e . Recruitment of retired teachers .  

Source: Mwakalinga et al., 2008
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Practices for recruiting and retention of teachers 

African countries are facing or will soon face a severe shortage of quali-

fied teachers for lower secondary schools. Several different strategies to 

increase teacher supply emerged from the studies presented or submitted at 

the Biennale. Incentive packages, including housing and pay supplements, 

are being developed to increase the number of teachers in remote areas of 

the Gambia and Tanzania (Sey et al., 2008; Mwakalinga et al, 2008) as is 

local recruitment of contract teachers in Burkina Faso, Burundi, Mauritania, 

Senegal and Uganda (Diagne and Sanwidi, 2008; Mukene, 2008; Soumar and 

Thiam, 2008; Eilor, 2008). Training polyvalent teachers qualified to teach 

more than one secondary level subject has begun in order to increase teacher 

efficiency in Senegal and Burundi (Diagne and Sanwidi, 2008; Mukene, 

2008). In addition to training polyvalent teachers, Mauritania is training 

bilingual teachers to instruct in both English and French or English and 

Arabic (Soumar and Thiam, 2007). 

Science and technology: inputs for strengthening quality 
and competitiveness 

Over the past decade, the power and potential of science and technology 

for economic growth and social development has been recognized and 

continues to develop faster. Consequently, many OECD countries invest 

considerable resources to improve the quality and relevance of what their 

basic and secondary school graduates should master. “Education over the 

Internet is going to be so big it is going to make e-mail usage look like a 

rounding error”, so remarked Cisco’s chief, John Chambers, in an article in 

The New York Times in 1999. Yet even the boss of a company that produces 

technology for the Internet could not have guessed just how large ‘e-educa-

tion’ would become. Called ‘Open Educational Resources (OER)’, anyone with 

Internet access can download teaching materials from many universities 

around the world. 

Could OER be a new “universal good” that will change how education is deliv-

ered? A 2007 report, “Giving Knowledge for Free”, from the OECD Centre for 

Educational Research and Innovation (CERI), suggests this is a strong possi-

bility, and sees several implications. “Giving Knowledge for Free,” notes the 

most used definition for open educational resources as “digitised materials 

offered freely and openly for educators, students and self-learners to use 

and re-use for teaching, learning and research” (OECD, 2007: 10). Learning 
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materials and are accessible online, thus provide flexibility for both learners 

and instructors. The materials are offered in the form of websites, text files, 

images, sound or videos in digital format. Some materials are for use only 

in a specific course, and others are open for adaptation and reuse in other 

courses. 

The benefits of OER are several. They can expand access to learning, espe-

cially for non-formal student cohorts (‘second-chance’ learners) and widen 

participation in ‘further learning’. They can be an efficient way of promoting 

lifelong learning, bridging the divides between non-formal, informal and 

formal learning. Moreover, OER can be an asset for expanding education in 

developing countries. In short, OER offers a radically new approach to the 

sharing of knowledge, at a time when effective use of knowledge is accepted 

as the key to economic success, for individuals, firms and countries. 

ICT can improve the way education services are managed and expand access 

in a more cost-efficient manner. The ‘widening knowledge gap’ in Africa 

creates significant challenges for their economies. Joining the ICT revolu-

tion is not a choice for African education systems but an economic neces-

sity. Otherwise, its youth and future labor force will fall further behind 

in acquiring competitive skills and knowledge that needed for economic 

growth. Nevertheless, the challenge is in how best to use ICT for learning 

purposes, as it does add to the cost of providing education.

Education processes such as curriculum reform, and technical curriculum 

and assessment services can be facilitated by modern technologies such as 

software for school management and administration, websites for teacher 

support, examinations and testing services and open- and distance-learning 

mechanisms. These practices have been introduced with success in the 

education systems in most middle- and higher-income countries. 

4. Governance, management and accountability 
in basic and post-basic education 

The dimensions of good governance, management and adequate account-

ability and transparency are multifaceted (World Bank, 2008b). These 

dimensions are not specific for secondary education. However, it is gener-

ally accepted by most stakeholders that public investments in an expanded 

universal basic education (as well as in subsequent levels of education) 
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require good governance structures and efficient management. Monitoring 

and evaluating the delivery of the basic education systems and reporting the 

results (outcomes) to society are justified when significant public resources 

are spent on the education system. If the results are not satisfactory, society 

is much less motivated to provide additional public resources. 

There are specific measures, nevertheless, that can be taken to enhance 

good governance, even if the ‘track record’ of both governments and devel-

opment agencies (in building capacity) is not impressive. For basic education 

in Africa, accountability is even more important, since many governments 

are now planning to expand their systems massively. 

The role of public-private partnerships 

Private involvement in secondary education in Africa affects both provi-

sion and financing, and may extend into participation in policy making and 

provision of professional services (Verspoor, 2008). As noted in the previous 

Box 3 .6 – Community schools: Promising 
public-private partnerships?

Community schools are an opportunity for partnership between the government 
and private local providers of education . They have helped to expand access rapidly 
and inexpensively to lower secondary education (upper basic education) in Africa . 
Community schools, however, raise the question whether quality of teaching and 
learning is being sacrificed for quantity . Community school programs differ from 
one country to the next; but in most cases where access has been expanded, it has 
come at the cost, to some degree, of education quality . 

Positive aspects:
• a solution for low-cost access to upper basic education

• provides an incentive for community cooperation and effective school involvement

• establishes a channel for social communication and mobilization

• offers possibilities for curriculum to be adapted to local environment, while 
retaining equivalency

• Negative aspects:

• often higher pupil teacher ratios

• teaching staff predominantly locally hired and uncertified

• low levels of supervision and professional support

• infrastructure and facilities usually inadequate

• relatively high-cost burden for families

• do not adequately address persistent economic and rural urban inequality issues
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chapter, the ‘private’ may include private entrepreneurs, but also community 

associations, foundations, civil society groups and socio-economic partners 

such as employers’ organizations and unions. Thus, while governments 

retain the overall responsibilities for ensuring access and quality, they do 

not have to finance all education provision; but can share this task with a 

wider array of partners. 

The operators of private schools include ‘for-profit’ and non-profit groups 

as well as religious groups. In addition, there are community schools run 

by parents or community associations; fee-paying courses (run by teachers 

during ‘after-hours’); and private tutoring run by institutions and individ-

uals (Bray and Suso, 2008). Private sources of financing include formal and 

informal fees and charges paid by parents of public school students; contri-

butions of NGOs who provide support for school improvement or expansion. 

In addition, private suppliers may be contracted to build schools, publish 

textbooks or provide training of school management services. 

While governments everywhere have the responsibility to establish a policy 

framework that ensures access to secondary education of acceptable quality 

to eligible students, private school operators and suppliers of services, 

parents and communities all have a responsibility to contribute to its imple-

mentation. At the school level, their contributions are often inextricably 

intermingled. Sometimes their involvement reflects official policy; and 

oftentimes it is based on local ad hoc arrangements.

Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) can take many forms. In most African 

countries, the education sector is dominated by government-supplied 

services. At the lower (and upper) secondary level, PPP services are growing 

fast. In Nigeria, over half of the secondary schooling is provided through 

private operators because parents are not prepared to wait for the govern-

ment to react to the demand. The opportunities that are offered by PPP 

structures are, in most cases, underestimated by African governments, and 

not enough is done to use the ‘momentum’ and ‘synergy’ that PPP can offer 

in the context of a rapid and massive expansion of basic education. 

Practicing Public-Private Partnerships 

The country studies show that many African governments are fully involved 

in the reform of their basic and secondary education systems, and have 
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Box 3 .7 – Examples of public-private 
partnerships in basic education

Burkina Faso. The Burkina Faso Burkina case offers an example of a more 

substantial framework to support the private providers . To respond to the rapidly 

expanding demand in the face of severe constraints on public resources, the Ministry 

of Education (MOE) has established a formal partnership with the private sector . 

Agreements with the Catholic Church, Association of Private Secondary Schools and 

individual private secondary general and technical schools have been signed . These 

allow the private providers to establish secondary schools reflecting their specific 

objectives, recruit staff and students, provide religious instruction, benefit from 

public subsidies and charge the fees as necessary for their operation provided they 

respect the national legislation, implement the national curricula, ensure the quality 

of instruction and accept the pupils assigned to their schools by the government .  

In addition, the Burkina Faso government has been providing interest-free loans 

for the construction of classrooms in private schools operated by NGOs or private 

providers on condition that the owner builds one classroom (within, at most, one 

year) for each one constructed with government funds . The government only 

supports those private schools that demonstrate efforts to improve the quality of 

education through this scheme . Finally, the government includes private schools in 

its quality improvement efforts . Teachers, school directors and pedagogical advisors 

of private schools can enroll in teacher-training colleges and are always invited to 

participate in in-service training programs . Private schools can purchase the official 

textbooks at a full cost . Although private provision raises challenges of equity of 

access to education by all socio-economic classes, the Burkina Faso strategy of 

mixing provision of services by expanding private supply where demand is high, 

and concentrating public resources on lower income and underserved groups, 

appears to meet equity criteria .  

Senegal. The investment and expansion strategy in Senegal is essentially a public 

sector one . Laws governing the creation of private schools were liberalized in 1994; 

however, the share of students educated in private schools has decreased in recent 

years . The strategy for expansion of access to lower secondary education has been 

one primarily focused on the public sector through the école de proximité, local 

or community schools . Financial support remained limited and focused mainly on 

selected urban schools, many of which cater to the higher-income groups . Most 

private schools depend almost exclusively on fee-income . Private schools are rarely 

inspected and their staff is not invited to participate in training seminars . It is thus 

not surprising that in spite of the rapid enrolment growth at the lower secondary 

level, the share of the private sector declined from 40 percent in 2000 to 26 percent 

in 2006 .

Source: Diagne and Sanwidi, 2008
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begun to tackle the more intricate problems in their traditional primary and 

secondary education systems. The expansion of primary education for all to 

include basic education for all (from primary EFA to basic EFA) is not wishful 

thinking, but an economic and social necessity. All education stakeholders 

and the international development partners will need to work together to 

make this happen. Courageous and (often painful) policy measures will 

need to be taken, and political consensus for the medium and longer term 

will be inevitable if sustained success is the goal for the reform. The pay-off, 

however, will be huge in economic and poverty-reduction terms. 

Best practices from middle- and higher-income countries have shown it takes, 

on average, five to eight years to implement ’real and sustainable‘ reforms 

(this is the optimistic scenario). International donors will be called upon to 

provide more and better support for capacity building and supporting the 

implementation of new and more successful strategies for the expansion of 

access and the improvement of quality across the expanded basic education 

cycle. 
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Chapter 4.   
Youth employment and  
the world of work: What skills 
should be developed?

This chapter comprises the technical review paper for skills development 

and the world of work: challenges for education and training (sub theme 2 

of the Biennale). It focuses on the skills dimension of basic education and 

post-basic education in as far as this concerns the preparation for the world 

of work within the objective of extending education to nine years of basic 

education for all. It addresses learning pathways, school-based or work-

based, that either exclusively develops vocational skills and competencies 

at different levels, or provides components of skills development within a 

general education frame. 

Comprising seven sections, the chapter starts with placing skills develop-

ment within the social and economic realities of the continent, leading to 

a focus on the diversity of pathways in TVET in section two. Thereafter, 

sections three to seven address successively, the different crosscutting 

issues (policy and governance, financing, access and equity, education and 

training personnel, curriculum and skills development, articulation and 

assessment) as they have featured in the papers, case studies, presentations 

and discussions at the Biennale. 

1. The social and economic realities  
and challenges facing Africa

As has been noted in previous chapters, it is necessary to ground the discus-

sion on youth employment and the world of work within local, regional, 

national, continental and global realities and challenges that shape the 
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economic, social and educational context of the African continent. Skilling 

young Africans means equipping them with qualifications that suit actual 

situations in the world of work of different countries (Walther with Filipiak, 

2007; Singh, 2008a). Moreover, it means making sure that such qualifica-

tions can stimulate the different national economies, while at the same time 

facilitate access to employment types that would aid Africans to move from 

a subsistence economy to one of growth and development.

Socio-economic reality

Skills development tends to be defined in relation to the formal economy 

and job market, whereas all statistics show that informal employment and 

activities are growing across the continent. Informal sector employment 

accounts for between 31 percent (South Africa) to 95 percent (Benin) of the 

labor market, and on average makes up more than 50 percent of GDP. Skills 

development can contribute to the economy in Africa; it is a highly effective 

method to ensure young people participate actively in driving the conti-

nent’s economic progress.

The realities of education

While the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) have targeted a primary-

education completion rate of 100 percent by 2015, the current average across 

the continent stands at just 65 percent (see Chapter 3). Hence, at the end of 

primary school, a minimum of 35 percent of children in each age cohort leave 

the (formal) education system. At the same time, the proportion of primary-

school leavers entering secondary school is alarmingly low. According to 

the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2005 Global Education Digest: in one out 

of four African countries, half of the children enrolled in the last year of 

primary school do not pursue their studies the following year. In another 25% 

of countries, only one in three pupils at the end of primary school moves on 

to secondary education. Burundi and the United Republic of Tanzania have 

the lowest transition rates of 20%. By contrast, five countries — Botswana, 

Ethiopia, Seychelles, South Africa and Sudan — have very high transition 

rates, exceeding 90% (UNESCO Institute for Statistics, Fact Sheet, 2006).

The almost exclusive focus on primary education has marginalized or at 

least played down the concept of skills development, especially the acquisi-

tion of work-related skills and vocational skills. Given the importance of 
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skills for life and for work, a broad skills-development approach is needed; 

one that introduces basic work-related skills into an expanded concept of 

EFA. Furthermore, such an approach should consider the exclusion of many 

school-age youth from formal education and training systems and the design 

of alternative education and training arrangements capable of delivering 

basic knowledge along with the ability and competences required to guide 

these children effectively into qualified jobs.

Studies done for the Biennale and the debates that took place there clearly 

highlighted a genuine shift – called for by African education ministers – 

from the concept of EFA as Universal Primary Education (UPE) requiring six/

seven years of primary education to the idea of Universal Basic Education 

for all (UBE). While this shift reflects decisions already made by several 

countries to raise the level of compulsory education from six to a full nine 

years, it is not just a simple lengthening of general academic education. 

On the contrary, many decision makers and stakeholders, both national 

and international, feel it signifies a veritable overhaul of existing education 

pathways and the inclusion in educational achievement of the whole range 

of knowledge and skills tightly linked to the cultural, social and economic 

environment and the world of work. Only in this way can basic education, 

asserted in the Biennale as a basic right for all, become meaningful for as 

many young people as possible. 

In the context of the need for a wider skills development approach, this 

chapter focuses in particular on the level of upper basic education (i.e., 

the initial post-primary stage of lower secondary education) and the non-

formal and open learning equivalents. Many adolescents gravitate outside 

the school system at this stage and therefore do not obtain the advantages 

provided by a complete 8-10 years of basic education.

Old versus new approach to TVET

In most African countries, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, the old, formal, 

TVET systems only play a minor role in qualification and entry into employ-

ment. A legacy from the colonial period, this type of education and vocational 

training – integrated into the education system – was designed to provide the 

theoretical and practical knowledge needed to enter the modern economy 

and public administration. These institutions were neither expected to 

acclimatize young people continually to the changing  requirements of the 
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economy nor expected to have the technical and pedagogical resources to 

do so. Hence, the traditional formal TVET has always played a minor role 

in preparing youth for workplace and economic realities. This is crucial, 

as formal sector employment that TVET was structured around has been 

shrinking over the last two decades, in part due to structural adjustment 

policies, while the informal sector and employment within it has been 

growing. Though the importance of vocational training for the formal 

sector should not be denied, here it is imperative to underline the much-

overlooked importance of traditional training given the number of young 

people working in the informal economy.

Currently, formal TVET only trains between one and five percent of all young 

jobseekers, except for the few countries where up to one-third of young 

people are enrolled in secondary school. Thus, the formal TVET situation is 

not identical across the continent. Whereas technical and vocational educa-

tion do not account for more than 2 percent of all enrolments in countries 

such as Kenya, Senegal, Ghana, Zambia, Namibia and Guinea, the figure is 

above 30 percent in two countries: Rwanda, and Cameroon (UNESCO/BREDA, 

2007b). The coverage and funding of formal TVET depend on the priority 

given by the various countries to this sub sector of secondary education.

Especially in West Africa, most TVET is delivered through established informal 

arrangements such as on-the-job training and traditional apprenticeships. 

Consequently, special attention must be paid to the current reforms of these 

informal modes of learning and the desire by some countries to integrate them 

into the general education and training system. However, the overhaul of tradi-

tional vocational training modes, which have often formed a partnership with 

formal training centers, can only succeed if at the same time the countries 

build an expanded TVET system and enable these traditional modes to invest 

in the strategic qualifications and trades needed for growth and development. 

Existing information on TVET provides information on the course options and 

resources—used by ministries in charge of secondary education and/or TVET 

in public or private schools—used for youth to achieve recognized certificates. 

The information highlights the lack of course options available for they do not 

include the most recent vocational streams. The existing resources for TVET 

are not in line with those necessary to help those youth who lack the prerequi-

sites to enter formal TVET or who are officially too old to get into vocational-

qualification courses for a given job or trade. They neither cater to non-formal 
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nor informal learning pathways that enable dropouts and youth with no 

schooling to acquire the skills needed to practice a given trade through non-

formal or informal learning. As already noted in the previous chapters, the 

studies prepared for the Biennial and the discussions at the Biennale demon-

strated that the concept of TVET must be expanded to include everything 

from formal technical and vocational training through non-formal training 

to informal skills acquisition. Hence, as this approach to TVET is adopted, 

future data collection and statistics will have to include new methodologies 

and techniques to capture the outcomes and predict further needs.

The realities on the ground are such that the shift from the level of primary 

education for all to that of basic education for all, requiring 8-10 years of 

schooling, cannot be made solely through the general education system. 

This means that a wide variety of situations must be considered, including 

the current experiments and arrangements, which have already been estab-

lished in various countries; particularly those that respond to the right of 

all youth, including girls and young people in rural and/or disadvantaged 

situations, to achieve the best possible level of education and qualification.

The essential contribution of TVET to upper basic education

The concepts of upper basic (post-primary) education and post-basic educa-

tion/training cover the different forms of cognitive and practical learning 

open to pupils from the end of the primary part of basic education (lower 

basic education) up to entry into tertiary education. This chapter concentrates 

primarily on formal, non-formal and informal TVET experiences currently 

available in the different countries of Africa. However, it does not merely seek 

to identify and explain such courses. It raises questions regarding the types 

and modes of TVET needed to facilitate access to the job market for both out-

of-school children and children enrolled in general and technical education. 

More generally, it focuses on the reforms necessary – of general secondary 

education, TVET and higher education – for young people to acquire the 

social and occupational skills that will enable them to enter the job market 

and contribute to the socio-economic development of the future. Adequate 

reforms, however, are dependent on the extent to which productive dialogue 

can take place about qualification requirements between education/training 

policy makers and socio-economic policy makers. Synergies and appropriate 

links among policies will strengthen and legitimate both the process and 
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outcomes. This is particularly true of those countries in which the economy 

and jobs are essentially informal. The curricula and arrangements of such 

reforms should also factor in the processes of transition from training 

towards the world of work. 

2. The diversity of learning pathways and modes 
of provision for skills development

Education vocational training trajectories exist at the post-primary level 

throughout Africa. These pathways and modes of provision attempt to meet 

the specific needs of populations that have been excluded very early from 

education and training systems, and to cater to the demand of industry 

and/or trade organizations for better-qualified workers. In many countries, 

a diversity of provisions has been introduced covering a whole range of 

modalities that take youth to at least some level of vocational qualification. 

This broad range of TVET does meet many qualifications requirements and 

provides vulnerable groups with some measure of equity and the qualifica-

tions that can help them find employment. 

Nonetheless, the vocational education route marked by perceptions that it 

is ‘less than’ compared with formal (academic-based) education. In other 

words, the low image and social esteem attached to the knowledge and skills 

acquired through non-formal and informal training must be overcome. 

Education and labor ministries, civil society groups, academics, workers’ 

associations, educationalists and NGOs must work together in a campaign 

to alter the negative perceptions that surround vocational education. This 

can be done, in part, by promoting the positive features of ‘alternative’ 

training pathways, explaining how the specificities of local economic and 

labor demands are met through training workers; demand is met by supply. 

Alternative education programs must also receive due appreciation, which 

can be achieved through introducing mechanisms to recognize and vali-

date the qualifications offered. This is particularly important as schooling 

requirements and age pre-requisites exclude, de facto, large numbers from 

formal TVET arrangements.

The recognition of the diversity of pre-vocational and vocational learning 

pathways was one of the major outcomes of the Biennale. Not only are 

training curricula and content varied, but also the ways and means of 

 delivering teaching and learning. The affirmation of this diversity  highlights 



4.	youth	emPloyment	and	the	world	of	work:	what	skills	should	be	develoPed?	 129

the important transformations underway in education and training systems. 

However, it also underscores the great difficulty in putting such changes into 

a conceptual and terminal logical framework that clarifies and institutional-

izes the relationship between technical education and vocational training 

and between formal, non-formal, and informal training. There is a risk that 

education and training systems may split apart or be further fractured if 

diversity of educational modes and is not made part of a coherent national 

monitoring, regulation and qualifications framework that is institutional-

ized and legitimated.

Alternative pathways to functional literacy, pre-vocational 
training and restructured apprenticeship
Several countries in Africa have converging attitudes about the need to put 

early school leavers at the heart of education and training policies. In these 

countries, interventions are of two main types: the first links functional 

literacy with workplace experience and seeks to motivate a very under-

privileged part of the population to acquire at least some theoretical and 

practical knowledge needed to find a job. The second aims at restructuring 

traditional (informal sector) apprenticeships in such way that young appren-

tices can keep abreast of developments in their future trade while acquiring 

a recognized and certified qualification.

Within the framework of their directorates for non-formal education, both 

Mali and Morocco have introduced alternative literacy and vocationaliza-

tion arrangements aimed at youth excluded from basic education. In Mali, 

these modalities have been institutionalized as ‘Education Centers for 

Development’ or CEDs (Kane and Kone, 2008). The Centers, designed for 9 to 

15 year olds, offer 4-year courses for the acquisition of basic knowledge and 

2 years of on-the-job training. Recent evaluations called for a strengthening 

of the CEDs’ efficiency and effectiveness by shortening and better integrating 

the two learning phases. Morocco, in partnership with businesses, has set 

up a functional education and training program to give out-of-school youth 

aged 12 to 15 years at least the minimum basic skills so that they can move 

into gainful employment. For the same population, there is also a youth 

re-integration program to facilitate re-entry into formal TVET (Walther with 

Filipiak, 2007). For children too young to be employed but not attending 

school, trade federations in Mali and Senegal have launched workshop-

training programs involving functional literacy and pre-vocational training 

(Walther with Filipiak, 2007).
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Most of West Africa is investing heavily in a restructuring of traditional 

apprenticeships, which in most countries takes the form of providing training 

for the vast majority of young people entering the job market (Walther with 

Filipiak, 2007). Thus, Senegal’s automobile repair industry is training about 

300 thousand apprentices, whereas only about 20,000 learners are enrolled 

in the formal TVET system. 

The restructuring of apprenticeships—introduced as part of a partnership 

between the authorities and trade organizations in Benin, Togo, Mali and 

Senegal—has three dimensions. Firstly, young apprentices acquire both 

theory and practical skills, so that by the end of their apprenticeship they 

reach a recognized—and for the most part, certified—level of qualification. 

In this way, they will be better prepared to cope with occupational and tech-

Box 4 .1 – Examples of  pathways combining 
literacy and pre-vocational learning

Morocco . Since 1997, Morocco has had an extremely high number of 9 to 16 
year-olds outside the formal education system (between 2 and 3 .4 million) . This 
situation forced the education ministry to look at ways of dealing with the vast 
number of ‘invisible’ children of school age who have a right to education, despite 
being out of school . 

One response was to create, in 1998, a non-formal education directorate within the 
ministry to enable the public authorities to achieve the three priority objectives set 
in order to boost the country’s development: primary education for all, universal 
education (beyond primary school) and the fight against illiteracy . Another was 
to introduce specific schemes to ensure that uneducated children are not left to 
their own devices, but assisted into work, vocational training or back into formal 
education .

Source: Walther and Filipiak, 2007.

Mali . The innovative character of the strategy of the Education Centers for 
Development (CED’s) resides in the fact that these assure parity in recruitment of 
boys and girls, and link literacy with vocational skills development . This facilitates 
compensation for the loss of schooling . The main issue, however, is that the CED’s 
are, above all, a means for catching up and re-entry into education .   

The concept of the CED’s was borne out of a concern on the side of the education 
authorities to better understand the challenge of taking responsibility for out-
of-school children and young people, as well as their interest in establishing a 
consistent policy of partnership between the communities, the state and the 
development partners . 

Source: Kane and Kone, 2008.
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nological developments. Secondly, it gives those trades people, who have 

agreed to teach or take on apprentices, the opportunity for upgrading their 

own skills, thereby raising the quality of their output and services. The third 

dimension of apprenticeship restructuring allows the integration all training 

providers: public and private, formal, non-formal and informal into a compre-

hensive vocational training system that rests on the strength of tradition 

while remaining open-ended. The latter ensures the programs can adapt to 

and adopt the changing quality standards and technological developments of 

an ever more global market place (Walther and Filipiak, 2007).

TVET systems becoming better geared to the socio-economic 
development 

While some countries have invested heavily in the integration of non-formal 

and/or informal vocational training within the general education and 

training system, others have embarked upon broad reforms of formal TVET 

to better meet economic and social demand while developing new forms 

of public/private partnerships. These reforms introduce, in particular, the 

provision of vocational training that is distinctly different from technical 

education. When determining the qualification needs of the labor market, 

links are being established with private partners, notably with professional 

organizations.

Thus, Namibia is implementing a two-pronged reform (Mushauri and 

Durango, 2008). On the one hand, the country has modified the pre-requisite 

for access to TVET by opening up training courses to groups hitherto kept 

out by highly academic selection procedures. On the other hand, it has given 

up the idea of imparting the same broad-based knowledge to all learners 

in favor of adapting learning to the skills required by the socio-economic 

conditions of businesses and the local job market.

Along the same lines, Uganda has embarked upon a reform that is based 

on a redefinition of public/private partnership to better meet the skills 

requirements needed for economic development—especially in the rural 

 environment—and to improve the degraded and degrading image of TVET 

among the population (Eilor, 2008).

Ethiopia is implementing a wide-ranging reform. The aim of the transfor-

mation is a root-and-branch paradigm change of TVET, shifting from an 
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approach fashioned by formal types of supply to a demand-driven logic, 

so that TVET can better respond to the needs of the labor market. The new 

approach also aims to offer training to population categories traditionally 

left out, such as children and adults who have failed at school, people with 

low levels of training, illiterate people, entrepreneurs and workers from the 

formal and informal economy who need to upgrade their skills and acquire 

recognized qualifications. In addition, in the new and expanded TVET 

context, institutions are encouraged to develop training content geared to 

the needs of their target groups—including those in the informal economy 

(Walther and Filipiak, 2007).

Many countries have introduced reform processes that aim to set up training 

courses using the competence-based approach (CBA). However, discussions 

at the Biennial showed that the process was not straightforward. On the one 

hand, it encountered the difficulty of training teachers and trainers in CBA 

and on the other, there was the problem of updating curricula to target the 

acquisition of behavioral, social and occupational skills. 

Many countries have also become aware of the importance of introducing 

appropriate measures (such as career guidance, advice, tutoring, job place-

ment services, assistance in creating self-employment, provision of micro-

credit) to support young trainees from the start of their training until they 

find employment or can create their own business (see also Jacinto, 2008, for 

a perspective from Latin-America). However, these measures—acknowledged 

as the most relevant and effective for training—have not been implemented 

sufficiently and need to be further strengthened and deployed. At the same 

time, it must be acknowledged that these measures are costly, to the extent 

they become, of necessity, tailor-made. This raises, once more, the issue of 

adequate financing of TVET.

It would be important for all the reforms underway or projected to lead to 

the establishment and/or consolidation of evaluation mechanisms in order 

to analyze the relevance of existing TVET curricula or the future design 

of such programs with regard to identified qualifications requirements in 

partnership with the economic and social actors. That said, debates at the 

Biennial revealed that little had been done by the different countries and 

that it was urgent to equip both trainers and professionals with the neces-

sary tools and resources for them to evaluate the skills acquired by young 

people throughout their training to identify their potential. 
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Moves in formal education and training to adjust  
the development of competences to the local environment

The analysis of changes in national education and training systems, high-

lighted by the case studies during the Biennale, showed that the division 

between general education, technical education and vocational training is 

becoming increasingly blurred. This development is associated with the 

greater involvement of social and economic stakeholders in education, and 

with the move towards decentralization. In most countries, this has given 

greater power to local authorities. 

For example, Namibia has decentralized curriculum management to meet 

the qualifications requirements of the informal sector and local communi-

ties better. It has also instituted a validation and certification system for the 

recognition of skills acquired at community level institutions. The Namibian 

College of Open Learning (NAMCOL) is introducing a holistic approach to 

education and training whereby, in addition to academic courses, it offers 

vocational training that responds to local qualifications requirements 

(Mayumbelo et al., 2008).

The recognition of high dropout rates from lower secondary school without 

any preparation whatsoever for the job market has led the authorities in 

Senegal to introduce vocationalization measures and implement resources 

to redress the situation. The first move by the education ministry was to 

introduce entrepreneurship training in lower secondary schools and the 

Daaras (Islamic schools) so that pupils could acquire skills in a trade related 

to the needs of the local economy while continuing their general academic 

education. Results have been conclusive in that the children thus trained 

either find employment or are motivated to continue their education, while 

acquiring a vocational degree in the process (Toure et al., 2008). The Ministry 

for TVET also allowed an upper secondary technical school to open a qualifi-

cation stream for non-schooled children. With input from local stakeholders, 

the school trains those in the program in accordance with the needs of the 

local market (Mbengué et al., 2008). 

Kenya and Ghana are strongly aware of the importance of giving manage-

ment training to traditional apprentices to help them better fit into the local 

environment, whether rural or urban (Watters, 2008). For its part, South 

Africa has been developing ‘learnerships’ or training courses in which 

school-based training is alternated with work placements, so as to prepare 
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youth more effectively for jobs. Such learnerships have been introduced in a 

wide variety of economic sectors in close collaboration with sector support 

bodies. At the same time, the learnerships are recognized as formal parts 

of the system for ‘further education’ following the completion of 9 years of 

basic education (Watters, 2008). 

The increasing adaptation of TVET to the local environment has transformed 

institutions that come under the authority of local government into hubs for 

the socio-economic development of their locality. It has also facilitated the 

involvement of economic and social actors in the determination of qualifica-

tions requirements, thereby creating a dynamic and promising relationship 

between the education sub-sector and the TVET sub-sector. However, it has 

been argued that this requires much attention to human and organizational 

capacity development at the local level (Mushauri and Durango, 2008). At 

the same time, care must be taken to ensure that young people are trained 

in such way that they can always adapt to other economic-development and 

employment contexts.

Heavy investment required in TVET geared to rural 
environment
Following the poor results obtained after the large-scale introduction in the 

1970s of ‘education for production’ and rural education programs, Morocco 

decided to change the model on which agricultural and rural training 

schools were based. A new program was initiated that focused on skills 

development through apprenticeships and vocational workplace courses. 

Thus, rural school dropouts were identified, enrolled, educated and trained 

within a framework of non-formal education. By 2012, the country plans to 

train 40,000 apprentices in vegetable production, forestry and irrigation, 

agro-mechanics and topography.

Following Morocco’s lead, several countries stressed the need to increase 

and improve vocational training of youth in the rural environment (Venot, 

2008; Hathié and Touzard, 2007). The example of the Republic of the Congo, 

which has created a vocational course in conservation and food processing 

(Massengo et al., 2008), shows how efficient targeted vocational training can 

be, especially in the processing of agricultural outputs and more specifi-

cally in farming’s more buoyant occupations. Benin’s Songhai centers are 

heavily involved in rural development, training their pupils in the produc-

tion of profitable farming outputs while providing them with the finance, 
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where appropriate, to become self-employed (Singh, 2008). The very positive 

outcomes of Cameroon’s ‘rural family schools’ set up by the NGO Institut 

Européen de Coopération et de Développement (IECD), have demonstrated 

the fruitfulness of work that helps young people qualify in trades related 

to fishing, farming, and cattle breeding. Since most African countries are 

facing the challenge of food security and have the opportunity to develop an 

agricultural sector to generate export earnings, the rural environment must 

be considered as a prime target for vocational training.

Overall, different countries are shifting from a fragmented, disorganized 

view to an integrated and inclusive approach to the development of skills 

and knowledge. There is no doubt that the development of upper basic 

education (post-primary) vocational training systems requires the dual 

recognition of the diversity and integration of such pathways and provisions 

in an overarching skills development system. Any such system will have to 

go far beyond the current limits of formal TVET, and give top priority to 

considering all economic and social needs—including those of the informal 

sector, both urban and rural (Singh, 2008); Walther and Filipiak, 2007).

3. A shared recognition: The need for partnership 
in governance

Governance refers to the type of relationship that the authorities establish 

between the content of the policies they put forward and the rules, struc-

tures and processes they determine to implement such policies. In TVET, 

governance is defined by the fact that skills development involves a wide 

range of public and private agents in training and entry into the job-market. 

Hence, it requires a holistic approach that at once factors in the multiplicity 

of players (the various ministries involved, but also local communities, social 

partners, private secular or religious service providers, non-governmental 

organizations, etc.) and the plurality of delivery systems: formal, non-formal 

and informal training. Analysis of the contexts and situations described in 

the work done in preparing for the Biennale reveals several findings.

Towards a better coordinated and more decentralized role  
of public authorities

In Africa as on other continents, there are many modalities and structures 

for the implementation of TVET, and skills development in general. The 



	 Post-Primary	eduCation	in	afriCa:		
136	 Challenges	and	aPProaChes	for	exPanding	learning	oPPortunities

diversity of provisions has already been highlighted. Added to this diversity 

is the fragmentation of responsibilities between the different ministries (in 

some countries over 10 ministries have responsibility in this area) without 

any one entity having a coordinated and coherent view of the totality 

(Krönner, 2006). Only an integrated and coherent approach can embrace the 

whole diversity of post-primary vocational training as a positive and syner-

getic force. At the Biennale, the need for different ministries to cooperate 

to implement an education and training policy that goes to the heart of the 

crucial problem of youth employment was emphasized repeatedly.

African countries have responded in a variety of ways to the issue of gover-

nance. Uganda has sought to boost TVET efficiency and effectiveness, and 

from this perspective has redefined the role and tasks of the Ministry of 

Education and Sport. Thus, the government has transferred all responsibilities 

for technical and vocational training to a new directorate (Business, Technical 

Education and Vocational Training (BTEVT) in this ministry. It expresses the 

diversity of training providers; the part played by private structures and the 

facilitation role of the authorities between the public and private sectors. At 

the same time, in order to address fragmentation, the ministry decided to 

design the occupational benchmarks and training modules and include them 

in the national Ugandan qualifications system (Eilor, 2008).

Coherence of governance does not mean centralization. Thus, in many coun-

tries, the creation of a coherent national qualifications framework goes hand-

in-hand with the decentralization of responsibilities for vocational training 

and the adjustment of training curricula to the local level. This is true of 

Uganda, where regional authorities now have powers regarding skills develop-

ment (Eilor, 2008). It also applies to Mali and Benin, where the development 

of vocational-training arrangements for youth (especially dropouts and those 

struggling at school) has been entrusted to regional and local governments 

(Walther and Filipiak, 2007). Likewise, Namibia is an example of decentraliza-

tion and the ‘localization’ of the design, delivery and evaluation of training 

curricula. It should be emphasized that, for such transfers of authority to 

lower echelons to be fully effective, they must be accompanied by a strength-

ening of the institutional and human capacities of local officials and the 

establishment of a quality-assurance system (Mushauri et al., 2008).

A rationale for, as well as a consequence of decentralizing the responsibilities 

for TVET, is that the design and implementation of training is more focused 
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on local development and on the transition from training to employment. 

Thus, through a youth employment project based on community apprentice-

ship (the RAC project), the Republic of the Congo has developed a form of 

sandwich training that focuses on the acquisition of skills that can drive the 

local economy (Banoukouta et al., 2008). Benin has done likewise through 

the launching of trades centers (Walther with Filipak, 2007), as has Mali with 

the ramping up of its Education Centers for Development or CEDs (Kane and 

Kone, 2008). All of these rely on local and regional authorities to meet the 

needs of the local job market, and thus ensure more effective integration of 

youth into existing or potential jobs.

Towards a new interface between public and private 
training provisions
One outcome of following a holistic approach to TVET and its improved 

coherence and decentralization of responsibilities is the strengthening of 

public/private partnership in vocational training. Government by itself 

cannot ensure full delivery of all training, just as it cannot necessarily be 

the best services provider in fields such as new technologies or new qualifi-

cations required by economic change. As emphasized during the Biennale, 

its role is rather to create an enabling environment for different categories 

of service providers to design and implement the most appropriate and rele-

vant responses to needs in the area of skills and employment. Government 

should also promote a culture of transparency, partnership, contractual 

relations, co-funding, consultation, and, ultimately, of consensus building. 

Finally, it should ensure adherence to the strategic aims of equity in terms 

of access and outcomes, promote the development of a quality approach to 

training standards and processes, and facilitate evaluation and validation 

of the skills acquired by trainees at the end of their vocational trajectory.

Analysis of country situations shows that there are, in fact, multiple players 

involved in both skills development and the transition from training to 

employment. Thus, for example, the vocationalization of lower and upper 

secondary schools and ‘Daaras’ in Senegal (Mbengue et al., 2008; Touré et 

al., 2008) has given rise to working partnerships between the school heads, 

local authorities, trade organizations and chambers of commerce and trade. 

Likewise, the creation of vocational training opportunities in rural areas 

has given rise to close cooperation between local authorities, NGOs and the 

local representations of the relevant national ministries. This multiplication 

of actors—found also in Ethiopia (Walther, 2006), where school autonomy is 
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being strengthened, and in Tunisia (Walther and Gauron, 2006)—is such that 

quality criteria must be set that factor in the ability of these actors to tailor 

specific training and employment activities to actual economic and social 

demand. For that purpose, Botswana has set up the Botswana Training 

Authority (BOTA) that is in charge of the accreditation, registration and 

Box 4 .2 – The changing role of government

Public/private partnership
Why would government prefer to have a public-private partnership? There are a 
number of reasons:

• The participation of private bodies may lessen the financial burden to government 
and allow the allocation of funds for other tasks;

• Participation of private bodies may mobilize societal groups and business 
institutions and raise efficiency in the performance of tasks because of the 
technical expertise of the partner involved (sector training institutions are an 
example of this);

• Involvement of private bodies enhances the acceptance of decisions and measures 
in which they are involved;

• By involving private sector, government may, in certain cases, hold the relevant 
private sector bodies co-responsible for problems and deficits;

• Participation of private bodies inevitably entails time-consuming procedures and 
government may then be able to mitigate responsibility for quick decisions and 
measures .

• Private bodies may engage appropriately qualified expertise and develop expertise 
on their part .

• In addition, the involvement of the private sector is likely to ensure that training 
is relevant to the actual needs in the workplace (Grunwald, 2008) .

Box 4 .3 – Example of redefining government’s role

The reforms in Uganda have led to the restructuring of the Ministry of Education and 

Sports (MoES), which includes a redefinition of its roles and responsibilities, as well 

as its organizational structure . For example, the restructuring has redirected the 

focus of the MoES from day to day administration of the education sector activities 

to a higher order managerial mandate involving policy formulation, development of 

performance indicators, policy regulation, monitoring and evaluation, coordination 

and providing technical back-up support in a manner consistent with the Results 

Oriented Management (ROM), efficiency and efficacy imperatives (Eilor, 2008) .
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monitoring of public and private training institutions as well as checking 

that compliance of the services provided meet the quality standards defined 

by the government (Swartland, 2008).

The analysis of country situations also reveals the development of private 

offerings that interface with public training supply. The development of such 

offerings has several advantages: it tends to lighten the financial burden on 

national governments; it serves to mobilize technical expertise in tune with 

realities in the field; and it ensures that the training being delivered meets 

the skills requirements demanded by the job market (Grunwald, 2008). It 

also emerges from the analysis that the interface between public and private 

training provisions only works properly if placed within a framework of 

nationally determined strategic guidelines and quality standards, and if it is 

developed and implemented collaboratively among all parties (Walther and 

Filipiak, 2007).

Public/private partnerships are more prevalent in vocational training setups 

that involve apprenticeships and sandwich courses. These mechanisms, 

found mainly in West Africa, also serve to train the teachers/trainers and 

professionals who instruct the young apprentices. Unfortunately, few coun-

tries have introduced further staff training for the personnel who deliver 

the training. Yet the different public and private systems cannot be managed 

effectively, nor can they ensure successful training outcomes, unless the 

capabilities of those who operate the systems are significantly consolidated 

(Walther and Filipiak, 2007).

Towards collective steering of an expanded TVET

All studies on skills development report a growth in collaborative manage-

ment of new arrangements for pre-vocational education in (upper) basic 

education, and for vocational training in post-basic education. Planning 

and implementation of such new arrangements are carried out jointly by 

public authorities, on the one hand, and by private players as well as social 

partners, on the other hand. This joint steering by all partners concerns 

the definition of strategic aims as well as the design, implementation and 

funding methods of the training. This new type of monitoring and control 

has several advantages.
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Collaborative management enables an analysis of the demand for qualifica-

tions that meshes with the needs of local communities and trades (such 

as in Tunisia, South Africa, Senegal) (Walther and Filipiak, 2007) and 

thus the creation of a provision of skills-based training focused on occu-

pational benchmarks that include the latest technological and vocational 

developments.

It also underlines the special role of the relationship between government 

and social partners, and more broadly the importance of social dialogue. 

That kind of relationship and dialogue enables partners in many countries 

to collectively define strategic skills-development plans (South Africa); to 

monitor, fund and manage vocational skills development efforts at the upper 

basic education level (West Africa, North Africa); or to co-manage training 

and qualification systems through national vocational training committees 

(West Africa) (Walther and Gauron, 2006; Gauron and Vernieres, 2007).

Thus, Uganda’s Ministry of Education and Sport has redirected its responsi-

bilities for the daily management of the system in place towards a role of stra-

tegic management involving the definition of policy aims, the development of 

performance indicators, the development of regulation, tracking, and evalua-

tion processes, and a shift from direct institutional management to a support 

role aimed at maximizing outcomes in terms of efficiency and effectiveness 

(Eilor, 2008). Uganda has also established a close link with the national media 

to campaign for a positive image of TVET and make the  vocational courses 

normally held in disrepute by the public attractive to young people.

Finally yet importantly, collaborative management underlines the effective-

ness of the partnership-based approach used in the different countries. As 

a result, the role played by the public authorities is shifting away from sole 

responsibility and provision of TVET, and moving towards a role of actively 

strengthening the capacities of other partners to participate effectively at 

various levels of intervention.

The current modifications in TVET governance, and the changes observed in the 

role of the state towards new responsibilities that are both strategic and ‘partner-

friendly’, promise the formation of skills development provisions that interlock 

better with economic and social realities, and entail more co-management by 

all the players concerned. It is understood that the sustainability of the training 

effort and the relevance of its outcomes are greatly increased.
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4. An obligation for the future: changing respon-
sibilities and modalities in financing training

The analysis of budget expenditures shows that public funding of vocational 

training for the young goes almost entirely to the formal TVET system, 

whereas that system only trains a minority of the youth entering the labor 

market. Youth not captured by the education system essentially acquire their 

skills in the informal sector (on-the-job training and traditional apprentice-

ships), quite independently of any official assistance. The various analyses of 

the types and mechanisms of funding call for a thorough review of current 

resource allocation practices.

The first finding concerns the low percentage of government spending 

on TVET within the education and training system. This is applicable to 

systems across Africa. It stands at less than five percent of the national 

education budget in Senegal and hardly exceeds that proportion in Togo. The 

situation is roughly the same in all countries of West Africa (Walther, 2005). 

Box 4 .4 –  Examples of partnerships 
for managing TVET

Benin, Mali and Senegal

The parity committees on vocational training at the national level and at the branch 
level act as policy authorities for the social partners involved in vocational training . 
For this purpose, they carry out several functions, including

• defining the orientation desired by the partners with regard to vocational training;

• acting as intermediaries, speaking on behalf of the social partners, the public 
authorities and the development partners ;

They do not act alone, however, but rely on different institutions associated with 
technical and operational professions for financing, monitoring of employment and 
qualifications and liaise with the national employment agency for information .

Source: Gauron and Vernières, 2007

Botswana

The Botswana Training Authority (BOTA) has made a deliberate effort to involve 
industry and institutions in the establishment of unit standards and qualifications 
through the Standards Setting Task Forces, which are made up of experts in the 
sector . Members include employers and employees, representatives of training 
institutions and associations (including the Technical Colleges) and interested 
parties and/or members of NGOs .

Source: Swartland, 2008. 
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The problem of TVET funding is even more acute in rural areas, where there 

is a lack of schools and facilities for training young people to fill the needs 

of the local economy (Hathie and Touzard, 2008). 

Most of the cost of vocational training given to young labor market entrants 

is borne by parents and the artisans, trades people or small business owners 

who employ them and train them either under traditional apprenticeships 

or via on-the-job training. Thus, in Ethiopia, almost all the workers of the 

informal sector, which accounts for 90 percent of all jobs in the country, 

have been trained without the aid of the TVET budget (Walther and Gauron, 

2006). The situation is the same in many countries of Sub-Saharan Africa.

The restructuring of traditional apprenticeship systems in West Africa so 

that they deliver qualifications and certificates, but also the strategic skills-

development measures in South Africa (Walther and Gauron, 2006) are 

financed by vocational-training funds, the resources for which essentially 

come from a training levy. The tax is paid by the businesses of the formal 

economy, collected by the public revenue department and allocated, in the 

form of budget appropriation, into the training funds. From here, moneys 

are re-allocated to the restructuring of traditional apprenticeships, and to 

initial and further vocational training offered to companies. 

The funds continue to play a leading role in the implementation of post-

primary vocational-training delivery alternatives to formal TVET. They 

operate on the principle of supporting economic and social development 

(South Africa), of bolstering supply (Tunisia), and sustaining formal and 

informal businesses (Sub-Saharan Africa in general). Managed under a 

tripartite arrangement between the national government, employers and 

trade unions, and supported by additional funding from donors, they are 

the channels for a public/private funding system of which the advantages 

have now been firmly established.

The trend towards the integration of the wide variety of skills-development 

arrangements in a comprehensive vocational training system is unfolding 

in most African countries. This trend, however, has not yet translated into 

commensurate budget allocations (Walther and Gauron, 2006). To take into 

account the necessary diversity of skills development pathways, the re-chan-

neling of public funding to the most disadvantaged groups of the popula-

tion must be undertaken. This calls for the implementation of co-funding 
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mechanisms and models that, for the moment, are only in their infancy. 

Public authorities need to create environments conducive to the emergence 

of private training provisions that allow for participation by parents and 

various economic and professional partners. It also assumes that the decen-

tralization of TVET responsibilities will lead to new co-funding arrange-

ments for pathways and provisions that factor in local training and qualifi-

cations requirements. 

These new measures must be designed to avoid the current drifting of educa-

tion and training supply towards private coaching for individual pupils. 

This phenomenon of private tuition, about which the Biennale participants 

expressed much concern, places an unwarranted financial burden on fami-

lies while boosting the achievement of already privileged pupils to the detri-

ment of poor children, slow learners and girls.

As budget resources are limited in all the countries, it is important to 

analyze the unit costs of the various existing provisions, and to examine the 

 possibilities for directing investments to those that are financially sustain-

able and effective in terms of economic development and of assisting learners 

towards employment (Mbengué et al., 2008; Walter and Filipiak, 2007).

The development of post-primary vocational training provisions must 

be designed to help the largest number of young people possible acquire 

the skills needed to secure employment. It must also help to drive econo-

mies that demand major improvements of products, services and income. 

However, such development can only be guaranteed if the resources and 

financial instruments that ensure its efficacy and long-term stability are 

brought into play. It is urgent for all stakeholders concerned—both public 

and private—to work towards the finalization of suitable modalities and 

mechanisms for funding that respond to the current conditions of training 

provision, and the need for young people, in a wide variety of situations, to 

gain relevant qualifications.

5. The challenge: equitable access for all to  
training and employment

An examination of the skills development situation in African countries 

shows the different types of unequal access to vocational skills develop-

ment. Firstly, it reveals that there is little transparency in the selection 
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criteria used at the end of basic education (lower secondary level) to sepa-

rate those pupils who go on to different trajectories in post-basic education 

and training (i.e., upper secondary school and TVET provisions). A study of 

the situation in all countries shows that youth all too often see going into 

vocational training as socially degrading; a clear sign that the image and 

perception of vocational skills, courses and training institutions must be 

improved. Within TVET, pupils with the least schooling, especially young 

women, those in rural areas and those affected by conflict, experience diffi-

culties entering into existing formal training provisions.

Promoting access to skills development for children  
struggling at school or out-of school

Pre-vocational and vocational learning at the upper basic education and 

post-basic education levels must be able to meet the skills requirements of 

pupils who do not complete their basic education or who leave basic educa-

tion (at lower secondary level) without acquiring the preparatory skills or 

knowledge needed to enter the world of work. Out-of-school children cannot 

be abandoned and left at risk to further marginalization processes. The 

principle of equitable treatment makes it essential to establish (as Morocco 

and Mali have done) functional-literacy programs, which are linked to voca-

tional training arrangements that lead to a qualification-backed entry into 

the labor market or self-employment. Preferably, and to the extent possible, 

such young people should be offered opportunities through complementary 

pathways to achieve the same basic education outcomes as set for the entire 

age group as a basic right. 

The demand for equity is addressed often through alternative approaches, 

such as the traditional apprenticeship programs in West Africa, noted 

earlier in the chapter, that include dual or ‘sandwich’ approaches, combining 

work-based with institution-based learning (Walther with Filipiak, 2008). 

In Uganda, the establishment of Community Polytechnics at sub-county 

levels has served to reach populations where they live, providing modular 

training geared to their vocational requirements. However, their expan-

sion has suffered because of pressure towards secondary education expan-

sion (Hoppers, 2008b). Thus, equity requires a balanced usage of available 

resources, which does not marginalize out-of-school children.
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Unequal access of youth to UBE, including pre-vocational options, is even 

more striking in rural areas. The situation of Ethiopia illustrates the gap 

that can exist between urban and rural areas. In the 2004/2005 school year, 

in Addis Ababa the gross enrolment rate was 125 percent whereas in Amhara 

and Dirdawa it stood at 75 percent to 80 percent and only 15 percent to 

17 percent in the Afar and Somalia regions (Walther, 2006). The imbalance is 

partially explained by the long distances children must commute to attend 

school, and by the seasonal agricultural work required of them. To a lesser 

extent, it is also due to a lower density of schools in the rural areas of most 

African countries. 

To improve access, some countries have decided to invest in the creation of 

family schools (Cameroon) or the creation of rural family homes (‘maisons 

familiales et rurales’, Morocco and other Francophone countries) to reduce 

inequalities between urban and rural schooling (Walther and Filipiak, 2007) 

while equipping the youth thus trained with at least the minimum occupa-

tional skills. The creation of trades centers close to local authorities in Mali 

and the transformation of decentralized public institutions in Senegal and the 

Republic of the Congo to become training centers within the local economy 

guiding young people into the agro-food industry serve the same aim of 

catering for skill needs in often neglected rural environments (Banoukauta et 

al., 2008; Massengo et al., 2008; Mbengué et al. 2008; Touré et al., 2008). 

Addressing gender inequalities in vocational training  
and employment

Gender parity, as regards both access to, and completion of, basic educa-

tion has not been reached by many countries. Thus, of the 41 countries for 

which data are available, on average only 92 girls in every 100 are admitted 

to school and just 88 percent of girls reach the final year of schooling 

(UNESCO-BREDA, 2007). Gender inequalities are more blatant as pupils 

advance through the regular school system, and are particularly noticeable 

in TVET. This is explained by the fact that TVET curricula cater minimally 

to girls’ interests; hence, they feel less inclined than boys do to enroll in the 

offered courses. When girls enter vocational streams, they are trained in 

occupations of lower value in the economy than the trades for which boys 

are trained. The result is that they suffer social discrimination when they 

enter the job market, which aggravates the inequality already imposed at the 

start of training (Gaidzanwa, 2008). 
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The analysis of the situation in Ghana (Otu-Boateng et al., 2008) emphasizes 

what is already known: that a mix of socio-economic and cultural factors 

explains gender discrimination and inequity. This analysis highlighted a 

phenomenon whereby teachers have a tendency to be more receptive to boys, 

spending more time with them and placing more emphasis on their achieve-

ment. Girls are further disadvantaged by cultural norms such as early 

marriage and motherhood, which have led countries such as Zimbabwe, 

South Africa and Botswana to introduce legislation enabling young mothers 

to resume their training after a break (Gaidzanwa, 2008). 

Women and girls also face the double obligation of having to combine 

training with domestic responsibilities. A crosscutting study of gender 

disparities in African labor markets noted: 

girls are doubly employed – at the place of learning and in the home – and 

given the poor quality of primary schooling in sub-Saharan Africa they readily 

agree to get married and become housewives rather than seek better-quality 

employment outside the household and the farming sector (Gaidzanwa, 2008).

There are numerous studies detailing the marginalization processes of 

females, including those that focus on migration that find girls are extremely 

vulnerable to trafficking, ‘slave labor’ often as ‘domestics’ or in the sex trade. 

Hence, education and appropriate training schemes must be put in place so 

that girls can access jobs and occupations enabling them to earn a decent 

living (Gaidzanwa, 2008).

Societies need to raise awareness about the advantages of skills training 

to improve girls’ access to post-primary TVET. Promoting TVET options 

through the media, medical clinics, schools and other channels and estab-

lishments frequented by the target populations (e.g., primary and lower 

secondary school learners at risk of dropping out) as viable alternatives 

to formal education can help to raise awareness. Also, as in Senegal and 

Cameroon, specific technical and vocational training for rural women 

must be provided (Walther with Filipiak, 2007) or, as in the Republic of the 

Congo, equal numbers of boys and girls must be trained for occupations 

linked to local development (Banoukouta et al., 2008). Such improvements 

require overarching policy decisions that include gender equity in educa-

tion and training arrangements and recognize, furthermore, the value of 

the alternative vocational tracks via which many girls and young women 

are trained. In particular, it would be advisable for such alternative tracks 
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to lead to formal validations of the skills acquired, thus addressing existing 

discrimination certificates obtained in formal and non-formal institutions. 

Articulation among a variety of skill development pathways would also help 

to give young women equitable access to continued education and training 

opportunities.

Specific requirements of youth in post-conflict situations 
and those with disabilities

There is no doubt that in many countries armed conflict has forced children to 

drop out of school, all too frequently to become child-soldiers, which inflicts 

sustained physical and psychological damage. Post-conflict and countries 

still in conflict also have a population of abandoned youth. Many such youth 

find it hard to move back to mainstream society and employment. Alternative 

methods and provisions that improve access to training and employment 

for the youth population of ex-soldiers are crucial, not only to prevent their 

further marginalization, but also to advance equity and, thus peace. 

Box 4 .5 – Example of female  
participation in TVET

Factors that restrict female participation in TVET in Ghana
• Teachers spend more time and attention to control boys’ boisterousness (classroom 

disruptions) in school . 

• Girls suffer from verbal and physical bullying from boys as well as sexual 
harassment (sexual aggression by boys and male teachers) .

• Boys out-talk girls in classroom teaching/learning

• Girls’ contributions in class are less praised by teachers than the contributions of 
boys .

• When girls show boisterousness, competitiveness, unruliness and assertiveness it 
is considered a deviant behavior; but if it comes from boys, it is normal academic 
brilliance .

Source: Otu-Boateng et al., 2008

Given the dominance of boys in the school systems of Sub-Saharan Africa, especially 
in West Africa where in countries such as Guinea, Chad, Mali, Burkina Faso, Benin 
and Niger, the barriers to girl’s education remain high, there is a need to explore 
alternative options for educating girls in and outside the formal school system in 
order to deal with the disparities between and within the countries (Gaidzanwa, 
2008) .
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In this area, Angola has introduced well-suited training and assimilation 

mechanisms aimed at young ex-combatants, especially those disabled 

through armed conflict (Walther with Filipiak, 2007). The Republic of the 

Congo has reacted to the urban insecurity caused by the war by setting 

up sandwich-type vocational training programs in Brazzaville, in which 

abandoned children can learn a trade and thereby find gainful employ-

ment (Banoukouta et al., 2008). After ten years of war, Sierra Leone has 

established a National Council for Technical, Vocational and other Academic 

Awards (NCTVA) and has put together a strategy that includes vocational 

training activities to guide former soldiers back into the labor market. These 

are but a few examples. Many more specialized post-primary education and 

training initiatives are needed to support children and youth living in areas 

of latent or current insecurity. 

The young disabled population includes many ex-fighters maimed in combat 

but also those suffering from various physical and mental  handicaps that 

make it difficult for them to enter normal training and vocational streams. 

The Biennale participants stressed the need to give such groups of young 

people equal access to skills development and occupational integration so 

that their specific requirements are acknowledged and taken into account.

The analysis of young people’s access to the various vocational-training 

options shows that the inequalities of access to successful vocational 

training and entry into the employment market require the implementa-

tion of post-primary skills development structures suited to the different 

populations identified. Such structures could take the form of multi-facetted 

programs that combine basic education, vocational training, the acquisi-

tion of life skills, and psychosocial support – as has been done in Sierra 

Leone and Uganda. There is no one single response to the discriminations 

caused by exclusion from the school system, or caused by gender bias, post-

conflict situations and various disabilities. Only a diversity of modalities 

and measures can procure the required equity to which all are entitled.

6. Entrepreneurship Training
Most young people who leave the education system cannot find employment 

in the formal sector. Often, their only chance is to try to create their own 

business in the informal sector. The increasing size of the informal economy 

in almost all African countries is such that training for self-employment 
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and, more broadly, entrepreneurship has become part of the basic skills that 

young people are acquiring in different post-primary training systems. Yet, 

traditional general training does not provide young people the knowledge 

and skills they need to boost their chances of attaining a decent standard of 

living. Therefore, many countries are introducing courses in entrepreneur-

ship as part of their school-based education and training.

There are two dimensions to entrepreneurship training and education. On 

one hand, they offer young people the opportunity to develop the personal 

skills that help them identify work opportunities and transform them into 

business-creation possibilities. On the other hand, they provide them with the 

technical and managerial knowledge and skills needed for self- employment 

or to start a business. While the first dimension is often reflected in general 

education programs, the second is increasingly practiced in vocational skills 

programs. 

Entrepreneurial knowledge and skills may permeate all basic and post-basic 

education pathways and their educational content. Without prompting pupils 

to choose their career paths too early, it involves stirring their creativity 

and imagination, augmenting their ability to take initiatives and assume 

responsibilities and encouraging their potential to deal with situations of 

uncertainty, and to assess risks and take action. Training of this type is 

given already in basic education in Botswana (Swartland, 2008), South Africa, 

Angola (Walther with Filipiak, 2007), Ghana and Kenya (Watters, 2008). 

Entrepreneurial training in Botswana exemplifies a model that includes the 

prior training of teachers and school heads and the development of suitable 

teaching and learning materials. Therefore, unlike the Enterprise Education 

Program in South Africa (see Text Box), teachers are adequately prepared. 

The Botswana model acknowledges pupils’ entrepreneurship education 

presupposes a favorable institutional environment. It also includes follow-

up procedures for the end of training, such as advisory and guidance facili-

ties, support structures for young entrepreneurs, and access to credit.

Entrepreneurship as part of TVET aims to give young people, at different 

levels of training, basic knowledge and business-culture skills to help them 

create and set up a business. Hence, the training covers the knowledge and 

skills concerning the economy, finance and management; the operation of 

markets; and the realities of the working world. Such training has become 
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part of restructured apprenticeships in Benin and Mali and of provisions 

for job-related training in Ethiopia and South Africa (Walther with Filipiak, 

2007). 

Entrepreneurship education is not limited to countries with a large informal 

economy. For instance, Norway has developed a strategic entrepreneurship 

development plan that could be used as a model in African countries. In 

Norway, training is spread throughout the system from primary school to 

university, including teacher training. Incentives for creativity, active peda-

gogy, interdisciplinary work; cooperation between schools, local communi-

ties and business; as well as workplace training are integral parts of the 

new forms of learning introduced in learning institutions. Hence, entrepre-

neurship training involves more than job/business creation. Rather, it is 

defined as a component of pedagogy that runs right through the education 

and training system.

Box 4 .6 –  Examples of entrepreneurship 
training in South Africa

The Enterprise Education Programme
In 2004, the Umsobomvu Fund launched a program aimed at developing the 
enterprise spirit and promoting self-employment among young people . The program 
is primarily targeted at upper secondary school students (although 18 to 35 year-
olds who have left school are not excluded) . Enterprise education has been included 
in school curricula (economics, management and business studies for two hours a 
week) . The Fund also provides educational aids . These modules are for all schools 
in the country, although they are not used by teachers unfamiliar or with inadequate 
knowledge of the subject . To remedy this situation, the Fund organizes training 
sessions for teachers, to which local businesses are also invited to come . 

Use of pre-learnership modules in the education system
The Services Sector Education and Training Authority (SETA) launched the School Pre-
learnership Project (SPLP) in March 2006 . It offers students in their last two years of 
secondary education (grades 10 and 11) training opportunities in generic workplace 
functions and processes . The training provided thus enables young people to 
acquire core workplace skills . It includes 39 modules, which cover subjects such as 
contracting terms, personal responsibility and accountability, how businesses work, 
resumé creation and interviewing skills, workplace behavior, productivity and time 
management, etc . 

Source: Walther with Filipiak, 2007.
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Generally speaking, NGOs and some donor agencies have been much involved 

in developing methodologies and programs for entrepreneurship education 

and training, the most well known example of which is Start and Improve 

Your Business (SIYB), initiated and developed by the International Labour 

Organization (ILO). Many NGOs and/or donor agencies are also involved in 

training young people who wish to be self-employed or create their own 

business. In South Africa, a variety of NGOs encourage young people to come 

together in associations or cooperatives and thereby develop entrepreneurial 

activities (Watters, 2008).

All these initiatives and instruments can only be effective if the people who 

implement them also keep track of the youth involved when they begin their 

working life. Entrepreneurship programs need to be backed by work/study 

programs as young learners essentially acquire a spirit of enterprise when 

trained in real-life situations.

7. Essential: the validation and recognition  
of knowledge and skills acquired

At present, evaluation practices in the different countries of Africa focus 

largely on knowledge acquisition rather than on the acquisition of skills. 

Evaluation also plays a primarily selective role as far as it is used to deter-

mine promotion from primary to secondary education and to separate 

the pupils who go on in general academic education from those who are 

streamed into TVET. However, the strengthening of alternative skills devel-

opment pathways, and their gradual inclusion into the general education 

and training system, are beginning to produce significant changes in evalu-

ation practices, steering these more and more towards the recognition and 

validation of vocational knowledge and skills acquired.

The current diversification of vocational training arrangements—especially 

the incorporation of informal and non-formal training as constituent parts 

of those arrangements—is such that more and more countries are estab-

lishing methods and mechanisms to validate the skills acquired through 

on-the-job training, traditional apprenticeships, self-employment or through 

other forms of informal learning. Although such experiences are just begin-

ning, they are a sine qua non (i.e., indispensable and essential) condition for 

moving away from an exclusive perspective of skills development through 

formal training to a more inclusive perspective of recognizing, within a 
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national qualifications framework, the legitimacy and effectiveness of 

diverse vocational training pathways.

From the learner’s point of view, the validation and recognition of knowl-

edge and skills acquired ‘informally’ gives trainees admission to previously 

inaccessible training programs and content. From the point of view of the 

system, validation and recognition enhance articulation by creating vertical 

and horizontal linkages between what were thus far separate—and even 

conflicting—provisions for training and qualification.

Legal provisions for validation and certification outside  
the formal system in Europe

African countries can learn from reviewing provisions in other countries 

and emulate the suitable models or mechanisms. For example, Norway and 

France have developed frameworks of legislation and evaluation methods 

for the certification of qualifications acquired solely through experien-

tial learning. In 2002, France passed a law giving any individual access to 

formal professional degrees by way of the validation of experiential learning 

(Walther, 2005).

The example of Norway (Farstad, 2008) is truly significant. In 2007, Norway 

set up legislation recognizing the rights of individuals to the validation of 

experiential knowledge and skills. Through the recognition of their learning 

outcomes achieved through informal and non-formal channels, supplemented 

by short-term training, over 60,000 adults have been able to acquire qualifi-

cations equivalent to those of upper secondary education. More than 10,000 

adults who did not have the requisite level of formal knowledge for their admis-

sion to tertiary education have been able to matriculate after proving they had 

reached the required level by way of non-formal and/or informal pathways.

Innovative African experiences in the validation  
of non-formal knowledge and skills

Several African countries have introduced systems and/or projects aimed at 

the recognition of non-formal and/or informal achievement. Mauritius has 

set up a recognition system to acknowledge the occupational skills of workers 

made redundant from the sugar industry, thereby giving them access to jobs 

in tourism. In Namibia, open and distance learning institutions (NAMCOL) 
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are authorized to recognize the achievement levels required in the informal 

sector thereby giving learners access to certified distance training and alter-

native primary and secondary education (Singh, 2008c).

Ethiopia is instituting skills evaluation centers for young people trained 

through informal and/or non-formal learning and, as stated in the current 

TVET reform, “all those who have been trained informally, that is in a 

working situation, through traditional apprenticeships or self training 

shall have access to the evaluation of their profession and may be certified” 

(Walther, 2006, p. 41). South Africa validates the skills acquired through the 

learnerships initiatives (on-the-job work/study program), and those of young 

workers trained in the informal sector through the provision of the National 

Qualifications Framework (NQF). The resources used also serve to broaden 

the social base of tertiary-student bodies by opening university access to 

youth and adults from outside the traditional, formal systems (Singh, 2008).

Open-ended and flexible validation and certification 
methods

It is neither possible nor advisable to validate experiential or prior learning in 

the same way as achievements by way of formal education. Several  alternative 

approaches can be listed based on the Norwegian example (see Text Box).

Such different approaches are found in innovative validation experiences 

applied on the African continent.

Towards a universal adoption of National Qualifications 
Frameworks

The diversity of training and pathways to employment identified in the 

different countries is prompting more and more African nations to set up 

national qualifications frameworks capable of offsetting the fragmentation 

of training situations and provisions. The establishment of such frameworks 

is hampered by the difficulty of designing validation standards and criteria 

that measure both the skills and knowledge acquired and that secure equal 

treatment of formal, non-formal, and informal vocational training. If equal 

treatment is not given, the national qualifications frameworks run the risk 

of being a selection tool rather than a means of combating the exclusion 

affecting the most vulnerable youth.
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South Africa began instituting such a national framework in 1997. It has 

developed access for different populations to education and training and 

established linkages between the different pathways of learning, thereby 

attempting to combat the social inequalities left by apartheid (Singh, 2008c). 

Ethiopia is putting vocational-training reform into effect that redefines stan-

dard nationwide occupational benchmarks on the possibility of accessing 

recognized national qualifications, regardless of how (informally and/or 

non-formally) the knowledge and skills thus validated are acquired. Benin, 

Mali and Senegal are setting up occupational benchmarks that open access 

to the same level of certification, and hence qualification, for young people 

and adults who have undergone formal training and workplace vocational 

training (Walther with Filipiak, 2007). Along the same lines, Mauritius has 

established and improved its national qualifications system by upgrading 

Box 4 .7 – Validation of non-formal and 
informal learning in Norway

One assessment method will not suit all people and situations . The assessor has 
to be sensitive to the needs and merits of the individual . Respect for diversity is 
also demonstrated in the acknowledgement of many different learning arenas with 
different requirements to the documentation and validation of learning outcomes .

The following methods have been developed for validation of non-formal and 
informal learning . 

Dialogue-based method: The dialogue-based method is based on discussions 
between assessor/specialist and the individual . The specialist focuses on the 
knowledge and experience of each individual and attends to specific problems and 
queries in the curriculum . A dialogue-based method covers tacit knowledge, and 
seems to be most useful for adults who have difficulties with reading, writing and 
mathematics .

Assessment of portfolio: Assessment based on a portfolio is a method using written 
documentation, photos and other similar tangible items . Modules and subjects 
are approved based on the documentation submitted, and additional education is 
offered so that individuals can acquire the desired certificates . 

Vocational ‘testing’ starts off with an interview, where the background, training, 
work experience, language skills and objective of the adult are charted; after which 
the individual shows the abilities in practice . Vocational testing provides individuals 
with every opportunity to demonstrate abilities in their chosen fields . This method 
captures knowledge and experiences, which are not documented, and works well 
irrespective of learning and language difficulties .

Source: Halfstad, 2008
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the number and relevance of vocational and certification arrangements, 

while Zimbabwe has organized its TVET system into five levels of qualifica-

tion for the entire country (Singh, 2008c).

Overall, the various experiences in the validation of knowledge and skills 

acquired outside the formal system, and their incorporation into a single 

national qualifications framework, has opened the way for recognition by 

certification authorities of different vocational alternatives. In this sense, 

they are indispensable to the implementation of post-primary vocational 

training systems that give young people that have insufficient access to 

formal opportunities for education and training access to the same levels 

and types of qualifications as those attainable through formal training. 

However, the establishment of such national frameworks is problematic in 

that many countries have not determined equivalencies between the levels of 

education and training reached and certified, and the classification of posi-

tions occupied, where such a classification exists. Predominantly, the only 

classification that exists is for public-sector jobs, and the linkage between 

those positions and the diplomas obtained is purely formal.

In response to 
development needs
• Local
• Sector -wide
• Rural
• Global

In response to needs for equity

• Out-of-School (drop outs)

• Girls

• Rural population

• Ex-soldiers

Partner-driven 
Public-private partnership 

National qualifications framework

Integrated post-primary vocational training system 
• TVET
• Apprenticeship/Intermittent education (work-learn cycle)
• Non formal pre-vocational education...

Figure 4.1 – Towards a new system of TVET



	 Post-Primary	eduCation	in	afriCa:		
156	 Challenges	and	aPProaChes	for	exPanding	learning	oPPortunities

Conclusions

The greatest challenges facing the African continent are to break out of the 

poverty that marginalizes and traps it citizens and to take the increasingly 

informal economies from ones of subsistence to ones of growth and develop-

ment. However, that will only be made possible by enhancing education and 

skills – especially among the children and youth whom are the workforce of 

the future. Studies done for the Biennial highlight that skill improvement 

cannot be achieved only through formal education. Recognition of the voca-

tional training and qualifications delivered by the authorities in partner-

ship with other economic and social stakeholders is essential. Many of the 

available programs have been developed and provided through awareness of 

local specificities and the economic-development requirements of different 

areas and industries. But there are too few programs, in general, and too few 

programs with effective design, implementation and quality control to meet 

the needs of a diverse and large population of youth.

The challenge is to offer each child—whether a good or poor performer in 

traditional school, male or female, rural or urban, from whatever social 

background—access, through various pathways, equal rights to education 

and the opportunity to obtain qualification for employment.

The equal right of all young Africans to preparation for the world of work 

and a level of income that enables them to participate actively in the creation 

of a sustainable future for themselves and for the African content lies at 

the heart of issues of post-primary vocational training. Education, knowl-

edge and skills, particularly as Africa, like other continents, has entered the 

age of the knowledge society, are the cornerstones of economic, social and 

cultural development. 
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Chapter 5.   
Preparing knowledge workers 
for Africa’s development:  
Articulating upper secondary 
with higher education

This chapter contains the last thematic contribution to this book. It focuses 

specifically on the articulation between the two major levels of post-basic 

education and training: upper secondary school and related technical– 

vocational institutions and the variety of academic, professional and tech-

nical education bodies that are part of tertiary or higher education. While 

its main emphasis is on the transition from academic secondary schools to 

university, it does pay attention to other possible transitions, notably from 

upper secondary equivalent programs (such as in TVET) towards tertiary 

level vocational training programs.

The chapter consists of seven sections. After placing the articulation between 

upper secondary and higher education within the wider socio-economic 

context (section one) it successively reviews the same crosscutting issues 

in sections two through six, drawing upon examples of good practices in 

various countries across the continent. It concludes with a discussion about 

the reforms needed to strengthen the linkages between the two levels. 

The case studies and literature reviewed in this chapter relate mainly to 

Anglophone Africa, although some on-going higher education reforms in 

Mozambique and Francophone Africa are highlighted. These include the 

LMD (Licence-Master-Doctorat) reforms in Senegal and Côte d’Ivoire and the 

curriculum reforms in Mauritania to match higher education outcomes to 

the employment sector.
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1. The present context for addressing  
the articulation between upper  
secondary education and training  
and forms of tertiary education

Globalization and the knowledge society

The development of upper secondary education and training and its inter-

face with tertiary education in Africa needs to be analyzed and understood 

in the context of global competition and developments in economics, knowl-

edge generation and utilization, science and technology. The dynamics 

of globalization such as information and communication technologies, 

research and innovation are the key drivers not only in the development of 

new knowledge and skills, but also adaptation of new ideas, products and 

innovative approaches in business, management, processes of production 

and marketing of goods and services. 

Hence, education and, in particular, higher education is critical to the 

creation, building and transfer of knowledge, skills and competencies that 

drive modern economies and global competitiveness. In African countries, 

the youth and educators are learning from the recent experiences of China, 

India, South Korea, Malaysia, Europe and others as well as what the United 

States education system has exemplified for decades. The implications and 

impact of these forces on the development and articulation between upper 

secondary and higher education and training in Africa, therefore, need 

to be continuously explored and well understood. In particular, the rapid 

changes in the nature of knowledge, which require curriculum reforms and 

innovations, need systematic attention. The development in ICT and new 

technologies are opening up new opportunities for learning, teaching and 

research as well as dissemination of knowledge and skills. This is rapidly 

becoming another strong driver of the changes and innovations occurring 

in higher education. 

These dynamics have implications for what is learned and how it is learned 

at upper secondary school level. Moreover, they have implications for 

subjects learned at the secondary level are linked to higher education 

curriculum innovations, and learning and teaching requirements. African 

education systems are in the midst of escalating demands for access and 

equity, while facing crippling financial constraints. They are under enor-
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mous pressure to produce human resources to meet the requirements of 

the rapidly changing market for knowledge, skills and competences. As 

more profound changes are anticipated because of globalization and the 

development of ICTs in Africa, there is also the persistent question as 

to what kind of institutional arrangements are required for the creation 

and transfer of knowledge and skills. This is all the more important as 

institutions are faced with a rapid obsolescence of knowledge and skills 

in an environment in which competitiveness at regional and global levels 

is a continuing concern. Globalization and development of the knowledge 

society have thus introduced new imperatives into the education and 

training of Africa’s human resources. 

In higher education in particular, globalization has had a strong impact on 

institutional development in higher education. Firstly, it produced intense 

interest and involvement by governments in the development, improve-

ment and marketing of universities. This is evident in countries like China, 

Malaysia, Australia and India. The European Union is also moving towards 

a harmonized system of higher education through the ‘Bologna process’, 

which led to agreements about a common degree structure across Europe. 

Secondly, development of private universities has become an important 

aspect of higher education, especially in developing countries. The entry 

of private investors into the sector is thus breaking state dominance in the 

provision of higher education (Varghese, 2008). 

Thirdly, higher education has become an arena for stiff competition for staff, 

for recognition, for resources, and even more for growing numbers of inter-

nationally oriented students. The competition is both local and international. 

The supplying countries and institutions want to retain their best students 

to minimize brain drain, while the receiving countries and institutions try 

to attract them for economic or intellectual reasons (such as improving and 

enhancing intellectual capital). With the decline in state funding in some 

countries, universities are also hunting for fee-paying foreign students to 

augment their incomes.

Fourthly, there is a significant ongoing process of ‘internationalization’ of 

institutions: universities are keen to have a mix of students from different 

backgrounds; they attract international staff and provide courses and research 

programs that have a wide appeal. For this reason teaching and learning in 

many courses takes place in English — the language of business, research and 
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technology. The development of ‘borderless institutions’ — through distance 

programs or establishing satellite campuses — is part of this worldwide 

phenomenon. The possibilities of attending courses and programs offered 

by campuses of leading institutions in their vicinity are shaping the imagina-

tions of students, parents and teachers at all education levels. 

Access to quality and international ‘brands’ in education has become a strong 

propelling force. Cross-border providers have therefore become very impor-

tant in Africa (Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius, Uganda, etc), leading to all manners 

of collaboration with local institutions to meet legal and quality assurance 

requirements. Finally, the globalization of higher education is also marked 

by intense marketing of courses and of degree and research programs that 

are intended to attract students, academic talent and resources from around 

the world.

The regionalization of higher education, or the mobility of students within 

different geographical regions of Africa, is increasing. Many Nigerian 

students now enroll in Ghanaian universities, while there is a growing 

mobility of students between Kenya and Uganda, and from all over the 

Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) countries to South 

African institutions. These developments bring into sharp focus the need 

for reciprocal recognition of qualifications and an overarching agency that 

can coordinate collaborative activities of national quality assurance agen-

cies, professional registration boards and examination boards. 

Role of higher education in national development

African countries recognize the potential of higher education in driving 

high levels of economic growth, overall improvement in living standards 

and better livelihoods of their populations. The recent positive experiences 

of Asian countries have generated special attraction and admiration in 

Africa. Hence, it is suggested that discourses on EFA and MDGs in Africa 

need to be placed in the local as well as international contexts, with due 

attention to other discourses regarding the nature and orientation of higher 

education (Scott and Yeld, 2007; PUIB, 2006). In addition, higher education 

should be seen within the wider context of a diverse tertiary education 

system that includes universities and other post-secondary education and 

training institutions.
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The value of higher education is increasingly understood not only in terms 

of production of human resources, but also as a critical driver of national 

development and of global competitiveness. As a result, the functions of 

the university — teaching and learning, research and national service — 

have assumed deeper meaning and taken on new forms of engagement. 

While teaching and learning builds and inculcates knowledge, capacities 

and competences, and develops outlook and attitudes required for socio-

economic development, research enterprise leads to creation of new ideas, 

knowledge, processes and innovations for propelling scientific and tech-

nological advancement. This is increasingly seen as a core responsibility 

of higher education. The provision of services to society by any higher 

education institution is thus seen as a quintessence of this broad societal 

mandate. 

Higher education is also perceived as a vehicle for various groups in the 

society to access political, economic and social capital, as well as power and 

status for the purpose of effective participation in the democratic space, 

and contributing to overall development. It is also seen as an instrument for 

equitable distribution and creation of wealth, resources and opportunities 

in society. In this sense, higher education is a highly sensitive political issue, 

and indeed has become a highly demanded and valued commodity. 

Nevertheless, the higher education sector also faces a number of critical 

challenges. Firstly, higher education in Africa has been, and remains, open 

to only a privileged few. In comparison to the prevailing standards in devel-

oped countries and the fast developing economies of Asia, African countries 

lag behind in terms of the proportion (or Gross Enrolment Ratio, GER) of the 

appropriate age cohort accessing higher education. This ratio is only about 

5 percent, while in developed countries it is close to 50 percent (Varghese, 

2008). Secondly, the inequalities of the past have persisted: associated with 

race (South Africa), gender, geographical location and class. 

Thirdly, the move towards a mix of disciplines, curriculum relevance and 

quality of skills and competences produced by higher education institutions 

has remained incongruent with the needs of socio-economic development. 

This has led to graduate unemployment in the midst of persistent shortages 

of advanced skills and specializations in less popular sectors. The occur-

rence of graduate unemployment underlines the fact that mere production 

of human resources in terms of numbers, discipline mix, skills and techno-
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logical orientation is not a sufficient condition for economic development. 

The Asian experience seems to indicate that education development thrives 

well where simultaneously it is backed by an injection of domestic and 

external capital, by infrastructural development and by an enabling policy 

environment for enterprises to thrive.

Higher education institutions are also challenged to build close partnerships 

with industry. As a result, a number of universities are now cultivating such 

linkages, by making their programs responsive to market demands, and by 

building research collaboration to utilize their research output for mutual 

benefits. While pursuing these goals, universities are often cautioned not to 

fall into the trap of narrowly demarcating their path of responsiveness to 

economic imperatives and competitiveness to the detriment of their broader 

mission of generating knowledge, fostering intellectual debates and cultural 

renaissance. 

For higher education to play its expected role, governments have started 

to institute policy, legal and institutional reforms in order to facilitate the 

development of the sector. Such reforms include establishment of accredi-

tation and quality assurance authorities, and student loans programs. At 

the institutional level, reforms of governance and management, diversifica-

tion of funding sources and increased investment of time and resources in 

research and innovation are underway. Many higher education institutions 

are also challenged to devise strategies and responses to the issue of HIV/

AIDS as well as the consequences of wars and conflicts that have disrupted 

education systems in countries like Côte d’Ivoire, Mozambique, Liberia, 

Kenya and Uganda. 

More, however, needs to be done by the higher education sector to cope 

with the expected surge resulting from expansion of secondary education 

in many African countries. By engaging in reforms, higher education may 

add impetus to not only global and regional integration but also national 

socio-economic, scientific and technological development. Promoting equity 

of access and outcomes, whether nationally or regionally, is an essential 

condition for meeting national needs for knowledge workers, competent 

leadership and innovations. The challenge for Africa is to analyze and fully 

understand how these global, regional and national dynamics and reforms 

shape the articulation of secondary education with provision of higher 

education and training. 
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Expansion of upper secondary and higher education  
in Africa

In the last two decades or so, Africa has experienced very rapid expansion of 

upper secondary education and training, and of tertiary education as result 

of increasing individual demand. This demand has particularly focused on 

the upper secondary schools offering a pure academic curriculum, and far 

less so on TVET institutions at this level. During this period, the annual 

rate of expansion of tertiary education in Sub-Saharan Africa has been 

about 8.7 percent. This expansion has not been limited to public higher 

education institutions only; as there has also been an increasing participa-

tion by the private sector in the provision (accounting for 18 percent of the 

enrolment) and funding of tertiary institutions (Varghese, 2006 and 2008; 

Materu, 2007). 

The case studies reviewed in this chapter indicate how this remarkable 

expansion is working in Kenya, Ghana, South Africa, Mauritius, Uganda, 

Côte d’Ivoire and other countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. The case studies 

indicate clearly how the increasing expansion of upper secondary educa-

tion is mediating and affecting the transition between upper secondary and 

higher education.

Box 5 .1 – Tertiary enrolment pressures: 
The example of Uganda

The demand for places at the post-secondary education and training level in Uganda 
far exceeds the number of places available . This situation is likely to deteriorate 
due to the introduction and implementation of the Universal Secondary Education in 
2006 . Forty percent of primary school graduates continue into secondary education 
while the remaining 60 percent find their way into Business, Technical, Vocational 
Education and Training (BTVET) institutions and the world of work (formal and 
informal, self-employment, etc) . The two to three years duration of programs in 
BTVET institutions provide an alternative to secondary education .

Although 12,000 students leave upper secondary annually, only 25 percent gain 
access to the few government higher education institutions (HEIs), leaving the rest 
(75 percent) to be absorbed by the private HEIs . This has led to rapid growth in the 
higher education sector . In 1990, enrolment in HEIs stood at 17,000 compared with 
over 121,000 in 2006 . Correspondingly, the number of universities has increased 
from one public university in 1987 to over 25 public and private universities in 
2007 .

Source: Ssenkaaba et al., 2008
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The expansion of upper secondary education has intensified the competition 

for higher education and especially for courses that command high value in 

the market place. Public universities, in particular, have also taken advantage 

of this demand to initiate programs for fee-paying students in contrast to 

those supported through government scholarships or bursaries. The universi-

ties are keen to expand these programs to earn much needed income for their 

operations. This development is entrenched in Kenya, Uganda and Ghana as 

the country case studies discussed herein indicate. 

Issues of quality assurance and relevance have also taken front stage, with 

institutions and mechanisms being established for this purpose in many 

countries (Materu, 2007). External educational agencies have also entered the 

local education market to provide opportunities, and earn profits on the esca-

lating demand for higher education and qualifications (Munavu and Kithuka, 

2007). Recruitment agencies from Australia, Malaysia and universities from 

the United Kingdom have established local offices for this purpose.

Concerns and dilemmas in the articulation of upper 
secondary with higher education 

Articulation between upper secondary and higher education is character-

ized by a complex set of factors and issues that include: 

• preparation of students for access to and success in higher education 

and in particular in mathematics and sciences; 

• Acquisition of skills and attitudes needed in the world of work and 

further training; 

• Expansion of pathways and opportunities for access to university 

education; 

• Gender, regional and social inequalities; 

• Quality and relevance of upper secondary education; 

• The mediation and dominant influence of examinations and other 

assessment instruments; 

• The absorptive capacity of the labor market and higher education system; 

and 

• The availability and allocation of resources. 

Other points of concern are the influence of the value given to higher educa-

tion at the household level, existing competition for locally available oppor-

tunities, openings for foreign university education and the orientation and 
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the rate of growth of the national economy. The interplay of these factors 

takes place in the context of national educational and socio-economic poli-

cies and practices, and the increasing influence of globalization. These 

issues are explored below, drawing as much as possible from the evidence 

and conclusions of the country case studies that were commissioned by 

ADEA for the 2008 Biennale.

2. Review of findings and outcomes:  
policy and governance

Government policies have perhaps the greatest influence on the articulation 

between upper secondary and higher education. The case studies analyzed 

Box 5 .2 –  Examples of policy changes in articulation 
of upper secondary and higher education 

In Ghana, where government policy advocates a science-to-arts enrolment ratio of 
60:40, public universities are encouraged to offer bridging or remedial programs 
in science subjects for students with borderline admission grades so that they may 
qualify for science courses at the university . Several universities have also introduced 
policies that offer concessionary admission to students from deprived secondary 
schools, as well as ‘affirmative action’ polices to increase the representation of 
female applicants . These policies do not imply the admission of students who are 
not qualified for university education . All students who benefit from these policies 
do satisfy the basic requirements for higher education . The concession has to do 
with lowering the competitive admission cut-off points by a point or two in order to 
beat the intense competition occasioned by the limited number of places available 
at the university (Effah et al ., 2007) . In order to promote equity in educational 
provision, the Government of Ghana has also committed itself to establishing a 
well-endowed upper secondary school in each of the 138 districts of the country .

The South African education system operates within a legislative and policy 
environment that seeks to address the long history of racial inequalities and cultural 
diversity in educational provision . There is a pressing need to actively redress the 
legacy of racial and gender inequalities of apartheid, and to ensure that the benefits 
of higher education — the individual and public benefits — are equitably spread 
across all communities . The challenge at this juncture, however, is to prepare 
students for success in higher education given the inadequacy of past educational 
experiences .

South Africa has articulated far-reaching policies and enacted legislative frameworks 
intended to spur the development of equitable, quality and integrated higher 
education, which is responsive to the needs of national development . One of the 
main policy instruments designed to improve access and articulation, both vertical 
and horizontal, has been the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) . However, 
this NQF has become controversial because of its complexity and sophistication .  

(Scott and Yeld, 2008; Munavu and Kithuka, 2007)
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for this chapter, demonstrate that government policies are moving towards 

expansion and diversification of tertiary or higher education in order to 

cope with social demand for qualifications, skills and competitiveness in 

the economy. There are policies, for instance, relating the ratio of science 

and technology students to students in the humanities and arts, as well as 

those aimed at bridging gender, geographical and economic inequalities.

The criteria for student mobility to higher education, employment or further 

training involve an inter-play of several factors, which include the type of 

upper secondary school attended (general or academic, vocational or profes-

sional) and the performance in the national school-leaving examinations. 

The vertical articulation between upper secondary and higher education, 

in particular, raises issues related to admission requirements, whether the 

curriculum offered at upper secondary is tailored to the admission require-

ments of various university programs, and whether the available opportuni-

ties in the universities and colleges can accommodate the ever-increasing 

number of qualified secondary school leavers.

In addition to direct admission of students from academic secondary schools, 

questions are being raised as to the existence of provisions and avenues 

for admitting students from the vocational or professional training system 

that could be considered equivalent to upper secondary education. There are 

obstacles and barriers to entry to universities for students from the voca-

tional stream, but some efforts are being made in this direction, notably in 

Uganda and Kenya (Ssenkaaba et al., 2008; Munavu et al., 2007). National 

Qualifications Frameworks have been suggested as a possible mechanism 

for dealing with this problem. Existence of such a pathway to university 

education is becoming an important aspect of opening university education 

to the many people who, for one reason or other, moved into employment or 

skills training at an early stage of their educational development.

The expansion of secondary education and training will continue to put 

pressure on tertiary institutions to accommodate not only those coming 

directly from schools, but also those who attained qualifications through 

non-formal or informal education or training alternatives at this level. As 

stated earlier, efforts are being made in this direction in a number of coun-

tries like Ghana, Kenya and Uganda. Changing admissions qualifications, 

offering remedial courses and creating policies that take gender, race or 

ethnicity into account in an attempt to promote equal educational oppor-
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tunities can form the basis upon which Africa can widen access and go 

beyond the current tertiary enrolment figure of 5 percent of the age cohort 

in university education. Widening access and catering to the concepts of 

continuing education and lifelong learning in order to improve and update 

the skills, knowledge and competences are mandatory in the rapidly 

changing social, economic and technological environment. Recognition 

of informal education, prior and experiential learning, and creation of 

mechanisms and institutional arrangements to facilitate learners in these 

categories to access higher education and in particular university educa-

tion, are an urgent challenge to policy makers and providers of higher 

education.

All the issues discussed above on the criteria for student mobility into 

higher education, the admission of students from technical or vocational 

education tracks, and the limited absorption capacity of the universities, 

point to the critical character and importance of the interface between 

upper secondary and higher education. As the output of upper secondary 

education increases, all African countries face a serious challenge of 

management of the transition, within the context of limited public and 

private opportunities and resources for higher education. Ensuring equi-

table allocation of higher education opportunities is a matter of grave 

political concern to promote social and economic development, as well as 

peace and security. 

In the countries studied, the allocation mechanisms tend to favor students 

applying from the formal academic education system. Other educational 

routes are far from being given the recognition they deserve in the rapidly 

changing circumstances of acquisition of knowledge and skills. In order to 

manage the factors that govern the interface as well as those on either side 

of the interface, it is necessary that each country engage all relevant stake-

holders in policy dialogue and strategy formulation that will guide system-

atic development. The stakeholders include the ministries responsible for 

basic education and higher education, supervisory and regulatory bodies, 

examination councils, associations of heads of secondary schools, student 

organizations, professional bodies, the private sector and the universities 

(both public and private). In many Sub-Saharan Africa countries, the task 

of articulation of policy and indeed allocation of educational resources 

relating to upper secondary and higher education is the sole responsibility 

of the Ministry of Education, a situation that calls for urgent change.
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Reforms, however, are beginning. Many universities in Africa have embarked 

on far reaching reforms in governance and management, curriculum, 

financial administration and accountability, and are building much needed 

partnerships in the development of the institutions. These reforms have 

profound implications for not only the institutions themselves but also their 

relationships and interactions with secondary education, the private sector, 

government institutions and other stakeholders, both local and international. 

The ripple effects of these changes are likely to be far reaching, improving 

education systems, households and the society as a whole (Sawyerr, 2004; 

PUIB, 2006; Mihyo, 2007; Scott and Yeld, 2008)

Preparation of upper secondary students  
for future careers and higher education

Higher education institutions are the main contributors for youth to attain 

the high-level skills needed both for international competitiveness in the 

context of economic globalization and for internal development. How effec-

tively graduates of higher education integrate into the world of work is there-

fore a measure of the efficiency of the system. A major concern in many 

African countries is the perceived mismatch between higher education and 

training and the needs of the employment sector. 

Perhaps there is nowhere else in Africa where the supply and demand 

disequilibrium is more pronounced than in Mauritania, where more than 

30 percent of PhD holders are unemployed. Moreover, graduates from the 

higher education system are as likely to be unemployed as people without 

any form of formal education. This situation appears to be partly linked 

to the absence of proper articulation between upper secondary and higher 

education. To redress the weaknesses within the system, Mauritania intends 

to build the transition from upper secondary to higher education on four 

pillars: diversification of program offerings at the tertiary level; improve-

ment in teaching and learning conditions; introduction of foreign languages 

into the curriculum; and ICT education (Soumare and Thiam 2007).

Poor Articulation Fuels Graduate Unemployment  
in Mauritania

The quality of preparation for higher education at the upper secondary 

school has a strong effect on articulation. Equally important is whether 
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the curriculum at this level is geared towards university education, non-

university higher education, skills and professional development or employ-

ment. The curriculum, subject choices and combinations offered at upper 

secondary level must be aligned to and articulated with the requirements of 

entry into higher education institutions (Munavu et al., 2007). 

In most countries in Africa, there is a tendency to concentrate on the needs 

of those students who will proceed to academic and professional programs, 

thus eliding the reality that the majority of upper secondary leavers do not 

go on to university (Munavu et al., 2007). This highlights the lack of articula-

tion between those upper secondary curriculums, which focus on academic 

studies, and the needs of technical and sub-professional education and 

training. The training needs of technical and sub-professional cadres are 

ignored in favor of development of university education. In general, articu-

lation between secondary and higher education tends to be smoother for 

students moving from the formal and traditional secondary school track to 

tertiary education.

The case study of the Namibia College of Open Learning (NAMCOL), discussed 

previously, is however unique in this respect. NAMCOL offers opportunities 

for learners from informal or non-formal backgrounds to re-enter the formal 

system through an alternative mode of participation in secondary education 

(Mayumbelo et al., 2007). Nevertheless, in general there is lack of coher-

ence in the curriculum offered at upper secondary level with that offered 

Box 5 .3 – Consequences of poor 
articulation: The example of Mauritania

In Mauritania, the absence of proper articulation and inability to effectively 
manage the transition between upper secondary and higher education has led 
to a state of disequilibrium between the education and employment sectors . Of 
the 11,000 students who enter upper secondary, only 3,000 qualify for higher 
education, which has an absorption capacity of only 1,500 . Moreover, while 22 
different specializations are offered at the higher education level, only 3 options are 
available at the upper secondary level to feed these 22 programs . According to the 
labor department, the annual demand for higher education graduates is only about 
600 compared with a graduate output of about 1,500 . It is estimated that more than 
47 percent of job seekers are holders of higher education qualifications, including 
doctorate degrees .

Source: Soumare and Thiam, 2007
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in higher education institutions, both as regards articulation in academic 

orientation, and as regards the connections in the technical/professional 

domains. Evidence from the case studies indicates that this has yet to be 

given adequate research or policy attention.

The preparation of students for higher education is also influenced signifi-

cantly by the differentiation and inequalities in provision at the upper 

secondary school level. Inequality of provision in this context refers to regional 

and socio-economic inequalities that limit the chances of students from 

disadvantaged backgrounds to enter the better-endowed upper secondary 

schools. Quota systems and affirmative action type policies are being used 

in some countries to deal with access inequities. Differentiation here refers 

to situations whereby secondary students are channeled into academic or 

vocational streams that do not provide the learning and knowledge skills 

necessary for university access. In some countries, inequality and differentia-

tion in provision translates into a situation where only a handful secondary 

schools (i.e., the best resourced and with adequate curricula choices) provide 

the bulk of university students. Hence, the inequalities at upper secondary 

are reproduced at the higher education level. Apart from the educational 

policy environment, inequality results from socio-economic factors including 

gender and ethnicity, as well as historical and geographical factors. 

The complexities and inter-relatedness of the factors in the development of 

secondary education and training tend to be reproduced in the transition to 

higher education; consequently, they affect outcomes. The South African case 

study presented at the Biennale highlighted the issue of the inadequate prepa-

ration of historically disadvantaged students accessing higher education, even 

when they perform well in secondary school leaving examinations. In short, 

they are not well prepared for success in undertaking higher education (Scott 

and Yeld, 2008). This speaks directly to the need for reformulation of policies 

to address issues of equity comprehensively, at all levels of the education 

system and in the society; assumptions that inequities can be addressed or 

ameliorated at the upper end of the education system are erroneous. 

Enrolment capacity of higher education institutions  
and programs

The slow expansion of higher education systems in many African countries 

has limited their capacity to increase enrolments in tandem with social 
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demand, thus limiting the chances of upper secondary graduates to acquire 

higher education. In many countries, less than one-third of qualified appli-

cants gain admission into public universities. This situation is illustrated 

by data (see Table 6.1) from the Kenya case study (Munavu et al. 2007). The 

problem is compounded by inadequate differentiation and diversity of the 

institutions and programs at the higher education level, leading to a reduced 

opportunity for selection and choice by prospective students. 

Apart from the enrolment constraints at the higher education level, the 

other key factor affecting the rates of transition from upper secondary to 

higher education is availability of resources to finance the costs of higher 

education. The role and dominance of the state in funding higher education 

is gradually ending with the entry of private investors and new tuition prac-

tices. In some countries, student loans have been introduced to cater for this 

need. Universities with fee-paying students have improved their financial 

resource base while increasing opportunities for economically able house-

holds to give their children university education. One university in Ghana is 

reported to have generated about USD 4 million in only one academic year 

from fee-paying students (Effah et al., 2007). 

Table 6.1  – Annual trend of the number of qualified upper secondary 
applicants (candidates with pass grades C+ and above) versus those 

actually admitted into public universities in Kenya (2000-2006) 

Candidature 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006

No . of upper 
secondary 
candidates

181,984 194,993 198,356 205,730 219,405 260,653 241,313

Annual 
increase in 
candidature

9,101 13,009 3,363 7,374 13,675 41,248 -19,340

No . of quali-
fied appli-
cants

40,497 42,160 42,726 49,870 58,239 68,030 62,926

% qualified 
applicants

17 .74% 22 .25% 21 .63% 21 .24% 26 .54% 26% 26 .1%

No . admit-
ted to public 
universities

8,899 11,147 11,046 10,791 10,200 10,000 16,000

No . qualified 
but not admit-
ted

30,497 32,160 32,726 39,870 48,239 58,000 46,929

Source: Kenya National Examinations Council, 2005; CHE, 2006 (from Munavu and Kithuka, 2008)



	 Post-Primary	eduCation	in	afriCa:		
172	 Challenges	and	aPProaChes	for	exPanding	learning	oPPortunities

Despite the advantages, the policy of enrolling fee-paying students also under-

scores equity issues; such policies deny students from poor households and 

encourage the commercialization of university education. Interestingly, this 

policy has received minimal public criticism, as one would expect, suggesting 

that the proportion of fee-paying students may increase rather than diminish 

(Mamdani, 2007). There is growing pressure, however, for governments and 

institutions to remove the existing categorization of students (PUIB, 2006). This 

will not be realized until policies on fees paid by all students are harmonized, 

and institutions and mechanisms are in place to support qualified students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds to access higher education.

Other recent developments in higher education include an increasing 

number of university institutions offering short duration, market-oriented 

certificate and vocational courses, while non-university institutions are 

beginning to aspire to university status by offering degree programs, or 

admitting students with university-level admission qualifications. Indeed, 

some polytechnics in Mauritius are said to be operating as ‘mini-universi-

ties’ (Bissoondoyal et al., 2008). This phenomenon, which has been termed 

‘academic drift’ and ‘vocational drift’, has implications for not only the tran-

sition to higher education but also for the identity and mandate of higher 

education institutions (Ng’ethe et al., 2008).

Another issue that needs to be noted is the intense competition for the 

limited opportunities available at higher education and training institutes. 

The on-going expansion of public universities, the development of private 

universities and the availability of foreign opportunities or cross border 

education have not eased the problem, and are not expected to ameliorate the 

situation anytime soon. Consequently, the transition from upper secondary 

to higher education needs to be analyzed and understood in the context of 

expansion of secondary education as part of the EFA strategy, demographic 

changes in African societies and current national and international policies 

and strategies towards increasing the proportion of the relevant age group 

that accesses higher education. 

The competition for admission is most noticeable among professional 

programs and courses that have a high market value (Munavu et al., 2008; 

Mamdani, 2007). The intense competition for places at the university has 

serious implications for learning at the upper secondary level, as it has been 

noted above in terms of a strong tendency towards rote learning, narrowing 
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the focus on the curriculum, repetition and private tutorials (Bissoondoyal 

et al., 2008). This situation also has equity and quality implications at 

the secondary school level, as well as for subsequent learning in higher 

 education institutions. Policy makers and educators alike are aware of these 

undesirable learning outcomes and class inequalities that are engendered by 

the intense competition for university admissions. However, they are unable, 

for various reasons (personal, political or economic), to institute any cred-

ible measures that would change the current situation.

Accreditation and quality assurance

Accreditation and quality assurance have become critical issues in the 

development of tertiary education in Africa. This has been spurred by a 

strong and persistent perception that the quality of higher education has 

declined as a result of increased enrolment without a matching increase in 

unit cost, decline and lack of qualified staff and the existing internal and 

external inefficiencies in the management and governance of institutions 

in the sector. The rapid increase in the development of private universities 

and cross-border providers of higher education in the last three decades 

has also led to the emergence of accreditation and quality assurance bodies. 

Governments are now insisting that all institutions in the sector should be 

subject to processes of quality review and assurance (Materu, 2007). 

National accreditation agencies determine the number and type of higher 

education institutions (both public and private) that are legally authorized 

to operate and offer qualifications that are recognized. Accreditation there-

fore has a significant influence on articulation, since the options for higher 

education available to graduates of upper secondary are influenced, and 

in some instances limited, by the number of accredited higher education 

institutions. In most African countries, institutions for accreditation and 

quality assurance in higher education have been established and are playing 

a critical role in the development of the higher education sector, especially 

in the expansion of private universities and cross-border higher education. 

However, these newly created institutions are often hindered in their work 

by lack of capacity and resources to carry out their mandates and responsi-

bilities effectively.

Accordingly, the governance, management and staff capacities of these bodies 

require strengthening in order to meet the urgent and rapidly increasing need 
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for external quality assurance in higher education. A number of concerns 

have been raised about the quality assurance mechanisms in many countries, 

especially about the nature and credibility of the accreditation process, and 

how the accreditation agencies carry out this function. Public university 

institutions are often hostile to external accreditation and quality assurance, 

considering such activities an intrusion into their functions as autonomous 

academic institutions of higher learning (Mihyo, 2007; Materu, 2007). 

A more fundamental concern is how the processes of national accredita-

tion and quality assurance influence the content and quality of upper 

secondary education and training, if at all. Equally important is how they 

affect competition for access to universities, especially academic and profes-

sional programs. As external quality assurances and accreditation bodies 

and processes become well-established and effective, higher education insti-

tutions are encouraged to strengthen, and where necessary, build a culture 

of quality within each institution; this would inevitably lead to a platform 

for external quality assurance. 

Articulation and differentiation between university  
and non-university institutions
University and non-university institutions such as polytechnics and profes-

sional training institutions constitute the bulk of the higher education 

family. It is clear therefore that national policies that encourage or impede 

academic dialogue between the two institution types can have significant 

implications for student mobility from upper secondary to higher education. 

Better horizontal articulation between university and non-university insti-

tutions can enhance access to higher education opportunities and choices 

available to upper secondary graduates in academic and vocational tracks. 

Backward and forward linkages between the two types of institutions will 

lead to greater mobility of students upon completion of secondary educa-

tion. The benefits that can accrue from such a highly articulated system 

include improved access, increased program choices, credit accumulation 

and transfer, recognition of prior learning, lifelong learning and increased 

inter-institutional collaboration (Ssenkaaba et al., 2008). 

Diversification and differentiation of higher education institutions in Africa 

will allow each country to harvest a diversity of skills and competences that 

are needed in an emerging knowledge economy. This could be a source of 

synergy and of complementarities in tertiary education. Differentiation and 
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diversity of program offerings presents school leavers with wider higher 

education choices that match their aptitude, academic potential, socio-

cultural background, financial status, career and economic aspirations 

(Scott and Yeld, 2008; N’gethe et al., 2008).

Regional cooperation 
Regional cooperation, as one of the studies (Munavu and Kithuka, 2008) has 

indicated, is another way to facilitate credit transfers and recognition of 

qualifications, minimize costs and allow for sharing of existing capacities 

and experiences. This is not a new phenomenon in Africa, as the development 

of higher education in both the colonial era and the first one or two decades 

of the post-colonial period had a strong regional character. In the recent 

past, it has developed with minimal governmental support, but has been 

strongly promoted by the private sector and higher education stakeholders. 

Higher education can be a powerful instrument for accelerating regional 

cooperation and integration. Student mobility within regional economic blocs 

can better flourish within the framework of mutual recognition of academic 

qualifications. Regional umbrella organizations like the Association of 

African Universities (AAU), the Commonwealth Association of Polytechnics 

in Africa (CAPA) and the Inter-Universities Council of East Africa (IUCEA) 

can contribute to the harmonization of qualifications and regional qualifica-

tions frameworks (Munavu and Kithuka, 2008; Materu, 2007).

Education Management Information Systems (EMIS)
Education policy analysis in Africa suffers from a dearth of educational 

statistics. The Kenyan case study, discussed at the Biennale, and other studies 

have underlined the major challenges facing education systems in Africa in 

terms of availability of valid, reliable and up-to-date statistical data. Reliable 

educational statistics not only facilitates tracking of the articulation of upper 

secondary with higher education institutions, but also ensures the scientific 

monitoring of the entire system for informed decision making, planning, 

management and allocation of resources (Munavu and Kithuka, 2008). 

A background paper on gender (Bunyi, 2008) commissioned for the Biennale 

recommended institutionalizing the practice of collecting, analyzing and 

utilizing gender disaggregated data on all aspects of education planning and 

policy making. An effective, efficient and reliable Education Management 

Information System (EMIS) is necessary to facilitate the smooth flow of 
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information and data to policy makers, planners, managers and other stake-

holders at all levels of education and training (Nyamute, 2007; Bunyi, 2008; 

Mihyo, 2007). 

3. Examinations, assessments and articulation 
Performance in national examinations is the accepted mechanism for alloca-

tion and admission to higher education institutions. Progress to the next 

level, admission to the available places and scholarship awards depend, 

largely, on the student’s performance relative to other applicants. The pres-

sure on students, teachers, parents and institutions to meet the highest 

performance targets is therefore enormous in all African countries. 

Consequently, the power of examinations and the tyranny of assessment 

methods and instruments in influencing what is taught, how it is taught, 

time allocation for each subject and the learning process as a whole in 

secondary education. The limitations placed on implementation of some 

aspects of the curriculum, however, need to be recognized. The tendency 

is often to discourage independent exploration and development of creative 

activities, which are time-consuming, but are not examinable. Hence, those 

aspects of the curriculum that are not externally assessed receive little or no 

attention. The critical concern is how the students are assessed and certified 

at the end of upper secondary level, and how that assessment is linked to 

access to the next level of education, training or employment. 

In countries like Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda admission into higher educa-

tion institutions is centralized under the auspices of a joint admissions 

board. Centralized admission systems allow for equitable and transparent 

allocation of the available opportunities in public universities in these coun-

tries. In Mozambique, by contrast, each individual institution sets up its 

own admissions standards, which may vary from year to year. The country 

is, however, under pressure to have a national system to mediate admission 

into higher education institutions (Chilundo et al., 2007). 

Private universities in most of these countries have their own selection mecha-

nisms, which while taking cognizance of performance in the national exami-

nations, allow them to modify admissions criteria to include  candidates with 

non-formal qualifications and those who have taken remedial courses. This 

in effect allows private universities to set their own criteria, which often go 



5.	PreParing	knowledge	workers	for	afriCa’s	develoPment	 177

beyond academic performance in the national examinations. The different 

admissions policies and practices need however to be harmonized in each 

country. In regions like East Africa and the SADC countries, where mobility 

of labor is being promoted as part of regional cooperation and common 

market, harmonization would allow for credit transfers, comparability and 

recognition of qualifications attained on the completion of various academic 

programs and professional training (Munavu and Kithuka, 2008).

In Mauritius, the highly competitive nature of examinations is largely respon-

sible for limiting the scope of education, with students concentrating all 

their efforts on examinable subjects. Private tuition has developed as result 

of the dominant role examinations take in the pre-tertiary education system 

and their allocation function in a situation of very limited higher education 

opportunities. This situation is not unique to Mauritius. In countries as far 

apart as Ghana and Kenya, parents make many sacrifices to secure exam-

oriented tutoring outside of school. A parallel tutoring/coaching industry 

has emerged to meet this need. 

There is also a phenomenon in some African countries where upper secondary 

students are prepared for international examinations for entry into foreign 

universities (Munavu and Kithuka, 2008). Recently, this trend has assumed 

great prominence with entry into the African scene of recruitment agencies 

for universities in the United Kingdom, Asian countries and Australia.

The intense competition for access to opportunities in higher education insti-

tutions and especially to degree programs deemed to have high value in the 

labor market has had an impact on learning and teaching methods and subjects 

in the lower education levels by encouraging concentration on subjects that 

are examinable and those that improve the chances of students entering into 

the highly valued programs. As we have noted, examinations have a major 

impact on what is taught, the time allocated to various subjects and the meth-

odologies of teaching and learning. This works against providing diversity in 

program offerings at upper secondary school level in various countries. 

Despite the inherent problems, there is a broad acceptance that upper 

secondary education does offer a sufficient foundation in basic knowledge, 

skills and competences on which higher education and training institutions 

and employers can build. Nonetheless, questions can be raised as to whether 

students who spend about two years of their time in school cramming for 
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the school-leaving exams do really acquire the skills for critical thinking 

and continuous learning needed to cope with emerging changes in the devel-

opment of knowledge and skills. 

Similarly, one can question whether the introduction of ICT education in 

schools, as observed in a number of countries, actually enhances student 

learning and teaching. There have been reservations about teaching ICT as 

a stand-alone subject rather than as a cross-curricular tool for improving 

teaching and learning. Furthermore, the introduction of computers in 

schools is a recent phenomenon, and where this has occurred, accessibility 

to the limited numbers of computers and ensuring they are up-to-date has 

been problematic. A regional study conducted by the Educational Research 

Network for West and Central Africa (ERNWACA) in four African countries 

reveals that although the acquisition of ICT skills does enhance student 

enquiry and learning, there is no clear link between computer literacy 

at upper secondary school and access to or success in higher education 

(ERNWACA, 2007).

4. Financing in higher education
With the growing expansion of basic education (primary and secondary) and 

the increasing demand for higher education, African countries will find it 

difficult to maintain the current levels of public expenditures, even with the 

expected economic upturn and annual growth in the range of 5 percent – a 

growth rate predicted before the 2008 recession in the developed economies, 

particularly of North America and the European Union, which is expected to 

affect economic growth in Africa. Annual education budgets are unlikely to 

grow above the anticipated rate of economic growth.

The current levels of public expenditure on higher education are not sustain-

able given the growing demand for higher education. Partnerships involving 

the state, local authorities, households, donors and the private sector are 

thus required for higher education to respond effectively and creatively to 

the increasing numbers of graduates from the expanded secondary educa-

tion system and the needs of lifelong learning (Sawyerr, 2004; PUIB, 2006; 

Varghese, 2008, Shahid; Saint and Nabishima, 2009). 

Quality higher education rests on the foundation of quality basic educa-

tion. The need is not only for a balanced allocation of the education budget 
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between basic and higher education, but also for concerted efforts to improve 

the quality at the lower levels of the education ladder (Verspoor, 2005). In the 

final analysis both sub-sectors need to be developed together as in various 

ways they must strengthen each other. 

Private sources of funding 
Given the continuing fiscal austerity of national governments, increased 

participation of the private sector in providing secondary and university 

education is both expected and welcome. However, incentives to accelerate 

private participation are nascent. There is therefore urgent need to develop 

policy instruments to encourage increased participation by private entre-

preneurs in establishing and funding institutions of higher education. Such 

policy instruments may include tax exemptions for some education goods 

and services, provision of government land, infrastructure provision such 

as roads and internet connectivity, scholarships for staff development, etc 

(Varghese, 2008). 

There are also strong indications that households will be required to 

contribute more toward their children’s university education. As noted 

previous, this has started in a number of public universities in Kenya and 

Uganda where fee-paying students are admitted into parallel programs to 

those supported through government funding. The fee-paying option as 

practiced in Ghana, however, admits students into mainstream courses. This 

policy is based on filling admission quotas reserved for qualified students 

who do not meet the competitive admission cut-off points but are able and 

willing to pay the full cost of their training. Furthermore, universities 

are becoming entrepreneurial and engage in income generating ventures, 

including the establishment of business entities and companies. Some 

universities also enter into partnerships with private sector investors with 

a view of turning research results and innovations into commercial prod-

ucts. In the coming years, these initiatives are likely to become important 

features of funding higher education in Africa. 

As state dominance in funding gradually declines, higher education institu-

tions will need to secure more funds from private sources. There is evidence 

that some universities are taking up the challenge of generating  substantial 

amounts of money to meet their operating expenses. For example, the 

University of Technology in Mauritius, a public university, generates as much 

as 70 percent of its recurrent expenditure requirements (Bissoondoyal et 
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al., 2008). A number of public universities in Kenya are generating close to 

50 percent of their recurrent expenditures from their commercially oriented 

programs. In addition, as mentioned earlier, the Kwame Nkrumah University 

of Science and Technology in Ghana was able to generate as much as USD 

4 million in one academic year from fee-paying students alone. 

Most of these ‘incomes’ accrue largely from students’ fees and not from 

research or commercial service provision by the universities, however. 

Issues of affordability and equity in accessing higher education, especially 

where economically disadvantaged students and households are concerned, 

as noted previously, mean that the fee system has inherent flaws. Although 

it is too early to determine the sustainability of revenue sources for insti-

tutes of higher learning, the need to strengthen the institutions and mecha-

nisms for providing student loans, scholarships and bursaries, especially 

for economically disadvantaged students, will remain. 

Changing regimes for public funding
As public financing dwindles, institutions of higher education will in turn 

be required not only to diversify their sources of funding, but also to utilize 

available resources more prudently and effectively (Sawyer, 2004; Mihyo, 

2007; PUIB, 2006). Governments need also to rethink how they allocate avail-

able resources for higher education. There is need, for instance, to articulate 

what programs are of strategic value based on national development priori-

ties that would merit sustained or special public funding. Tanzania has 

taken this step in allocating student bursaries for specific higher  education 

programs (Munavu and Kithuka, 2008). Performance-tied funding was not 

addressed in any of the case studies commissioned for the Biennale; but 

Box 5 .4 – A tale of two universities  
in Mauritius

Universities in Mauritius are becoming more entrepreneurial in seeking additional 
sources of funding; some succeeding more than others . The funds generated 
annually by the University of Mauritius, essentially through tuition fees, amount to 
about 20 percent of the university’s recurrent budget . By comparison, the University 
of Technology, Mauritius (also a public university) generates approximately 70 
percent of its recurrent budget .
Source: Bissoondoyal et al., 2008
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it could become a major incentive for quality improvements and prudent 

utilization of available resources. 

To attract additional funding to supplement public and internally generated 

resources, increased accountability and transparency will become imperative 

for each institution. This is an important requirement for attracting funding 

from philanthropists, external donor agencies and the private sector. At the 

same time, they will be required to propose mechanisms for supporting qual-

ified but underprivileged students to gain access to higher education. Student 

loans schemes that have been introduced in some countries will be one way to 

deal with this problem. However, the institutions themselves will also have to 

come up with creative strategies for ensuring their doors remain open to poor 

students in society (PUIB, 2006; Nyamute, 2007). 

5. Access and equity
The persistence of the challenges of access and equity is widely evident as 

students from upper secondary school transit into university, non-university 

institutions or the world of work. These challenges are particularly visible 

in countries like Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius, Mozambique and Uganda. Access 

rates into universities and non-university institutions can be analyzed in 

terms of how they respond to existing demand. Evidence shows that tertiary 

enrolment ratios fall well below international standards. This has led to an 

intensification of the search for strategies and pathways to widen access to 

higher education. 

Widening access to higher education:  
non-university institutions
Data from all countries we have reviewed for this chapter bring out the stark 

realities of the challenges that countries in Africa face in the context of 

expansion of secondary education and the rising demand for higher educa-

tion. In many countries, higher education is synonymous with university 

education, and the university is regarded as the ‘normal’ destination from 

upper secondary school. This notion needs to be challenged and policy 

measures taken to promote further differentiation of tertiary education 

and to channel more students into non-university institutions such as 

 polytechnics, and professional and skills training institutions, both public 

and private.
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Middle-level colleges and training institutions have been financially neglected 

as countries move ahead to create more universities (Munavu and Kithuka, 

2008). However, if these tertiary institutions are to produce the middle-level 

technical and sub-professional cadres for the revitalization and sustained 

growth of African economies, then their funding and modernization need 

to be addressed. The current neglect of the non-university higher education 

sector poses a challenge for the articulation of upper secondary education 

with the training and employment needs of the society and economy. 

A differentiated higher education system is necessary for assuring the 

right mix and management of knowledge, skills and competences needed 

for national development and global competitiveness. The expansion and 

modernization of non-university institutions will create more and diver-

sified opportunities for the training of middle-level and sub-professional 

cadres to meet rising demand as African economies are revitalized. In this 

regard, proper credit accumulation and transfer systems need to be devel-

oped by the regulatory agencies and professional bodies as a way of inte-

grating and popularizing the non-university institutions.

The case studies and background papers prepared for the Biennale brought 

out the nature and extent of how inequalities at secondary school level tend 

to be reproduced and amplified as students’ transit from upper secondary 

to higher education. Gender, regional and socio-economic inequities tend to 

be more entrenched as learners move higher up the education ladder. This 

is particularly evident in professional degree programs and those that are 

highly marketable (Munavu and Kithuka, 2008; Bunyi, 2008)

Gender dimension

The case studies from which this chapter is drawn amply discuss gender 

policies favoring the mobility of female students from upper secondary 

to higher education. Some policy interventions include affirmative action 

measures, such as the lowering of admission points for women; remedial 

courses and women-only scholarships; re-entry policies for pregnant girls; 

sexual harassment policies to curtail dropouts; provision of boarding 

facilities and single-sex institutions; and programs aimed at engendering 

learning environments, for example by increasing the numbers of women in 

institutional leadership and in upper academic ranks. 



5.	PreParing	knowledge	workers	for	afriCa’s	develoPment	 183

Other interventions have included coaching programs especially in science, 

mathematics and technology, and gender sensitization and training 

programs. Gender inclusive interventions have not been limited to upper 

secondary or higher education but have been implemented at all levels of the 

education system. There is much emphasis on the mainstreaming of gender 

issues in all educational provision (Bunyi, 2008). 

Table 6.2  – Trends in gross enrolment ratios (percent) 
at different education levels in SSA

1990 2000 2004

T
o

ta
l

M F G
P
I

T
o

ta
l

M F G
P
I

T
o

ta
l

M F G
P
I

Primary 74 .1 80 .9 67 .3 0 .83 81 .5 86 .7 76 .3 0 .88 91 96 85 0 .89

Lower 
Second

— — — — — — — — 36 41 32 0 .78

Upper 
Second

— — — — — — — — 23 25 20 0 .78

Tertiary 1 .6  2 .4 0 .9 0 .38 2 .5 3 .3 1 .3 0 .48 5 6 4 0 .62

Source: UNESCO 2003 and 2006 EFA Global Monitoring Report (reproduced from Bunyi, 2008)

Bunyi (2008), in a paper examining policy and program interventions across 

Africa presented at the Biennale, elucidated the nature and extent of the 

gender inequities in the transition between upper secondary and higher 

education in Sub-Saharan African countries. She noted that inequities are 

manifested, and in some case magnified, in higher education, especially for 

females from educationally and economically marginalized areas. In addi-

tion, the paper recorded the obstacles that prevent girls and women from 

transiting to and participating effectively in higher education. 

Although some measures to address the gender imbalance and inequities 

regarding entry into tertiary education are in place, they will be insufficient 

to yield the desired results (equal numbers of male and female graduates 

with equal program/degree status) unless they are tackled systematically, 

at all levels of the education system. African governments should therefore 

ensure that successful interventions, often carried out under the auspices 

of NGOs and international agencies, are mainstreamed and up-scaled into 

policy, planning processes and structures of all sub-sectors of the education 

system, Without this, programs will have limited value and their sustain-

ability will be endangered (Bunyi, 2008).
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Regional and socio-economic inequalities 

While the case has been made for addressing gender dimensions in access to 

higher education, there is urgent need to go beyond this and give attention 

to the way the reproduction of gender inequalities many be exacerbated by 

the reproduction of regional and socio-economic inequalities that manifest 

themselves in the transition from secondary school into higher education. 

The case studies commissioned by ADEA for the Biennale have not given this 

problem the in-depth analysis it deserves, it was not the Biennale focus and 

accurate and up-to-date data are lacking. Reliable information and statistics 

on all the issues related to gender in education are another area where the 

further development of EMIS will yield significant benefits.

As mentioned previously, the development of secondary education in 

Sub-Saharan Africa has been strongly shaped by colonial and post-colonial 

social, economic and political policies that have resulted in regional (rural-

urban divide, uneven geographical development), ethnic and other forms 

of imbalances. Educational inequalities in the development of basic educa-

tion and beyond are rooted in the history, culture, economics and politics 

of each country. These inequalities have tended to be accentuated in the 

manner in which primary and secondary educational opportunities have 

been expanded. The complexity and interplay of these inequalities are 

shaping not only the way gender imbalances are manifested and reproduced 

in higher education, but also the emerging patterns of regional, ethnic and 

social class transitions to higher education (PUIB, 2006). 

Box 5 .5 – Example of affirmative 
action in university admission

In Ghana, a number of universities have admission policies that lessen the 
competition burden female applicants’ face . The University for Development 
Studies has an even more radical gender policy under which all female applicants 
satisfying the basic entry requirements are admitted into any program of their 
choice, including the sciences . These interventions have led to significant expansion 
in female enrolment in all public universities and enabled females to enter the 
professionally oriented programs previously considered the preserve of their male 
counterparts . Despite differing enrolment standards, female students perform well, 
graduating with good degrees . 

(Effah et al., 2007).
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Investigations into the longer-term trends of Africa’s development are often 

hindered by lack of systematic research data, leaving policy makers to rely 

on anecdotal evidence. Therefore, an analysis of how historical and emerging 

regional and socio-economic imbalances at lower levels of the educational 

system articulate with higher education, and shape admissions into higher 

education in Sub-Saharan Africa, is a priority issue that needs research and 

policy engagement at both national and institutional levels.

Bridging and remedial courses

Some higher education institutions in Kenya, Uganda and Ghana offer 

customized bridging courses for upper secondary school graduates and 

others who do not fully satisfy direct or regular admission requirements. 

Remedial and upgrading courses provide second chances to students who 

fail to meet admissions or quota criteria for entry into the university or 

their desired programs. This facilitates the entry of students who otherwise 

would have been excluded from higher education to gain access to degree 

programs of their choice. Remedial students should not be confused with 

fee-paying parallel degree students who would normally have satisfied the 

minimum requirements for admission.

These interventions are actually trying to remedy unsatisfactory outcomes 

of upper secondary education systems. Bridging this articulation gap 

requires interventions that promote quality delivery at the secondary school 

level. The South African study discussed at the Biennale, presents a case 

for universities to play a stronger role in providing remedial programs to 

ensure success of disadvantaged students who are qualified for admission 

into university education but inadequately prepared to benefit fully from 

the program offerings (Scott and Yeld, 2008). Some universities have mature-

student-entry programs that facilitate the articulation of non-formal educa-

tion, lifelong and experiential education with higher education. Makerere 

University in Uganda has a very successful program of this kind (Ssenkaaba 

et al., 2008). 

6. Education and training of education personnel
Pre-service training of teachers, administrators and school managers for 

secondary schools in Africa is undertaken in tertiary institutions (colleges 

and universities). Teacher training and education institutions largely influ-
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ence the content and methodologies of teaching and learning at the upper 

secondary school level. The policy makers, managers and administrators of 

the education system at the secondary school level are also (usually) schooled 

and trained in the tertiary institutions. Consequently, higher education insti-

tutions in Africa can and do exercise enormous influence over other levels 

of the education system. It is one way in which higher education articulates 

and influences what is learnt and how learning is organized and managed 

at the secondary school level. This suggests that any analysis of the articu-

lation of the two levels of education must include a focus on the theories, 

perspectives and methods propagated by the accrediting institutions. 

Articulation among the educational levels could be improved in several ways. 

First, it would be beneficial for universities to design specific courses to train 

adequately education personnel that have not had the relevant training in 

policy making and implementation required by their positions. Availability 

and distribution of teachers, particularly in critical areas of learning, such as 

science, mathematics, languages and technology should also be given more 

attention in the tertiary institutions. This relates not only to articulation 

concerning access, but also to articulation concerning quality and adequacy 

of preparation of students for higher education and training. Since, as noted 

earlier, learning deficits at the upper secondary level constitute a serious 

barrier for school leavers to meet the intellectual demands of higher educa-

tion, teachers at the upper secondary school also have an important role to 

play in bridging the articulation gap with higher education. 

The paper on The Role and Contribution of Higher Education to Improving 

the Quality of Basic Education (Obeng et al., 2008), presented at the Biennale 

indicated the role and the contribution that faculties of education, institutes 

of education, research institutes and other branches of higher education 

institutions can make in improving basic education. All over Sub-Saharan 

Africa, there are tertiary institutions (schools, institutes and faculties of 

education) which are dedicated to the formation and production of education 

personnel—teachers, curriculum experts, administrators, school managers 

and educational researchers—that are required each year for the functioning 

and expansion of the education system. In addition to pre-service training, 

the institutions undertake interventions and research to improve various 

aspects of education at lower levels (e.g., teaching of math and sciences, 

building language competences, dissemination of innovations, in-service 

training, etc). 
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Unfortunately, the commissioned case studies and papers for the Biennale 

paid little attention to these forms of articulation, in particular as they relate 

to upper secondary education. Nevertheless, universities can make enormous 

contributions to the improvement of the quality and management of post 

secondary education through carrying out systematic research on the ongoing 

reforms and interventions being carried out by governments, NGOs, interna-

tional partners and communities. This brings us to the broader issues of the 

ongoing discourses since independence on the mission of African universities 

to their societies and critical questions regarding their commitment to the 

endogenous development of Africa, as reflected in their research activities, 

programs and overall orientation (Odora Hoppers, 2008). 

7. Linkages between upper secondary  
and higher education reforms 

Curriculum Linkages

While secondary education curriculum tends to be reviewed periodically, 

universities have autonomy in terms of the curricula offered and imple-

mented. The Kenya case study for the Biennale observed that the curriculum 

offered in universities is often not subject to external review and input. A 

number of concerns arise from this situation. First is the absence of critical 

analysis and dialogue as to how changes and innovations implemented at the 

upper secondary level articulate with university curriculum and programs. 

While university professionals are involved in curriculum reforms at the 

secondary school level, there are no reciprocal arrangements when it comes 

to discussions related to reforms of university curriculum and programs. 

This may lead to incoherence between the two levels (Munavu and Kithuka, 

2008; Mihyo, 2007).

The second concern relates to the lack of mechanisms in the universities 

and other tertiary institutions for dialogue and exchange among them-

selves and with secondary level educators and potential employers when 

they initiate and implement curriculum reforms. The tendency is for each 

university to iterate its autonomy and undertake the reforms it deems fit 

without consultations with stakeholders. In some instances, professional 

associations and licensing boards are consulted and involved in the process, 

but secondary school curriculum planners are rarely involved, though they 
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play a critical role in preparation of students using the curriculum offered 

in the universities.

The emergence of external quality assurance bodies in various countries 

is expected to ensure that curriculum reforms in higher education institu-

tions are undertaken and critical stakeholders are involved in the process. 

This may help to eliminate duplication of courses and programs and ensure 

better utilization of existing personnel and facilities. External quality assur-

ance authorities also have a role to play in strengthening the processes and 

structures for internal quality assurance and overall quality standards of 

university education (Materu, 2007; Mihyo, 2007). 

LMD Reforms

Countries in Francophone Africa are currently embarking on far-reaching 

university reforms that seek to divide university education into three 

distinct levels: License, Master’s and Doctorate (Licence, – Masters – Doctorat) 

or (LMD). The LMD reforms bring into sharp focus the need to review and 

align the secondary school curriculum with the proposed changes at the 

university in order to ensure better articulation between the two levels 

(Avo Bile Ehui et al., 2007). The report on the implementation of the LMD 

reforms at the University Cheikh Anta Diop (UCAD) in Dakar, Senegal shows 

that such fundamental reforms, in order to succeed, need to incorporate a 

review of the university legislative and regulatory frameworks, flexibility 

and transparency in managing the reforms, a participative approach and 

support from students and other stakeholders (Ndoye, 2007).

Conclusions 

Countries in Sub-Saharan Africa recognize that their future development 

will be driven by knowledge. Hence, they acknowledge the need to invest 

massively in secondary and higher education. Higher education will give a 

much-needed platform for generation, adaptation, acquisition and utiliza-

tion of knowledge and innovations to realize and accelerate social, economic 

and technological development. These objectives, however, cannot be real-

ized without investing heavily in quality basic and higher education, which 

is accessible and equitable to all groups in the society. As African countries 

expand their educational systems, they need to pay serious attention to 

critical issues of financing, governance and management of the education 



5.	PreParing	knowledge	workers	for	afriCa’s	develoPment	 189

enterprise, as well as the equity, quality and relevance dimensions of educa-

tion provision. 

How these issues are dealt with as student cohorts’ transit from one level 

to the other is equally important as how they are mediated within each 

educational level. A crucial issue in this discourse is how upper secondary 

education relates and interacts with higher education to produce successful, 

knowledgeable, skilled and competent human resources to drive, manage 

and inject new and innovative ideas in the economy and the society. 

Given the importance of the transition between upper secondary and higher 

education, there is need for all stakeholders to seriously engage in discus-

sions, rethinking and (re)formulation of policies on how and when the many 

and complex issues involved in successfully negotiating the interface can 

be addressed. Policy dialogue will enable the stakeholders to arrive at a 

consensus on how tertiary education can effectively respond to national 

development priorities, share and utilize the available resources, encourage 

regional integration and promote global competitiveness.

The studies reviewed in this chapter have underlined the need for more 

research focusing on the articulation of upper secondary education and 

higher education. As secondary education expands and places increasing 

pressure on the development of higher education, a body of knowledge 

needs to be generated to inform policies and practices in the two sub-sectors. 

Discourses and planning of the processes of articulation at this level require 

systematic and reliable data on access, equity and quality preparedness of 

students for success in higher education as well as curriculum congruency 

between the two levels. University research institutions need to take up this 

challenge and work closely with policy makers and educators to ensure that 

informed policies and practices emerge. 

The case studies reviewed for the chapter have looked into issues of access, 

equity (gender, regional and to some extent social class), quality, and rele-

vance of preparation of students in upper secondary for higher  education. 

The role of examinations in mediating pathways and the allocation of 

places in higher education is also given attention. In a number of countries, 

it was observed that examinations play a crucial role in determining not 

only the way teaching and learning is done in secondary schools, but also 

the curriculum content that is emphasized and implemented. The quality 
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of secondary education is also influenced by the perception of teachers, 

students and parents on how the limited places in higher education are allo-

cated. Secondary education is therefore a preparatory theatre for the intense 

competition experienced in the transition and access to higher education. 

The main concern then is whether secondary school students are adequately 

prepared not only for access but also for success in higher education, as well 

as for lifelong learning. 

The findings of the case studies indicate that the demand for higher education 

in Africa will continue to escalate, calling for additional funding and invest-

ment in the sector. The role of the state will become much more that of regu-

lating and building effective governance structures and formulating policies. 

The growing partnership of state and private providers will certainly have 

to be strengthened and expanded. This could bring much needed additional 

financial resources into the sector. Availability of resources for research and 

training personnel for the sector will remain a tricky issue. Regional coop-

eration in higher education is expected and mechanisms for this to happen 

will be needed. The higher education sector is challenged to rethink how it 

will articulate with secondary and other levels of education. Higher education 

institutions may continue to provide remedial programs to prepare students 

for increased access and success in higher education, but they will be required 

to go beyond this intervention. They will need to give more attention to the 

quality of preparation of secondary school teachers and undertake research 

to strengthen teaching and learning at the lower levels of education.

The quality of higher education cannot be overemphasized. Quality assur-

ance is a critical issue in the development of quality and credible higher 

education qualifications in Africa. The emerging institutions, for this 

purpose, need to be strengthened and their capacities for carrying their 

mandates built. Regional cooperation is vital in order to share experiences 

and limited expertise. However, credible external quality assurance will rest 

on strong internal mechanisms and processes that ensure that the educa-

tion and training provided in higher education institutions is of the highest 

international standards, relevance and excellence. Building and strength-

ening quality assurance at the institutional level is the starting point for any 

quality improvements in higher education.

While the case studies reviewed have not exhaustively dealt with the many 

and complex issues relating to articulation of upper secondary education 
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with higher education, the studies have nevertheless highlighted some of the 

critical issues needing policy and careful planning in the decades ahead. For 

this purpose, accurate and reliable data on the expansion and dynamics of 

development of upper secondary and its articulation with higher education 

need to be generated and maintained. This is also needed at the institutional 

level. The case studies also underlined how the two levels of education are 

closely interlinked and interact, and are in turn intertwined with the future 

development of Africa in the increasingly globalizing knowledge economies. 

Hence, these studies do provide an important platform for continued policy 

dialogue and research to generate ideas and innovations geared towards 

shaping the development of a dynamic and interactive interface between 

secondary education and higher education. In this way, the expected massive 

expansion of secondary and higher education can be shaped and managed 

to contribute effectively to the challenges of socio-economic development 

and the renaissance of African societies. 
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Chapter 6.   
Conclusions on key issues 
across sub-themes

This chapter will synthesize the main observations, findings and conclu-

sions of all contributions to the Biennale, including the written contribu-

tions, the three thematic review papers, the presentations and the inputs 

into the discussions. It will first look at the conclusions regarding the 

key crosscutting issues selected for structuring the Biennale, as they are 

crucial for the development of an integrated yet diversified education and 

training system that would provide equal expanded opportunities for all 

(section 1). 

Thereafter, the chapter will examine the linkages between the three sub-

themes and explore the synergies, congruence or incongruence, and the 

gaps that remain in our new understanding of the PPE field. Here also the 

linkages with the socio-economic environment will be highlighted. An 

assessment will be made to what extent the totality of ingredients that have 

been contemplated may add up to producing a diversified and integrated 

education and training system that can serve individual, community and 

societal needs (section 2). Furthermore, the chapter will examine the signifi-

cance in this broad emerging perspective of major overarching issues that 

the Biennale participants addressed. Principal challenges that remain from 

these discussions will also be identified (section 3). 

1. Conclusions regarding crosscutting issues
The main conclusions regarding the crosscutting issues are presented in 

accordance with the sequence in which they were investigated during the 

Biennale. These six crosscutting issues were: (1) Policy and governance; 

(2) Financing needs and sustainability; (3) Access and equity; (4) Education 
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and training personnel; (5) Curriculum and skills development; and 

(6) Articulation and assessment. In presenting these conclusions, references 

are made to the contextual issues and challenges identified in Chapter 1 and 

the overall conceptual frame that emerged from the Biennale as outlined in 

Chapter 2. We assess to what extent these outcomes appear to respond to the 

main concerns of African policy makers. 

Policy making and governance
It makes sense for African governments to invest in post-primary educa-

tion given its economic and social impact. However, considering the social 

dimension alone, as one progresses from primary to lower secondary and 

then, from lower to upper secondary education, there are slightly dimin-

ishing returns to schooling. Moreover, girls’ education yields a higher cost-

benefit ratio than that of boys (Rakotomalala et al., 2008).

Countries in Sub-Saharan Africa have economies that combine an ever-

growing informal sector with a formal sector that in some cases has been 

contracting, but in others has shown rapid growth. Often, job creation 

occurs in sectors and occupations with low educational requirements. 

Where the formal economy has been growing there is a greater demand for 

workers with further education and training. Opportunities in the informal 

sector, however, require young people who have a strong basic education 

and the abilities to use it fully. This situation testifies to the close connec-

tion between economic development and educational expansion and raises 

at least two policy issues: (i) the advisability of a rapid expansion of the 

modern sector of the economy to generate more qualified jobs, and (ii) 

the risks attendant to an accelerated broadening of access to traditional 

upper secondary and higher education without regard to labor markets 

(Rakotomalala et al., 2008). Yet, more education correlates highly with 

poverty reduction. There is a statistically significant relation between the 

educational attainment by the head of household and the risk of poverty 

(Balmes and Rokotomalala, 2007). 

The attempts at rapid expansion of basic education in several African 

countries in the early post-independence era are pregnant with numerous 

lessons for present day policy makers. In particular, they point to the crucial 

importance of strong, visionary and stable political support for education 

and social consensus building for educational reforms through political 

dialogue as well as the technical proficiency for sustainability (ADEA-WGESA, 
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2008). The East Asian experience tellingly points to the same ingredients for 

successful educational development (Fredriksen and Tan, 2008).

Adherence to the policy objective of entitling each and every child to an 

extended (vertically) and expanded (horizontally) basic education brings in 

its wake the necessity of expanding lower secondary education (LSE) in such 

way that it effectively can serve as the upper part of an integrated basic 

education learning cycle – in countries where this has not yet become a 

policy objective. This requires a comprehensive re-orientation of LSE from 

being the initial part of selective secondary education cycle to being the 

upper part of a universally accessible ‘primary’ education. 

In a bid to expand learning opportunities to all young people in the appro-

priate age group, regardless of background, gender and circumstances, this 

overall policy objective also requires the recognition, accreditation and 

establishment of equivalence in respect to a variety of learning modes and 

pathways. This may include religious schooling as in West Africa (Sey, 2008) 

or community schools. In particular, non-formal education (NFE), where 

meaningful in terms of greater access or more appropriate pedagogy, should 

no longer be shunned by governments; but rather supported and strength-

ened, if not mainstreamed (GTZ, 2008; Glassman et al., 2008). 

NFE may have to assume a new role offering complementary but equivalent 

pathways to ‘formal education’ and providing second-chance learning opportu-

nities for school dropouts (Glassman et al., 2008). Open and distance learning 

(ODL), in this regard, is particularly promising for older learners (Mhlanga, 

2008). In the absence of state support, quality and cost effectiveness becomes 

a major issue in NFE (Mukene, 2008). All recognized pathways need to func-

tion as inherent components of an integrated basic education system, leading 

to nationally agreed-upon and certified (thus ‘formal’) learning outcomes.

Expansion without transformation of secondary education is fruitless. 

Government policy must reflect the shift from the all pervasive elitist prin-

ciple of selecting some children while excluding what is often the majority, 

to the inclusive principle of recruiting and retaining all children, and 

ensuring their completion of a full basic education cycle (ADEA-WGESA, 

2008; TRANSE-SEIA, 2008). In that respect, Francophone and Anglophone 

Africa present instructive contrasts that are fundamental to policy making 

(Caillods, 2008).
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From the governance perspective, just as the economy and education cannot 

be viewed in isolation from one another, so must general education and TVET. 

In other words, all skills development efforts must be connected in terms of 

strategic planning and governance structures at the national level. The frag-

mentation both within education and within TVET as reflected in a multiplicity 

of supervising ministries must be overcome—as it has been in developed 

countries (Eilor, 2008).

Development of secondary education also implies the validation of learning 

through a diversity of TVET pathways alongside general basic education 

routes, since for many young people forms of TVET (especially informal sector 

apprenticeship) may—for quite some time in the future—remain their only 

access to basic education. In addition, the majority of young persons in SSA 

accessing upper basic (lower secondary) education are not likely to proceed to 

upper secondary and fewer still to higher education. Thus, joining the world 

of work at the end of an expanded basic education is likely to become a much 

more ‘normal’ and hopefully acceptable trajectory for young people (which may 

still lead back to continued education within a context of lifelong learning). 

The objectives of preparation for work, citizenship and further studies make 

it necessary to, as much as possible, strike a balance between pre-vocational 

learning and traditional subjects across the basic education curriculum. 

This is particularly important for the 12-15+-age categories. The mistake 

of expensive supply-driven vocational training within upper basic educa-

tion should not be repeated (Fredriksen and Tan, 2008, Ramanantoanina, 

2007). In this context, much effort is needed to reduce the stigma attached 

to skills training. The Ugandan effort to use a ‘social marketing’ approach 

discussed earlier, by associating TVET with valuable knowledge and skills 

that offer prospects for one’s own future as well as that of the country, 

appears to help in shifting negative perceptions (Eilor, 2008). 

TVET in SSA—whether at the upper basic or at the post-basic education 

level—needs to address the skills requirements of both the formal and 

informal sectors of the economy (AFD, 2007). Partnering private providers 

to support extra-curricular vocational training for the formal sector and 

quality enhancement of skills development through traditional apprentice-

ships in the informal sector represent promising strategies (Walther 2007, 

Walther and Filipiak 2007). For the purpose of effective skills  development, 
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 institutional cooperation across learning pathways or across agencies in 

different sectors (agriculture, tourism, services, ICT) should be encouraged. 

The rapid increase in student enrolments in secondary, as in higher educa-

tion, has invariably had a negative effect on quality as reflected in dropout 

rates and low cognitive skills mastery (Soumare and Thiam, 2008a). Priority 

initiatives to promote learning achievement targets include provision of 

textbooks, and training and management of staff. Yet, high repetition and 

failure rates in higher education in Francophone Africa remain a constant 

(Avo Bile Ehui, 2008). More generally, there is a significant mismatch between 

university graduate profiles and skills requirements of the economies of 

SSA. Hence, the growing trend towards diversification and vocationaliza-

tion of higher education programs (Soumare and Thiam, 2008b).

The limitations of a market driven higher education system suggest that 

governments, while fostering a close partnership with private providers, 

must intervene to promote non profitable but critical activities both in 

teaching and research, and to monitor quality (Varghese, 2008). The low 

enrolment rates in science and technology in post secondary education 

across SSA remains cause for concern (Chilundo et al., 2008; Munavu and 

Kithuka, 2008; Scott and Yeld, 2008).

Decentralization remains an important dimension in the move towards an 

integrated and diversified education and training system. Key decisions 

regarding the need for complementary provisions of basic education or 

the use and upgrading of alternative education or skills-based pathways as 

ways of ensuring that all learners are reached must first be made at local 

level. Administrative decentralization should be accompanied by content 

decentralization, in particular, adaptation of curricula to local economic 

environments. 

Decentralizing curricula decision making does not mean that national 

curriculums are ignored, but that they are adapted by local stakeholders 

and decisions makers to ensure more effective basic and post-basic educa-

tion for local youth. Moreover, as the Biennale participants noted, local 

councils and communities must play an enhanced role in the mobilization 

and management of resources in the extension of UBE at the upper basic 

education level. Since these capacities tend to be low, local capacity building 

for educational development needs should be a high priority. 
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Financing: Needs, Resources and Sustainability

Extension of UPE to become 9-10 years of UBE without due attention paid to 

financial realities will jeopardize quality and achievement. High unit costs 

of secondary education, associated with inefficiency and wastage in public 

spending on education, imply that unless cost-cutting and efficiency gains 

are combined with mobilization of additional financial resources, expan-

sion of post-primary—even if only to provide extended basic education for 

all—will prove unaffordable or unsustainable.

In order to ensure the financial sustainability of PPE expansion in SSA, it 

has been possible to devise indicative scenarios for policy making and plan-

ning, as was done to support the Education for All — Fast Track Initiative 

(EFA-FTI). The scenarios establish tentative markers that relate, inter alia, to 

fiscal resources, public spending on education and post-primary education 

in particular, gratuity of extended basic education, share of private sector 

funding, teachers’ salaries, class size and expenses beyond teachers’ sala-

ries (Ledoux and Mingat, 2008; Lewin, 2008). 

Alan Mingat, in his presentation at the Biennale, advised that it is often 

better to manage flows of students from upper basic education (i.e., end of 

universal basic education) to upper secondary schools, as this could help 

to improve quality and ensure cognizance of the absorptive capacity of the 

labor market. Even in this case, however, the costs of expansion could exceed 

the availability of domestic funding. Thus actual flows need to be related to 

the level of development, GDP per capita and access to domestic or external 

funding (Alain Mingat, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation,,). Countries, there-

fore, should adjust education expansion to the rate of economic growth and 

of access to funds. 

In his Biennale presentation, Keith Lewin advised that in order to safe-

guard access for girls and learners of lower socio-economic backgrounds, 

the costs of secondary expansion should not rise higher than twice the 

costs of primary schooling. In addition, the costs of expanding post-basic 

TVET must be carefully monitored; the costs should maintain a ceiling of 

1.5 times those of general secondary schooling (Keith Lewin, Biennale 2008, 

PPT Presentation,). In the Biennale discussion following this presentation, 

discussants agreed that country planning must be based both on national 

productivity levels and on the minimal desirable level of inputs (i.e., inputs 

for teachers’ salaries and costs of schooling).
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Measures experimented with to enhance cost-effectiveness in the expansion 

of educational provision, include lengthening of primary or lower secondary 

cycles, training of bilingual and polyvalent teachers, increasing the teacher/

pupil ratio, providing a common basic curriculum with limited or no subject 

options, strengthening school-based management, regrouping of small 

schools and provision of regional resource centers, and low-cost school 

construction (Caillods, 2008; Soumane and Thiam, 2008a). 

There was widespread agreement at the Biennale that more of this measures 

should be taken to combat inefficiencies and primary level wastage, which 

has been jeopardizing expansion at higher levels in the system. This agree-

ment strengthened the moral imperative that systems should become more 

inclusive by developing alternative patterns of provision, coupled with 

lower unit costs, higher pupil/teacher ratios (in terms of pupils per teacher, 

more than pupils per class), and providing over age children with acceler-

ated programs outside or alongside conventional primary schooling (Cream 

Wright, Biennale 2008, Presentation,).

Public-private16 partnerships in basic and post-basic education and training, 

especially for expanding the lower secondary part, as well as complementary 

programs for hard-to-reach children and young people with extra needs may 

well represent the way forward to ensure affordability of PPE as witnessed 

by developments, almost by default across SSA. The Biennale participants 

noted that the comparative advantages of private providers included: more 

efficient management and use of teachers, flexible and rapid curricular 

response to ‘market’ needs, and access to relevant equipment. Big disadvan-

tages are the risks of poor quality, poor employment conditions for teachers 

and inequity of access. 

Yet there are obvious gains to be made in providing incentives for private 

provision while redirecting public subsidies in a more targeted manner to 

education for the disadvantaged. It was agreed in the Biennale that the chal-

lenge lay in managing and balancing these elements and in policy formula-

tion by the state, followed by the development of regulatory mechanisms.

16 . ‘Private’ is taken here to include both ‘private-for-profit’ (initiated by companies or entrepreneurs) 
and ‘private-not-for-profit’ (initiated by communities or civil society/NGOs) – see Chapter 2 . 
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The share of the private sector in secondary education provision is constantly 

increasing, with community schools playing a major role. In addition, more 

programs that are complementary are being established and approved by 

governments (e.g., NFE and ODL). Governments need to engage the multi-

plicity of private providers, both for profit and non-profit, in a constructive 

dialogue to provide incentives and ensure quality (Chung, 2007; Diagne and 

Sanwidi; 2007; Verspoor, 2008; Mohadeb and Kulpoo, 2008; Houtondji et al., 

2008; Mukene et al., 2008).

The changing role of governments from that of sole provider to that of regu-

lator and co-provider is occurring in (upper) basic education and post-basic 

education and training. Hence, the importance of building partnerships 

with private providers that extends to creating spaces for policy formula-

tion and planning. There was recognition in the Biennale that governments 

can play a pro-active role in bringing together private sponsors, donors and 

development partners in collaborative support for expanding post-primary 

opportunities, both in general education and in TVET, as long as essential 

standards are met at reasonable costs. 

The state has an obligation to ensure that there is adequate provision of pre-

employment vocational training and that all modes of provision are effec-

tive, equitable and meet minimum standards of quality. Actual provisions 

themselves may well involve the state, in terms of establishing institutions 

and programs, as well as in terms of funding, supervision and provision of 

supportive services. Given issues of costs, relevance and capacity however, 

the state needs to work in close collaboration with other economic partners. 

As discussed extensively at the Biennale, TVET must refer to all forms of 

skills development, whether school-based or work-based. This means that 

governments must also be prepared to contribute financially for certain 

forms of work-based training for youth. The share of TVET budgets within 

national educational spending should be revised upwards and applied selec-

tively and efficiently, and not limited to the old ‘formal’ TVET (Walther, 

2007). Further, training funds should be redesigned to be demand rather 

than supply driven and, funding mechanisms should be developed to 

respond to the labor needs of small and medium enterprises (Walther and 

Filipiak, 2007; Walther and Gauron, 2006).

Since the 1990s, given their inability to respond to a surge in demand for 

access to higher education, governments have sought to diversify funding 
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sources in two principal ways (both of which have become entrenched as 

trends in education funding), specifically the privatization of public institu-

tions and the emergence of a private sector in higher education. As a result, 

governments may choose to target public resources on priority areas not 

addressed by private operators, research and bursaries for deserving but 

disadvantaged groups (Varghese, 2008). In parallel, decision making in 

higher education may be decentralized but accountability strengthened and 

unit cost approaches adopted (ADEA-WGFE, 2008).

Expansion of educational provision in the latter part of the previous century 

has more often than not been accompanied by the development of private 

supplementary tutoring. While this is not yet a generalized phenomenon 

in SSA, it is likely to gain in importance as a corollary of massification, of 

increased demand for higher skills in the formal sector labor force and of 

enhanced public awareness of the benefits of post-basic education. As private 

supplementary tutoring expands, policy makers will need to act quickly to 

formulate and implement regulations to monitor quality and access issues 

(Bray, 2007).

Access and equity
Historical experience and ongoing initiatives, both in Africa and beyond, 

provide successful models for emulating frameworks for policy making that 

address measures to equitably broaden access to extended basic education 

for the excluded: in particular, the poor or less economically advantaged, 

girls and rural populations (Ramanantoanina, 2007). These measures include 

sustainable public provision, encouraging private (civil society) providers, 

adapting supply to demand through alternative modes of provision, stimu-

lating demand, promoting equitable access; all of which can help to achieve 

equality of treatment and of outcomes (Caillods, 2008; SEIA, 2008).

As countries progress towards UBE, expanding educational access must 

increasingly focus on the unschooled, especially in rural areas, which pres-

ents numerous challenges. To stimulate demand within rural communities, 

schools must be flexible (e.g., in terms of attendance, hours of instruction and 

curricula), free (i.e., costs must not be borne by the families/school attendees), 

located close to villages and, therefore, smaller. In specific cases of need, special 

complementary programs are justifiable and should be provided. While this 

will make rural provision costlier, it will be outweighed by economic returns 

and positive social outcomes (Mingat and Ndem, 2007; Glassman et al., 2008).
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Many countries have successfully experimented with a variety of initia-

tives to promote enrolment of girls in post-primary education and training 

including ‘schools of proximity’, school transport, bursaries and single-sex 

boarding houses (Sey, 2008; Soumare and Thiam, 2008a). Yet in order to 

capture the advantages for educating girls, the ‘demonstration effect’ (i.e., 

demonstrating possibilities for female employment and general social 

growth capacity through the observation of the actions of others and their 

consequences) is crucial. This requires catalysts such as the recruitment 

and appointment of women teachers and principals and special measures 

to ensure a women-friendly school environment (Diop et al., 2008). Codes 

of conduct in schools to combat violence and sexual harassment are of 

critical importance to overcome cultural resistance. In secondary education, 

the challenge is to retain girls. Several countries now have post pregnancy 

re-entry policies. Ghana’s designation of a minister in charge, inter alia, of 

‘girl-child education’ is instructive (Sutherland-Addy, 2008).

Reaching out to the urban poor often requires a package of measures 

including cost-effective construction, double-shift systems, fee exemption for 

the poorest, and other forms of targeted affirmative action (Caillods, 2008).

In TVET, providing access to all suggests flexibility to address the varied 

learning needs and levels of preparedness of prospective trainees (Durango, 

2008). A special effort will have to be made to make TVET attractive and 

accessible to female learners and to young people in situations of (post-) 

conflict (Codou Diaw, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation). Second-chance initia-

tives are more effective when combined with life and vocational skills and 

literacy programs (Jacinto, 2007). TVET for the informal agricultural sector 

is an acknowledged priority (Hathie and Touzard, 2007; Otu-Boateng et al., 

2008; Venot, 2007). Given that all these learners have an acknowledged right 

to basic education, as much as possible such programs should be linked to 

equivalent general basic education.

The Biennale participants acknowledged that, particularly in rural areas, 

there is an enormous challenge to adapt basic education to the much-

diversified socio-economic, cultural and ecological conditions of children 

and young people. This involves close collaboration with other sectors, and 

special training of institution managers and teachers to respond more effec-

tively to rural circumstances and special needs of learners, such as through 

flexibility in timetables and calendars, and placing the national curriculum 
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within the rural context and that of the learners themselves, who are often 

older and de facto live adult lives. Special attention must be given to the 

orphans and the silent and often invisible group of poor children with 

disabilities, who are doubly marginalized (Lavinia Gasparini, Biennale 2008, 

PPT Presentation,). 

Admission to higher education is overall skewed socially, which may justify 

the adoption of affirmative action type policies and measures that give 

preference to deprived and/or female students, as well as disadvantaged 

upper secondary schools or regions (Effah et al., 2007). However, increased 

demand for limited places in universities has led to higher entry require-

ments, which tend to discriminate poorer students. Equally, emphasis on 

science courses in higher education can be disadvantageous for women. As 

a result of discriminatory policies, unsuitable curriculum and/or access to 

secondary schooling, remedial programs and other compensatory measures 

are in place in some countries of SSA. However, they have not been in place 

long enough to assess the impact or outcomes (Chilundo et al., 2008; Munavu 

et al., 2008; Ssenkaaba et al., 2008).

In sum, the commodification of higher education has, predictably, led to 

inequalities that place an obligation on governments to intervene to guar-

antee access to qualified impecunious and other disadvantaged or margin-

alized students (Varghese 2008).

Education and training personnel
The recruitment, training, deployment and management of education 

personnel stand out as a central concern in any expansion of basic and post-

basic education and training. While this addresses foremost the position of 

teaching personnel at all levels, serious attention must also be given to profes-

sional support and supervisory personnel, education managers and adminis-

trative personnel at national, local and institutional levels (Webb, 2008). The 

recruitment, remuneration and retention of teachers must be considered 

within the wider socio-economic context of individual countries, notably the 

trends and fluctuations of the labor market, overall conditions of poverty 

and inequality and the impact of HIV/AIDS on staffing and staff utilization 

(Webb, 2008).

In most countries, the demand for qualified teachers already far exceeds 

the level of supply through conventional teacher-training programs. Large 
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numbers of unqualified teachers are being recruited, seriously affecting the 

quality of education provided. Significant expansion of upper basic educa-

tion will worsen this situation, particularly as it is reported to draw quali-

fied staff away from lower basic education (Schuh Moore et al., 2007). Yet, 

the need for qualified teachers at the secondary level is also very high. There 

are major shortages of teachers in key subjects and of female teachers, espe-

cially at post-basic levels (Virigilo Juvane, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation). 

In this context, the ministers attending the Biennale took special note of the 

implications of policy actions in one sub-sector affecting those in another. 

Innovative strategies to increase teacher supply include incentive packages, 

local recruitment of contract teachers and the training of polyvalent teachers. 

It is becoming more common for accelerated teacher-education programs 

and in-service training on the job, using distance education combined with 

residential training and face-to-face support, to supplement such measures 

(Webb, 2008; Glassman et al., 2008). The Biennale papers and discussions 

particularly emphasized the need for teacher development focusing on the 

development of competences rather than on career development of teachers. 

In this regard, much can be gained by fostering cooperative relationships 

between ministries of education and teachers’ unions. 

Teacher supply, mobility and career prospects are seriously affected by 

differentiated practices in teacher training for specific levels and forms of 

education, as well as different institutional locations, leading to hierarchies 

in status, qualifications and salaries. Integrated national approaches to 

teacher training, qualifications, career structure and pay scales are highly 

desirable (Webb, 2008).

While many countries have developed networks of teacher-resource centers, 

these tend to focus on primary school teachers through offering training 

for untrained teachers and for upgrading qualified teachers. Much more can 

be done to increase continuous professional development for purposes of 

quality improvement, linked to pre-service training and career structures 

(Webb, 2008; WGMSE, 2008).

In spite of their increasingly recognized importance for national economic 

development adequate training, development and support services for 

teachers and trainers in skills development and TVET programs are gener-

ally lacking. Initiatives for collaboration in this area with the business sector, 
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for training support or dual training initiatives, are rare. In addition, the 

increased importance of pre-vocational and work-related skills in general 

(upper) basic education makes such collaboration essential (Webb, 2008). 

Gender issues and rural-urban disparities are still significantly undervalued 

in teacher supply, mobility and careers prospects. The Biennale presenta-

tions and discussions noted that limited disaggregated data appears to 

be available to gather adequate statistics and qualitative evidence, both 

in terms of teaching personnel and of other education positions such as 

school leadership and support personnel. The imbalance between male and 

female teachers in secondary education and TVET (and its effect on female 

participation) may be hard to address in the absence of measures to improve 

access to advanced training, employment conditions, and career incentives 

for female personnel (Biennale 2008, Comments Jackie Kirk on Webb, 2008). 

Such imbalances also apply to the proportion of women in positions of 

education leadership, within schools and other education structures.

The shortages and relative high costs of teachers also put a premium on 

improving the creative use of ICTs in education, especially at upper basic 

education and in types of post-basic education. More investigation can be 

undertaken to identify cost-effective mixtures of teacher utilization and 

multi-media resources that will lead to efficient deployment of teachers 

and technologies. In addition, using ICT for continuous teacher support can 

ensure significant gains in quality improvement in teaching and learning 

(Greenop and Busa, 2008; Mhlanga, 2008; World Bank, 2006).

As learning deficits at upper secondary level constitute a serious barrier 

for school leavers to meet the intellectual demands of higher education, 

universities can assist in reducing the articulation gap between the two 

levels by prioritizing the grooming of teachers in upper secondary core 

subjects. Much attention also needs to be given to teachers’ competencies 

in managing learning situations and in the monitoring and assessment of 

students’ progress (Scott and Yeld, 2008). Instituting learner-centered guid-

ance and counseling (and training teachers for this role) can help to develop 

competencies for both teachers and learners. Teachers also need to develop 

greater capabilities (with state support/approval) to adapt the curriculum 

and their pedagogical styles to the learners and the context in which they 

live. This also puts a premium on teacher in-service training and develop-

ment, enabling polyvalent teachers to adjust to new situations and demands.
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Advanced training and development opportunities for school heads, educa-

tion managers and senior professional and administrative personnel tend 

to be absent or highly inadequate. This results in serious lack of relevant 

competencies at all levels—from school support and teacher training to 

policy analysis and quality assurance—needed to manage major expan-

sions of basic and post-basic education. Institutionalized and continuous 

programs for human and organizational capacity building in all fields need 

to be designed and supported (Charron, 2008; Mulkeen et al., 2008; Webb, 

2008; Askvik, 2008).

Curriculum and skills development

The curriculum is the core for education and training and the area in which 

countries face their biggest challenges when embarking on expanding basic 

and post-basic education and training in a holistic and integrated perspec-

tive. It is also the area that is burdened with deep convictions and long tradi-

tions regarding what learning is intended to take place and what purposes 

it is meant to serve. Thus, it tends to be as highly protected by the dominant 

groups in society in order to maintain socio-economic advantages as it is 

by ordinary people motivated by the desire to secure the future of their 

children.

To-date, the essential nature of the curriculum at the basic and post-basic 

level, including the separation between academic learning and skills devel-

opment, has not altered. Countries have continued to maintain a privileged 

form of academic secondary education in expensive public institutions 

that educate a small percentage of the relevant age group more or less in 

relation to the needs of the public administration and the modern formal 

sector of the economy. In other words, it is a theoretical curriculum, which 

is structured by an emphasis on rote learning and teaching in accordance 

with prescribed syllabi; objectives aimed at selection rather than achieve-

ment; and outcomes measured by centrally set and graded examinations 

(Bhuwanee et al., 2008; ERNESA, 2008). 

Yet there are continental examples of change, as discussed in earlier chap-

ters. Reform has taken place in terms of curriculum restructuring and 

altering content and pedagogical approaches related to many subject and 

skills areas. Major progress has particularly been made in the areas of 

science and technology, African languages, health education, life skills and 
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entrepreneurship development (ERNESA, 2008; Smith et al., 2005). In several 

of these areas promising practices are available, which can be sustainable 

if—at least—leadership, policy and funding are available. Institutionalization 

of curriculum reform, however, appears to be dependent on a further cluster 

of factors including an integrated curriculum (for the complete cycle of basic 

education), appropriate teacher education, relevant materials, structural 

support, ongoing evaluation and peer education (Smith et al., 2005). 

In spite of these efforts, however, there is also evidence that traditional prac-

tices have remained very strong, even in systems where significant reform 

has taken place in teacher-training programs and assessment practices. 

Also the sharp divisions between ‘academic’ and ‘vocational’ education have 

remained, and the integration of age-appropriate core competencies related 

to the world of work within a globalized environment has thus far rarely 

been actively pursued (ERNESA, 2008). 

In TVET institutions, ensuring there is unity between skills development and 

the continuously changing needs of the labor market has remained a major 

challenge, not in the least as regards securing viable openings for female 

trainees. Progress in understanding and addressing learning needs in rural 

areas has been uneven, as there tends to be little space for curriculum adap-

tation, for linking ‘school’ knowledge with local and indigenous knowledge, 

and combining education with skills development for the rural economy. In 

contrast, there are successful pilots with decentralized curriculum develop-

ment in both education and training (Atchoarena, 2008; Gaidzanwa, 2008). 

The Biennale participants acknowledged that PPE systems have to change 

from an ‘elite’ system to a ‘mass democratic’ system; that curricula need 

to be more demand-driven and transformed in terms of their relationships 

with evolving socio-economic realities and current needs of young people; 

and that teaching and learning need to be competency-based and oriented 

towards real life problems and themes rather than towards traditional disci-

plines. They also recognized that thus far, there has been insufficient clarity 

as to how best to achieve these objectives, given persistent traditional policy 

approaches, employment practices and public attitudes (Bhuwanee et al., 

2008; Opertti, 2008; Stabback, 2008).

The most significant achievement at the Biennale was a consensus about 

the need for an integrated curricular approach to an expanded basic educa-
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tion, from ECD up to and including lower secondary education and across 

different modalities of basic education provision. The basis for this is a 

consideration of the essential learning needs of all children in the school-

going age group, in accordance with the tenets of inclusive education and 

human rights declarations and the demands of the changing world of work. 

A common curriculum framework allows for a diversity of learning path-

ways to be recognized, leading to core learning outcomes that all children 

must attain. By accepting the basic right of all children and young people 

to achieve an expanded basic education, countries commit themselves to 

pursuing full enrolment and participation for the entire duration of the 

cycle in one way or another. This removes the principle of ‘selection’ from 

the terrain of basic education, shifting this to the point of entry into post-

basic education and training. Effectively, therefore, this approach to basic 

education and its extension into lower secondary education will turn the 

education pyramid into a rectangle (Bah-Lalya and Samoff, 2008). 

The recently agreed upon ‘Kigali Call for Action’ (September 2007) has 

offered a strong impetus to revisit issues of curricular reform and the review 

of assessment practices in the context of an extended basic education cycle 

in a integrated manner. This is much in line with the holistic and integrated 

approach proposed for the Biennale (Kigali Call for Action, 2007; Bhuwanee 

et al., 2008). However, there was some skepticism in the Biennale regarding 

the value of the Competency-based Approach (CBA).

A common curricular framework would remove the existing institutional 

fragmentation of basic education systems into different types (formal 

– non-formal, public – private, secular – faith-based, school-based – work-

based, face-to-face – distance), with corresponding regimes of recognition, 

administration, financing, and professional support. National recognition 

of diverse pathways, followed by equitable access to professional and finan-

cial support, turns all of these into ‘formal education’ modes of provision. 

Indeed, it was pointed out during the Biennale that the only aspect of educa-

tion that needed to be ‘non-formal’ is the pedagogical approach required to 

help children and young people to learn. 

The Biennale presentations, discussions and preparatory papers showed 

that the range of skills to be acquired, and in particular the balance between 

general knowledge, cognitive and life skills on the one hand and pre-voca-

tional skills on the other hand, needs more reflection. Contrary views were 
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held by those participants pointing to the value of general education and 

the nurturing of generic skills right through secondary level education, and 

those appealing for more and earlier (pre-) vocational education, including 

entrepreneurship development. Indeed, excellent models were presented 

regarding the latter type. Many emphasized the power of general educa-

tion to simultaneously lay a solid foundation for lifelong learning and for 

developing the specialist skills that Africa badly needs. Ministers at the 

Biennale explained the acute dilemma facing them over decision making 

in this domain. Participants agreed on the need to forge functional links 

between vocational and general academic education programs—though 

these could take different forms. The recognition of multiple pathways in 

basic education would go a long way towards resolving the apparent contra-

dictory approaches. 

It must, however, also be acknowledged that education and training expan-

sion needs to be based on the dynamic realities on the ground. Thus in many 

African countries there are already established pathways that are almost 

exclusively skill oriented (often in the form of informal sector appren-

ticeships) and which thus have to form the basis for constructing a more 

complete basic education program for the young boys and girls concerned. 

This obviously has to be adjusted to the local needs and circumstances.

The Biennale participants also wavered between the majority, who called for 

significant focus on mathematical, scientific and technological subjects at 

upper basic education level, and the minority who pointed to the neglected 

area of humanities, social values and life skills – thus viewing the strengths 

of a nation as lying in people’s social values and practices. In a way, the 

participants made a case for both areas to be examined further. 

As pointed out previously throughout this report, the pace of science and 

technological discovery means that curricula must keep abreast with new 

developments and prepare youth for coping with rapid cultural, social and 

economic change; to empower them to take calculated risks; to achieve global 

competitiveness while maintaining local relevance; and to enable Africa to 

become pro-active in its own development (Wilmot James, Biennale 2008, 

PPT Presentation). At the same time, attention is needed for the notion of ‘life 

skills’ across the for all young people. The precise nature of life skills and 

related skills in the area of personal development, social development and 

coping with life’s challenges in general will require further elaboration. It is 
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highly probable that these would need to be agreed upon within a national 

context through local consultation, and that thus they would vary from 

country to country, and at least to some extent, across local environments. 

At the level of post-basic education and training, the principle of diversi-

fication of curricular options, ranging all the way from largely academic 

to completely skills oriented, with various mixtures in between, has been 

acknowledged. Such programs can be delivered through a wide variety of 

modalities, both institution-based and work-based. Yet, here too the issue of 

crosscutting life skills, essential for all young people, needs to be considered. 

At the tertiary education level, curriculum development does not yet take 

place in an integrated manner, with due consideration for complementari-

ties across vertical and horizontal differentiations in such systems. Much 

progress has been made in institutions responding to personal and socio-

cultural learning needs of young people – such as in the area of HIV/AIDS, 

life and work-related skills. However, far-reaching decentralization, institu-

tional autonomy and poor coordination across tertiary sub-systems make 

systematic attention to developing generic competencies across the age 

group and improving coherence between the two levels remains a major 

challenge (Ng’ethe et al., 2008; Allemano and Nzioka, 2008). 

Articulation and assessment
A reconceptualization of the curriculum has to be accompanied by a review 

of assessment practices and the approaches to articulation. It has been 

acknowledged that at the secondary level current assessment and examina-

tion systems are neither innovative nor have they been changed measur-

ably over the past decades. They have tended to remain oriented to their 

metropolitan and colonial prototypes. As a result, such systems are often 

not in line with curriculum and pedagogical reform. Capacity for school-

based assessment tends to be highly undeveloped. Among other issues, this 

hinders effective use of remedial instruction and thus permits higher levels 

of dropouts (Lolwane, 2008).

A major drawback is that current assessments do not provide adequate infor-

mation and pointers to enable graduates to reflect on alternative learning 

options to the extent these are available, both at the level of completing 

upper basic education and that of completing upper secondary education. 

As real opportunities in the context of further education or lifelong learning 
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pathways are expanded, assessment and certification, backed up by career 

information, need to become more functional in promoting actual learning 

and in meaningful placement of graduates (Lolwane, 2008; ERNESA, 2008).

Presentations and discussions at the Biennale showed that assessment 

systems can be considerably enhanced to become tools for identifying 

learning outcomes achieved by young people and as a basis for making 

more considered career choices. Assessment can assist in the management 

of student flows. Better management of flows will allow the use of available 

resources more efficiently and equitably. The Biennale deliberations demon-

strated that there is a great need among Ministries of Education to develop 

national standards and appropriate assessment mechanisms at basic and 

post-basic levels. The challenge is to design these in ways that provide recog-

nition to the diversity of programs and learning outcomes, while at the same 

time pay due attention to core knowledge and skills. 

The practice of some countries to separate assessment and certification 

from selection to post-basic education or to higher education deserves to 

be followed. This is common practice in countries of Latin America and 

Asia. Implementing such practices will not alleviate the need to ensure that 

entry mechanisms into institutions of higher education contain measures to 

enhance equity, by ensuring places for rural students, low-income students, 

female students and those coming from other disadvantaged categories of 

the population. Challenges such as these will be significant for all levels of 

government concerned.

It is significant, however, that some countries have shown the way forward 

in practices that validate learning outcomes in non-conventional settings, 

such as non-formal education, informal learning, or informal sector skills 

development programs. Increasingly such practices are being linked to wider 

efforts to ensure portability of credits, linked to benchmarks and stan-

dards within a national qualifications framework (NQF). By thus providing 

a ‘formal’ umbrella for validation and recognition, such NQFs present an 

essential basis for equivalency of certificates, greater mobility of learners, 

and efficiency in the utilization of existing learning pathways (Farstad, 

2008; Lolwane, 2008; Singh, 2008). 

The Biennale contributors took note of the wider significance of constructing 

national qualification frameworks as umbrellas for allowing greater diver-
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sity of learning pathways and greatly enhanced horizontal and vertical 

articulation in education and training systems. The idea of NQFs to be an 

umbrella encompassing all education platforms instead of only formal 

education could become an essential framework for promoting lifelong 

learning as it enables learners to acquire skills and competencies and 

bestows credits that can be carried into the labor market and used at a later 

stage to re-enter selected education and training programs at a higher level. 

This would considerably reduce the social costs of not providing all youth 

with a complete basic education and supplementary skills training program 

as a basis for entering the world of ‘adult’ life and work.

It was also concluded that NQFs can vary in terms of complexity and that 

their development and application can be quite controversial. Countries, 

depending on the level of development and available resources, should 

construct their own NQF in a manner that suits national needs and capa-

bilities to handle complex structures. For example, South Africa has now 

reconstituted its all-embracing NQF into three components, acting as quality 

assurance councils for specific parts of the system, such as general and 

further education and training (basic and post-basic education and training) 

and the higher education sub-sector. Councils play a major role in devel-

oping assessment frameworks. 

Articulation was identified as particularly problematic in all levels and 

types of education, including the transition from primary to post-primary 

education (i.e., lower basic to upper basic education); the transition from 

‘non-formal’ education or training to their ‘formal’ equivalents; the linkages 

between education and training sub-systems; and the transition from upper 

secondary education to diverse forms of tertiary education (Glassman et al., 

2008; Sey, 2008; Scott and Yeld, 2008). 

While a number of countries have established centralized admission 

systems into higher education, this tends to apply only to public univer-

sities. Private universities generally have their own selection mechanisms, 

which may benefit candidates who have prepared themselves through 

 non-formal or informal learning channels. Harmonization across providers 

is greatly required. In particular, harmonization that allows recognition of 

prior learning (RPL); credit transfers; and comparability and recognition of 

qualifications across various types of higher education, and across national 

boundaries (Munavu and Kithuka, 2008). 
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2. Coherence across the three sub-themes
This section will address to what extent the conclusions as regards the various 

crosscutting issues are consistent across the three themes, and to what extent 

a coherent picture has emerged of a vision for PPE as a whole. Where are the 

synergies, the contradictions and the blanks? Here we shall briefly address 

some of the more conspicuous dimensions affecting the totality of PPE.

Synergies
Across the sub-themes, as the crosscutting issues have been developed and 

discussed, there are evident synergies that can be highlighted. Foremost 

there are the principles of integration, diversity, holistic approach, equity 

and democracy that have permeated the written contributions, the presenta-

tions and many of the debates during the Biennale. In turn, the principle of 

integration has stimulated reflections on linkages across different modes 

of provision and types of programs, as well as between these and the socio-

economic environment. 

These principles have largely informed the treatment of the policies, prac-

tices and problems debated, in the sense that awareness emerged of a much 

wider totality of opportunities, pathways and crosscutting programs, whose 

significance could no longer be ignored. This has occurred explicitly at the 

lower secondary and the higher education level. But by placing these ‘sub-

sectors’ within a wider basic education and post-basic education and training 

framework, they drew much attention to the overall inter-relatedness of poli-

cies, practices and support (funding) services that governments and their 

partners cannot negate and that invite more comprehensive perspectives. 

Integrated planning has become unavoidable. 

The notions of diversity, equity and democracy have also featured promi-

nently across the three sub-themes. The reality of existing but often 

unre-cognized and unsupported diversity has been central to the debates, 

coupled with the principles of equity and democracy. The recognition of 

existing and desired diversity is directly connected to the notion of educa-

tion and training being responsive to needs and circumstances of learners. 

The equity principle made the Biennale contributors consider the strengths 

and weaknesses of alternative programs and the imperative to set standards 

for access and outcomes, thus promoting ‘equitable diversity’. At the level of 

post basic education and training, equitable diversity is interpreted differ-
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ently, as equality of opportunity to access and completion, but with differ-

entiated entry into the world of work. 

Democratization at both levels has been interpreted not only in terms of 

accessibility but also in terms of adaptation to the needs, circumstances and 

life worlds of new clientele for education and training. Democracy also applies 

to the participation of many different stakeholders in decision making about 

policies and strategies for implementation, curriculum and pedagogical 

approaches and forms of assessment. Such stakeholders must include learners 

themselves, their communities, (elected) local authorities and civil society. 

The concepts and principles are equally applicable to those parts of the 

system that were not highlighted greatly during the Biennale, such as 

upper secondary education and training opportunities. However, they have 

suffered from intrusion by market principles, which pose major challenges 

to both equity and democracy (see below).

The combination of integration and diversification has produced many 

possibilities for linking pathways and programs, and thus exploring syner-

gies. Good practices in this regard are already in evidence across Africa; for 

example, incorporating distance learning in basic and post-basic education, 

from primary schools to universities; linking of non-formal components 

with conventional schools (‘hybrid programs’); linking primary education 

with work-place skills development; and linking technical colleges with craft 

training, and entrepreneurship development. New forms of linkages, even 

across sectors, are being experimented with in programs for youth develop-

ment in (post-) conflict settings.

Some synergies require much further reflection and elaboration to under-

stand fully the policy implications. This includes developing greater under-

standing at the basic education level through to the recognition of largely 

vocational pathways (especially for those over 15 years of age) (see Chapter 2) 

and to the (formal and non-formal) general education pathways. While there 

may be justification in some countries’ contexts for acknowledging the value 

of some vocational training pathways in basic education, the notion of a 

unifying and integrated curriculum framework implies that all children are 

entitled to achieving a spectrum of core learning outcomes, including cogni-

tive, communication and learning skills. To the extent that these are not 

part of the training curriculum, they would have to be addressed through 
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a supplementary (non-formal) basic education program. A major policy 

instrument to achieve this would be the promotion of dual programs linking 

education-based pathways with skill-based pathways.

Further reflection and elaboration is also required in the need for syner-

gies between education, training and the world of work. In the context of 

structural adjustment programs in the 1980s and the later drive towards 

EFA, many older forms of synergy between education and the world of work 

(for example through productive work activities, school-business relation-

ships, and work experience programs) have been abandoned. New forms will 

have to be designed in such way that learning is not only academic based. 

There is a need to bring learners into much closer contact with the world 

of work; perhaps a viable option would be to bring artisans, skilled trades 

people, business workers, as well as working women (across all sectors 

and work spectrums) into the classroom. Thus, major efforts are needed 

to bring general education and skill development closer to one another in 

appropriate ways, and to bring both into closer contact with the world of 

work. This requires the involvement of other ministries and organizations, 

dealing with rural development, small-enterprise promotion, the labor 

market, chambers of commerce and industry, etc.. 

Contradictions

The Biennale participants faced a number of (apparent) contradictions, 

which have not been resolved though they have been recognized to a greater 

or lesser extent. Some of these are highlighted here.

 h Complexity vs. simplicity
 The Biennale contributions demonstrated the complexity of education 

and training systems once the eyes are cast beyond the immediate 

environs of formal primary, secondary, classical TVET and university 

education. Its foci invited policy makers to recognize this complexity 

in the interest of making education and training serve the needs of 

learners, communities and national socio-economic development much 

more effectively. This complexity can be very demanding in terms of 

systems management, need for policy and regulatory frameworks, part-

nerships, coordinating mechanisms, quality promotion, data collection, 

monitoring and evaluation, and perhaps, extra resources required to 

construct and maintain all this. 
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 At the same time, ministries are also pressured to expand education 

access quickly, to address quality, equity and inefficiency, and all this 

within major constraints of capacity, capabilities and human and finan-

cial resources. In this context, simple quick-fix prescriptions would have 

been much more desirable.

 Yet, the social and economic costs will be higher if only quick-fix solu-

tions are applied. Ministries are forced to think on their feet, be more 

creative, and to look much further ahead than was previously necessary 

or done. Thus, the challenge is how this complexity can be handled in 

a practical way that allows ministries to exploit diversity in its many 

respects while maintaining essential oversight and affordability.  

 h Social versus economic demand
 While the provision of universal basic education is regarded as essential 

in responding to people’s individual rights and to the need of society 

for social development and equitable access to life opportunities and 

resources, economic demand remains a powerful arbiter of access and 

absorption into the world of work. An expanded basic education protects 

the entitlements of young people to general knowledge and skills to a 

higher level, thus strengthening them in their preparation for life, and 

thus the ability to cope with its vicissitudes. 

 At the same time, responsiveness to the needs of the economy is also vital 

for young people’s survival. Economic demand is dominant in most TVET 

pathways and options. Because there are TVET-based pathways at basic 

education in some of the systems, this may make such basic education 

vulnerable to undesirable influences by economic demand. Public higher 

education faces the same dilemma of having to combine intellectual 

pursuit, which has a long-term societal value, with responding to the need 

for ‘human resource development, which has a more short-term benefit’.

 Policy makers and communities need to have a vision as to where they 

would like to draw the line and to what extent and how the two ‘demands’ 

can be allowed to overlap.

 h Democracy vs. the market
 Related contradictions come from the rapid increase of marketization 

of education and training opportunities, precisely also in parts of the 

system that provide basic education for all. Marketization is different 

from private sector participation and relates to the commodification of 

education opportunities, treating them as tradable services. The use of 
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the market for the achievement of basic education and the mobilization 

of available resources allows government to gain from free competition 

between supply and demand. But, it is often incorrectly assumed that a 

democratic mobilization of community or private resources would not 

achieve the same goal more effectively. Marketization has often come 

to take the place of community initiative, leading to interest in profit 

taking the place of aiming for quality achievement.

 Policy makers and other stakeholders will need to agree on what place 

the ‘market’ can be given and how far it is allowed to go, leaving suffi-

cient space for public oversight and for democratic processes to define 

and guard quality of processes and outcomes. 

 h Skills in education vs. skills in training
 While the synergies across the three sub-themes all point towards 

greater integration of vocational skills into a broader notion of basic 

and post-basic education, learning activities associated with skills 

acquisition still tend to be regarded as separate from ‘general’ educa-

tion. It appears that in spite of the ‘integration’ perspective at every 

level, a distinction is still made between what is general or academic 

and what is vocational or technical/professional. This was also evident 

in the Biennale.

 There is therefore a great need to define what kind of work-related 

knowledge and vocational skills are essential components of a broad 

basic education (‘vocational education’ in basic education); in other 

words, what is part of every learner’s education, on the one hand, and 

what work-related education and skills development constitute parts of 

learners’ preparation for work (vocational training), on the other hand. 

Thereby, it is likely that youth (15 plus) who partake in second-chance 

opportunities will receive basic education plus vocational prepara-

tion for work within the same program or through a dual approach 

combining school-based basic education and work-based vocational 

training. Arguably, at the post-basic education level all learning relates 

to the subsequent insertion into socio-economic life. 

 h Needs vs. affordability
 A major contradiction that policy makers have to deal with concerns the 

reality that, as education comes to be seen as a must or right that serves all, 

including the diverse needs of disadvantaged children and young people, 

more costly measures will have to be taken to do so equitably and effec-
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tively. In the case of disadvantaged children, marginal costs of further 

expansion of coverage are often higher. Simply expanding the regular 

provision of schooling may seem attractive from a cost-efficiency point 

of view. However, depending on the nature of the disadvantage, the provi-

sion of the same basic education to disadvantaged children and youth 

may require special adjustments, particularly in terms of pupil/teacher 

ratios, school size, training of teachers, design of teaching/learning mate-

rials, costs of supplementary learning areas, supervision and support 

services. This may well drive up unit costs, at least in the initial period. 

Thus, affordability may have different interpretations, depending on the 

circumstances and backgrounds of the potential learners. 

 In this area, policy makers need to combine economic considerations 

(need to develop all talents) with social and ethical concerns. At the same 

time, there is much to argue for looking at cost-effective ways to ensure 

equitable provision, for example by making judicious use of services by 

NGOs, civil society and international technical agencies such as UNICEF in 

developing prototypes and absorbing initial costs prior to mainstreaming.

 h Quantity vs. quality
 There tends to be an apparent contradiction between quantitative expan-

sion of education and training systems to ensure access for all and atten-

tion to quality improvement. Thus, it is often presented that ministries 

have to compromise between the two in order to reduce wastage and 

improve learning achievement.

 The Biennale contributions demonstrated that the contrast between 

quantity and quality has many different aspects that together may 

qualify this picture and point to the possibility that both can go hand in 

hand. They imply that education expansion does not necessarily have to 

lead to lower learning achievement (Jean-Pierre Jarousse, Biennale, 2008, 

PPT Presentation). Some considerations here are:

• That quality can be protected and promoted through better systems 

management, and the targeting of groups, areas and schools at risk 

can improve national performance.

• There are strategies related to learning organization and pedagog-

ical practices that make it possible for one teacher to handle larger 

numbers of learners in a quality-enhancing manner;

• That there are different ways in which learning ‘inputs’ can be 

combined other than in the conventional manner, in order to produce 

quality learning conditions (such as usage of ICTs and multi-media);
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• That, while much research is being undertaken, knowledge is only 

slowly being obtained (for example through SACMEQ and PASEC) as 

to what factors have the most significant impact on learning achieve-

ment (notably, the ‘sector-wide approaches’ [swap] proponent partners 

preferred increasing all inputs thus allowing costs to be higher than 

is perhaps warranted); 

• That better management of learner flows (through different but 

equitable pathways) may yield considerable efficiencies in utilizing 

existing resources and learning opportunities while improving effec-

tiveness of learning.

Blanks
It is also important to consider the dimensions of education and training 

which, though sometimes mentioned, were not dominant at the Biennale, 

but which are significant when it comes to planning the further expansion 

of education systems.

As was noted previously, the most significant blank in the Biennale discus-

sions was the nature, scope and organization of upper secondary education 

and training options, together with the articulation between end of basic 

education and entry into post-basic education. Issues connected with this 

level have been discussed to some extent as part of the extension of basic 

education up to Grade 9 or 10, and the wider significance of assessment 

and certification at that level, as well as in the context of the transition 

between upper secondary and tertiary education. But much more needs to be 

discussed as regards the actual place of upper secondary in between basic 

and tertiary education, and the congruence in terms of curriculum, pedago-

gies and learning pathways between upper secondary and lower secondary 

education (i.e., upper basic education). Upper secondary and other pathways 

at this level play a major role in the articulation, vertical and horizontal, 

across the entire system of education and training, including the diverse 

linkages with the world of work. 

A further important blank in the Biennale relates to the question of how 

young people could navigate productively and effectively through such 

highly diverse and complex systems of learning opportunities. Guidance and 

counseling services tend not to be available. Thus, learners face difficulties 

in obtaining reliable information about learning options available and their 

actual value in securing access to continued education or training options, 
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and to rewarding slots in the labor market. Even Ministries of Education 

themselves are sometimes not aware of the realities of some learning trajec-

tories in the system. 

A more interconnected set of learning opportunities at the post-primary 

and post-basic level would require precise information to enable learners 

to make choices based on preferences and realistic assessments of what 

it takes to achieve potential goals. Greater possibilities for self-regulation 

also contributes to more efficient use of learning pathways and thus to flow 

management. 

The above points to the usefulness of enhancing guidance and counseling 

services in schools, particularly for those who have to make life choices at 

the end of the expanded basic education cycle. Making realistic choices, in 

accordance with interests and aptitudes would also benefit from expanded 

information services being available to young people through the internet 

or the media. 

Another major gap in this regard has been adult literacy and adult education 

in general. Basic and post-basic education and training is not only about 

children and young people; it is also about adults. There is much evidence 

that adults with basic education exercise considerable influence on the 

quality and effectiveness of learning in schools and other learning centers 

for children. Thus, adult literacy becomes part of the equation for improving 

quality in education (Adama Ouane, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation). 

Moreover, adult education has become part of the much longer process of 

lifelong learning, of which basic education for children is only the begin-

ning. Since for many children their access to quality education of sufficient 

duration is still compromised under current conditions in many countries, 

there is a dire need to extend further alternative learning pathways. Some 

countries in Africa are working on the gradual construction of parallel 

learning routes that offer opportunities for young people to continue their 

education by way of non-formal and distance education opportunities all 

the way beyond basic education into upper secondary, vocational and higher 

education. The implication is that complementary pathways are not only 

about remedial education leading to ‘re-entry’ as soon as possible, but that 

they can also be linked vertically, thus creating veritable lifelong learning 
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opportunities. There are thus close connections between education for 

young people and education for adults. 

3. Conclusions in regard of a paradigm shift and 
the overarching issues

The paradigm shift

The most central issue of the Biennale has been the nature of the paradigm 

shift that is required in view of the changing context of post-primary educa-

tion and the challenges this poses for substantive adjustments, both in the 

content and curricular orientation of education, and in the structure of its 

provision.

Central pieces of the paradigm shift are the reconceptualization of curricula 

at the different levels and their re-orientation to the changing realities and 

opportunities in the lives of young people and the wider socio-economic and 

cultural environment. The extended basic education cycle is about moving 

towards an integrated and inclusive curriculum framework covering the 

entire cycle, incorporating a broader variety of skill areas that young people 

need as preparation for life, work, and for further learning. In post-basic 

education, it is about providing young people with the knowledge and skills 

essential for national development, and for making sense of their own lives. 

It is also about higher education playing an effective role in transforming 

lower levels of learning. 

In structural terms, the key challenge has become to expand basic educa-

tion up to the end of lower secondary education, thus creating an integrated 

9-10 year cycle for all learners, prior to them moving into a variety of post-

basic education options or moving into the labor market. In most countries 

of Sub-Saharan Africa this expanded basic education for all is only possible 

by combining the expansion of regular lower secondary (or upper basic) 

education with the enhancement of additional learning pathways that are 

already being used by out-of-school youth for the purpose of having access 

to meaningful learning – such as complementary non-formal education or 

traditional forms of apprenticeship. Such pathways need to offer equitable 

access to basic education outcomes and be integrated into a wider system of 

(equivalent) basic education provision for all. 
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Further differentiation and better articulation is also essential at the post-

basic education level in order to secure a better flow of young people with 

interests and aptitudes through opportunities for higher learning into the 

world of work. A major challenge here is to open up access to a wider diver-

sity of relevant TVET options that respond to the needs of the labor market 

and local economies. This is of particular relevance to female learners and 

those in peri-urban and rural areas. 

Recognition and further enhancement of a diversity of pathways at different 

levels brings along the necessity of the state sharing its responsibilities 

with different socio-economic partners and communities. Sharing respon-

sibilities leads to a diversity of governance structures, different models 

of financing provisions and a variety of manners through which profes-

sional support services can be made available. Clearly, the objectives of 

post-primary expansion and the paradigm shift that this implies cannot be 

achieved without the establishment of effective partnerships at all levels.

In this frame of enhanced collaboration, the state retains its overall constitu-

tional duty to ensure adequate provision in accordance with social demand 

and the needs of national development. Essential roles of the state are to 

facilitate the establishment of an overall national qualifications framework, 

for the purpose of validation of learning and portability of credits; to provide 

supervision and quality assurance; and to engage in continuous monitoring 

and evaluation.

A key element of the paradigm shift is the principle of equal opportunity of 

access and equity of chances to complete the learning cycle and secure its 

outcomes and benefits. This implies that often extra efforts may be needed to 

enable talented learners to effectively participate in the next cycle, and that 

much more needs to be done to promote African languages as language of 

instruction (especially throughout basic education). In addition, the equity 

principle implies that measures must be taken to build in safeguards to protect 

the poorest parts of the population, for example by allocating state resources 

in education and training based on needs rather than based on merit. 

Overarching issues
In the preparation for the Biennale, several issues were identified, which 

because of their overall importance, needed attention across all sub-themes 
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and crosscutting issues. These general issues were referred to as ‘over-

arching’ issues, and concerned the following: 

• National financial frames for PPE expansion

• Articulation and learner flows

• Equity as regards a range of population groups

• Lifelong learning

• Quality as a central concern

• Relevance for socio-economic development

• Youth development as a perspective

• HIV/AIDS

• ICT and science and technology

• Capacity and capabilities

These ten issues will briefly be addressed in terms of outcomes of the 

Biennale.

National financial frames
The rate of PPE expansion in a country depends much on the size and rate of 

growth of the economy and the availability of funding, both domestic and 

external. Costs need to match a country’s GDP per capita, and the advice has 

been that exceeding 20 percent of GDP per capita for lower secondary costs 

and 40 percent for upper secondary costs immediately results in inequitable 

and selective participation. Secondary costs should not be higher than twice 

the costs of primary schooling (Keith Lewin, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation). 

Because of the above, and because of different education histories, trends in 

enrolment and cost structures, countries naturally differ in terms of what 

rate of expansion is affordable. Thus the poorer countries may take much 

longer in securing universal secondary education than the richer ones. At the 

same time, it was also argued in the Biennale that fiscal constraints, though 

important, could be overtaken by the political will to mobilize additional 

resources. This could considerably speed up the rate of expansion, for as long 

as the issue of sustainability of expansion will be taken into account. In any 

case, country planning will need to take cognizance of national productivity 

levels and the expected expansion of the economy and the labor market. 

Countries need to plan within realistic budget frameworks that recognize 

the demographic, domestic revenue and income distribution constraints on 

mass participation in PPE. This points to the importance of reforms designed 
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to decrease public costs per student where these are high, and to reduce 

direct costs to households to levels that are affordable by the majority of the 

population (Keith Lewin, note, 2007).

Articulation and learner flows 
The management of learner flows has been identified as a major point of 

attention in improving systems performance as well as the costs of educa-

tion provision. Countries have been much advised to reduce repetition 

rates, not just by automatic promotion, but combining this with effective 

non-formal remedial programs that enable learners to catch up quickly in 

areas where they are weak, without having to repeat and before they become 

demoralized and drop out. The establishment or better usage of alternative 

modes of provision for specific categories of children, such as accelerated 

options for the ‘over-aged’, will also help. 

The effective usage of diversity in provisions at different levels, from basic 

education to tertiary education, facilitates both more efficient and more 

effective output through the education and training systems. The costs 

saved in this manner will help to reduce the overall costs of PPE expansion 

and thus increase the rate of expansion (Cream Wright, Biennale 2008, PPT 

Presentation).

The notion of both horizontal and vertical articulation has been acknowl-

edged as a central concern in systems development. This requires careful 

consideration of effective bridges and ladders to enable learners to transfer 

from one pathway to another and to successfully transit to a higher level. 

The implication is that congruence and a degree of continuity of curriculum 

strands need much attention and, that special bridging programs may need 

to be developed to enable learners of disadvantaged backgrounds to effec-

tively participate at the higher levels.

Equity
Equity has received much attention at the Biennale and came up repeatedly 

in connection with each of the crosscutting issues in all three sub-themes. 

Equity lies at the heart of diversification of pathways. It is equally impor-

tant when designing methods and mechanisms for pathways to converge in 

learning outcomes and opportunities to continue learning and/or promote 

access to the labor market. Equity issues should guide costing and finan-



6.	ConClusions	on	key	issues	aCross	sub-themes	 225

cial allocations, the recruitment and deployment of teachers and managers, 

curriculum reform and pedagogical practices. 

Equity is foremost linked to gender, in particular to enhance girls’ access 

and retention rates. Much focus here was on lower secondary education 

and post-basic opportunities, most of all to TVET, and education in rural 

areas. The second major focus on equity issues concerned socio-economic 

background and poverty, as they are clearly linked to accessing continued 

education and to opportunities in the labor market. It has been shown that, 

without targeted support, marketization works against enrolments of poorer 

children, especially girls. Other inequities discussed were associated with 

the rural-urban divide and a range of specific circumstances of youth in 

Africa including cultural obligations; physical and or learning disabilities; 

health and illness factors, such as HIV/AIDS; and conflict or post-conflict 

situations.

Changing attitudes and decision making concerning application of the 

equity principle is a slow process. There is still a general view that providing 

modest support for ‘special needs’ programs is sufficient as a concession 

to equity. The notion that all children have the same right to essentially 

the same basic education, irrespective of mode of provision, is still new. 

Even more new is the notion that equity may imply the allocation of extra 

resources to compensate for disadvantage. Nevertheless, progress is being 

made to make education provision more inclusive. There is growing aware-

ness in Ministries of Education and their partners that the very basis upon 

which state resources should be allocated may have to be revised, giving 

greater attention to the notion of differentiation in accordance with need 

and ability to pay. 

Lifelong learning
Equity in access and outcomes of learning, thus making learning ‘life-

wide’, goes together with increasing opportunities for lifelong learning. The 

Biennale contributors noted that the concept of lifelong learning provides 

a framework for a holistic and integrated approach to PPE development, 

considering the diversity of opportunities at each level, but also the oppor-

tunities to continue learning at higher levels. Lifelong learning emphasizes 

the need for connections across the education and training fields so that all 

learners can progress. Importantly, it promotes inclusiveness of age, in that 

it encourages parallel modes of provision for those that do not meet conven-
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tional age requirements, while adapting equivalent curricula to learners’ 

circumstances. 

Lifelong learning also emphasizes the need for comprehensive systems of 

validation of learning, qualification and accreditation. The development of 

national qualifications frameworks is the major instrument that facilitates 

diversity of provisions while maintaining system coherence, promoting 

equity and efficiency, and the responsiveness of learning arrangements to 

the needs of life and work. 

Quality
Quality as a measure of internal efficiency and of learning achievement 

was not an explicit topic of the Biennale. Yet, like equity, it continued to 

take central stage because of the ripple effect through the entire system 

of poor quality at the primary education level in so many countries. The 

Biennale participants concluded that effective secondary expansion could 

not occur without corresponding attendance to the factors affecting quality 

at the lower level, to improve learning and to free up resources. Quality 

must be built from the bottom up; therefore, quality at the upper-basic or 

secondary level can only be built upon the quality established at the primary 

level. Furthermore, attention to quality at all levels must remain paramount, 

implying that expansion at the lower secondary level may well need to be 

adjusted to the capabilities of enhancing quality at the same time.

The Biennale participants expressed strong interest in examining the 

notion of quality more fully. For example, there remain several questions 

concerning what determines quality and how it can be promoted efficiently, 

which beg concrete, evidence-based answers. There is hope that, apart from 

systemic assessments of school conditions and of learning achievement, 

precise indicators and standards can be developed that will allow quality 

to be better monitored, which can then provide a basis for more pointed 

interventions. This is timely, given the insufficient knowledge of what are 

the strongest determinants of learning achievement. In this regard, special 

attention will need to be given to examining the dynamics of pedagogical 

processes in the classrooms. 

Relevance
The Biennale debates and contributions emphasized that ‘relevance’ should 

be considered separate from ‘quality’. While quality mainly addresses the 
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intrinsic value of inputs and pedagogical processes in relation to learning 

achievement, relevance is an assessment of the value of education and its 

outcomes for the learners and their communities, as well as for labor markets 

and societies. School organization and pedagogical styles may have value in 

terms of producing high scores in national examinations; but the education 

experience may still lack relevance in enabling youth to cope with the chal-

lenges of life and work. This is where secondary education and TVET have 

been found wanting. Lack of relevance is one reason why so many learners 

drop out of school.

Youth development
It was very important to bring into the Biennale a perspective on youth 

development as a way of highlighting the changes taking place in the lives of 

large numbers of young people across the continent. Various presentations, 

papers and discussions noted the impact of globalization and rapid modern-

ization, as well as of political strife on young people’s conditions, activities, 

attitudes and prospects. In many countries, youth are facing decreasing 

value of education in society, more unemployment, more distortion of their 

lives because of family and community disintegration, more sexual harass-

ment, sexually transmitted diseases and exploitation, and more frustration 

and alienation.

PPE is about education and training being a positive force in young people’s 

lives, and providing opportunities to overcome these conditions. Thus, 

schools must be safe havens and places of respite. Curricula and extra-

curricular activities must address young people’s personal development 

as much as they focus on socio-economic relevance for society as a whole. 

Schools will not be able to do this on their own, but have to collaborate 

with other agencies for care and support. Learners’ wellbeing is the basis for 

effective participation in learning, and for achievement.

HIV/AIDS
HIV/AIDS and its many associated problems present a special and specific 

challenge for education systems; the age-cohort and category of youth 

addressed by PPE remains very much at risk. The message is clear however: 

education works. In general, there is a positive correlation between longer 

years of (especially secondary) schooling and lower HIV prevalence. Education 

helps as the cognitive and social skills acquired through schooling help 

young people internalize and assess messages from a variety of sources, 
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and to develop the values, attitudes, skills and knowledge necessary to make 

informed choices and thus take lower personal risks.

HIV prevention programs should be built into a broader framework encom-

passing not only sexual and reproductive health, but also a wider health, 

social and personal development curriculum. The concept of ‘learning to 

live together’ should be the basis for curriculum renewal. It can provide an 

appropriate context for HIV prevention programs (Michael Kelly, Biennale 

2008, PPT Presentation).

ICT and science and technology
The attention to ICT development and applications, as well as to the promo-

tion of science and technology, must remain high on the education agenda. 

But it is also clear that Africa is lagging behind and that much bolder initia-

tives are required to enable the continent to jump into the 21st century. There 

is evidence that more countries take special measures to promote science 

and technology into the secondary curriculum, such as the establishment 

of specialized schools and in-service training programs using advisory 

teachers and resource centers. Calls were also made for the establishment 

of scientific centers of excellence around Africa, linked to universities, to 

promote fundamental research into critical development issues and medical 

priorities that particularly concern the African continent (Wilmot James, 

Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation).

In ICT, there has been an increase in the work and coverage of continental 

networks; more surveys are being carried out to establish achievements and 

bottlenecks. Innovative education programs that utilize ICTs—including 

satellite technology as support for teachers, particularly in rural areas—

are also observable. In higher education, much progress has been made in 

using ICT for distance education, enabling students to communicate directly 

with supervisors. However, the overall technical infrastructure needs to be 

expanded significantly to enable education stakeholders to devise creative 

ways of harnessing such technologies for initiatives that reach beyond the 

teaching of computer skills and school-to-school communication. 

Capacity and capabilities
There is no doubt that the PPE agenda and the frame within which this 

agenda has been cast, as a result of the Biennale, calls for major changes 

to the roles and responsibilities of Ministries of Education and the way in 
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which they function. A major implication will be that partnerships with 

a variety of socio-economic organizations—ranging from civil society 

through community associations to employers’ organizations—will require 

more extensive negotiation, coordination, supervisory and quality control 

tasks for the ministries. Enhanced roles of lower levels of state governance 

through further decentralization will create a higher demand for capacity 

development of such bodies and their non-government partners. For a para-

digm shift to be effective, capacity development at all levels of governance 

will be essential. 

Ministries of Education will need to review their structure and functioning 

at all levels, and develop new competencies in policy articulation, in stra-

tegic planning, in research and policy analysis, and in systems and knowl-

edge management. They will also require a host of technical competencies 

to enable the coordinating, analytical/developmental, professional support, 

financial management and the monitoring and evaluation work to be done 

that an integrated approach requires. Above all, since in essence the agenda 

is about engaging in a paradigm shift, ministries and their national and 

international partners will need to change the cultural frame in which 

they work, changing this from a culture of administration and control to 

a culture of development and of coordination, facilitation and supervision, 

within which there is much space for initiatives by partners and at decen-

tralized levels. 
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Chapter 7.   
Strategic directions  
for BE-PBET development

In this last chapter we look at the implications of all that has been presented 

and discussed at the Biennale for further policy making and planning in the 

area of PPE, now to be composed of expanded (and universal) basic educa-

tion (BE) and post-basic education and training (PBET). The emphasis will be 

on actual guidelines and suggestions for policy making and the manner in 

which Ministries of Education, together with their partners, can take steps 

to review the totality of basic and post-basic education and take initiatives 

to further expand the system or adjust certain components of it. Attention 

is also given to a set of factors that may facilitate this work or threaten its 

success. 

The chapter is divided into four sections. It starts with setting the param-

eters, as they have emerged from the Biennale, within which the expansion 

of basic and post-basic education should take place. Thereafter, an indicative 

policy framework for BE-PBET development is presented, followed by a brief 

review of critical areas for strategic choices to be made. Section 3 outlines 

some preliminary steps that can be taken by countries to initiate their 

policy review. This includes suggestions for further reflection and research. 

Finally, the last section addresses enabling conditions, opportunities and 

threats associated with working on the policy agenda. 

1. Pre-requisites for BE-PBET development 

General pre-requisites

 h The most fundamental pre-requisites for further PPE development in 

African countries—in the frame of BE-PBET as discussed in the Biennale—are 
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the acknowledgement of the need for a paradigm shift, a national vision that 

supports the shift, and the political will and visionary leadership necessary to 

accomplish it.

 h A further fundamental pre-requisite relates to the development of capacities 

and capabilities of the people and structures (inside and outside government) 

that will have to take leadership, management and technical responsibilities for 

developing and implementing the new agendas. Substantive and high-quality 

programs, sensitive to diversity of African conditions and needs, will be needed 

to undertake this.

 h Educational development must be looked at from a holistic perspective, in 

other words, through an integrated approach to planning, policy and delivery. 

It is necessary to accept the totality of education and training provisions, 

including those outside the ‘formal’ system, both learning-centre-based and 

work-based, as inherent parts of a wider field that serves learning needs 

of the population. All forms of education and training provision are inter-

linked, whether by formal or by informal means. Thus, interventions, in 

terms of policies, regulations or resource allocations, directly or indirectly, 

in one part of the system have repercussions for other parts.

 h Secondary education, in all its manifestations, is the lynchpin of the educa-

tion and training system; thus, its expansion must be based on a comprehen-

sive perspective for the development of the entire system. 

As secondary education belongs to both the upper end of basic education 

and to the lower part of post-basic education and training, it straddles the 

critical transition from foundation learning to diverse routes by which young 

people prepare for life and work. It must therefore represent the essence of 

the needs, desires and possibilities for youth whom are the guardians, labor 

force, leaders and developers of the future. National and local societal aspi-

rations, objectives and goals must be reflected in all parts of the education 

system: future development depends on it. 

 h Full cognizance of the existing diversity of education and training provi-

sions is required, as a basis for further policy development and planning. 

This diversity has been growing over time, often by default, and it represents 

the interplay of many stakeholders in constructing opportunities that reflect 

the diversity of qualification needs throughout life, and meet the resulting 

learning demands. Governments need to examine critically the legacy 
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of  innovative educational programs and institutions to understand their 

missions and the reasons they were created and to build upon this capital. 

 h In financial terms, the main parameters for education expansion and 

improvement are the GDP, the rate of economic growth and the national 

budget. This means that expansion will be uneven across African countries. 

BE-PBET expansion must be affordable and sustainable. As regards the rate 

of expansion, a balance must be found between social demand for educa-

tion and access to funding (domestic and external – including longer-term 

costs implications) at basic education level, and between expansion and the 

absorptive capacity of the national economy at post-basic education and 

training level. Governments must also have discretion to maintain a balance 

between total expenditures for social services and those for stimulating 

national productivity, economic growth and employment. 

 h There is no single and uniform approach to BE-PBET development and no 

common standard for Africa can be developed. 

Countries need foremost to consider their own circumstances, traditions, 

experiences and resources, and within this context construct a PPE frame 

that suits their development goals and that can be endorsed by their stake-

holders, while benefiting from experiences elsewhere. Actual choices depend 

on socio-political traditions and the relative influence of various groupings, 

as much as on the financial resources available, the dynamics of the national 

economy and the relative strength of social development infrastructures. 

 h A diversified approach to educational development is essential, as in 

African conditions people’s circumstances, needs, expectations and priorities 

are far from homogeneous.

Countries have recognized the significance of contextual social, cultural 

and economic conditions in determining access, participation and ultimate 

benefits of education and training. Policy strategies for PPE expansion must 

consider these by allowing for flexibility and greater responsiveness of main-

stream provisions in terms of learning organization and pedagogy, and/or by 

judicious development of appropriate complementary or alternative learning 

opportunities for selected categories of young people confronted with specific 

situations. Pilots with various ODL and NFE programs can be used as proto-

types or as foundations upon which to build. At the post-basic level, diversifi-

cation assists in channeling young people to a wider variety of opportunities 

in the world of work, in accordance with ambitions, talents and interests.
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 h Effective decentralization is essential in order to ensure cost-effective 

responses to local conditions and needs.

Decentralization is relevant as regards governance, management, forging of 

partnerships with civil society, communities and private sector, and collabo-

ration with other government departments and agencies. To be effective, 

decentralization needs to be more than delegating responsibilities without 

power and discretionary authority regarding mobilization and distribution 

of human and material resources. This requires major efforts to improve 

competencies and institutional capacities at local level.

 h In an integrated system, with a key transition point between basic and post-

basic education, an appropriate assessment system is required that validates 

actual learning outcomes as a basis for making future choices.

Existing assessment procedures and their use for selection need to be over-

hauled in favor of approaches that highlight learning achievement and abili-

ties of the candidates. They should be used as reference points for assisting 

learners to make choices for further learning, career options and entry into 

the world of work. 

 h Multi-stakeholder participation in BE-PBET development is necessary 

for achieving BE-PBET development; it is conducive to ensure relevance and 

effectiveness.

Over the years many government ministries, the private sector, civil society 

and faith-based organizations and communities have become involved in 

establishing and running BE-PBET provisions of one type or another. Rather 

than seeing this as a threat to government ownership and control, this can 

be regarded as an opportunity to widen access and participation in educa-

tion and training for the benefit of learners and the country as a whole. Such 

participation should not only extend to governance and financing, but also 

to policy development and planning.

 h Diversification and multi-stakeholder participation can only work equitably 

and effectively if accompanied by coordination mechanisms, state-supervised 

regulatory frameworks, equitable access to finance and national qualification 

frameworks ensuring access, quality, equivalence and articulation.

The state always retains ultimate responsibilities for education and training 

provision, in the interest of national development, and subject to democratic 

decision making – even if the state administers only parts of the system. 

This responsibility is exercised principally through policy coordination, 
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resource allocation and distribution, supportive services, quality control 

and monitoring and evaluation. 

 h Better and more effective usage of public-private partnerships (PPPs) can 

raise complementary sources of funds as well as create shared responsibility 

for planning and operation of education and training provisions.

PPPs with private sector operators, employers’ and civil society organiza-

tions or communities can greatly assist in expanding provision and cater for 

quality learning opportunities for disadvantaged categories of learners with 

special needs. Thus effective complementary or diversified pathways can be 

developed, within a frame of lifelong learning. However, such PPPs need to 

be covered by formal agreements, have equitable access to funding (often 

leading to targeted subsidization), they must be mainstreamed and local 

authorities must have a major role. 

More specific pre-requisites
 h While many African governments need to expand provisions at the upper 

end of basic education (lower secondary education), they cannot do so without 

serious attention to the inefficiencies in education provision at the primary 

level and the wastage of learners due to poor quality of teaching and learning 

(the ‘unfinished business of UPE’).

The ‘unfinished business’ refers to the need to bring the last 10-20 percent 

of young people into the system in an enhanced cycle of basic education and 

the need to ensure that all children successfully complete this level. The 

two agendas need to be integrated for reasons of equity (poorer learners 

are more likely to drop out), pedagogy (due to the need to pursue an inte-

grated curriculum and pedagogical framework for expanded BE as a whole), 

wastage of human capital (functional literacy will be lost if not consolidated) 

and costs (expansion needs to be co-financed from gains made through 

increased efficiency). 

 h A recognition and support for selected complementary pathways in basic 

education learning increases EFA; helps in improving equity, efficiency and 

relevance; and increases completion rates.

Complementary basic education (general education and skills development) 

pathways can be recognized, upgraded, expanded or altered in such way 

that they respond more effectively to social demand from specific benefi-

ciary groups. They require interconnections with mainstream provision 

through workable transfer arrangements; links with opportunities in the 
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world of work; coverage by an overall policy, regulative, service provision 

and funding framework. The latter must provide effective and equitable 

support while protecting the autonomy and special identity of programs. 

 h In TVET, diversification means the recognition of a variety of vocational 

training trajectories. These trajectories must become integral parts of the 

wider BE-PBET system. The special features and requirements of TVET call for 

a supplementary vocational training policy and appropriate resources.

An integrated approach to TVET, within the context of BE and PBET as a 

whole involving a variety of interlocking pathways at different levels, 

requires special attention in terms of governance, curriculum, links with 

the world of work and recognition of the knowledge and skills required. It 

also requires appropriate resources and modes of funding. In order to imple-

ment a genuine vocational training policy linked to a youth employment 

policy, the budget structures of African governments need to be re-thought, 

and co-funding mechanisms found that involve both national players and 

international financial and technical partners.

 h A pre-requisite for successful restructuring and re-orientation of TVET 

systems is the need to overcome negative perceptions. 

The wholesale reform of TVET and its relationship with the labor market 

and national development requires that negative perceptions about these 

forms of learning and their value in society must change. This applies to 

both learners and to education and training officials. Some countries have 

recognized that this can be done through sustained campaigns aimed at 

increasing the status of TVET and technical professions, by emphasizing the 

potential for future employment and development of the country. The disso-

ciation of TVET from preparing for ‘manual labor’, and instead its associa-

tion with modern science and technology, and its potential for creativity and 

innovation may be important. Special attention is needed to make different 

types of TVET more attractive to young women. 

 h A major pre-requisite for BE expansion concerns the availability of suffi-

cient teachers and other education and training staff, together with training 

and support services.

There is a need for innovative and cost-effective alternatives to recruit, train 

and deploy teachers and other staff. The rate of expansion depends on how 

these challenges are resolved. Solutions need to be found in working with 

voluntary teachers, establishing integrated teacher development systems, 
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use of mixed-mode training programs, altering the balance between initial 

and in-service training, training polyvalent teachers, examining the mix of 

teachers and use of ICTs, improving supervision and support services, and 

better use of teacher-resource centers. In skills development programs, an 

unprecedented effort to train teachers, trainers and professionals in specific 

features of new approaches is required.

 h In PBET pressure to expand upper secondary education and training will 

continue, which in turn will influence the latter’s articulation with higher educa-

tion, thus escalating the competition for qualifications and for employment.

There is a danger that rapid expansion at the lower secondary level will 

have a ripple effect higher up in the system. If outputs are not matched 

by increased employment opportunities for educated and skilled youth, the 

value of higher qualifications in the labor market will decrease, thus leading 

to wastage of talents and investments, and an increase of dissatisfaction. 

Governments therefore will need to improve their ability to manage student 

flows through the system and into the labor market to maintain a balance 

of supply and demand. 

 h Since state funding for PBET will continue to decline in relative terms, insti-

tutions will be forced to generate more income from services as well as from 

charging fees. Thus, public resources will need to focus on priority skills and 

equity.

Governments will need to guide private sector involvement in TVET and 

higher education and establish legal frameworks for mobilization of supple-

mentary resources and private sector participation. Greater autonomy of 

institutions will affect the manner in which the state can steer the devel-

opment and orientation of these institutions. Steering mechanisms can be 

the provision of incentives for selected disciplinary areas, innovations and 

research, as well as subsidies or loans for disadvantaged students. 

 h Governments must pay particular attention to measures to encourage 

expansion of non-university institutions at tertiary level, as demand for 

university places will undermine the production of middle-level cadres for the 

economy. 

Since the main interests of academically-oriented young people will be 

access to university education, the growth of non-university institutions, 

such as technical and professional colleges, is at risk, and thus the training 

of middle-level and sub-professional cadres. Tertiary differentiation and a 
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balanced growth in the development of knowledge, competences and skills 

between professional, sub-professional and technical categories are essen-

tial for economic growth.

2. Indicative policy framework and  
critical choice areas

In this section, we first present an overall indicative framework for policy 

and planning as regards PPE. This framework takes the essential pre-requi-

sites for PPE development, outlined above, as its starting point. Following 

the framework, various critical areas will be highlighted where decision 

makers will need to make choices as to how to implement the strategies for 

BE-PBET development.

Indicative policy and planning framework
In this framework, a range of actions extracted from the good practices, 

presentations, discussions and outcomes of the Biennale are summarized 

by placing them under the crosscutting issues in relation to basic educa-

tion and post-basic education and training. In the list, an action category of 

‘research’ has been added. The different sub-sections indicate action points 

for Ministries of Education and their national and international partners.

A. Upper basic education

Systems development

• Expand lower secondary schools

• Expand selected primary schools to become ‘basic education’ schools

• Expand/diversify pathways (NFE + ODL)

• Recognize and enhance selected vocational skill pathways (NFE and 

apprenticeships)

• Link general education and vocational skills pathways

• Ensure equivalence and validation of learning

• Link pathways with opportunities in the labor market and world of work

• Establish mechanisms for coordination and managing diversity of 

pathways

• Establish programs for human, organizational and institutional capacity 

development at all levels

Governance

• Decentralize decision making

• Promote public-private partnerships
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• Develop mechanisms for coordination at local level

Financing

• Align expansion and growth with resources

• Facilitate equitable access of programs to public funds

• Ensure access to state subsidies for training pathways (where appropriate)

• Promote school enterprises (where appropriate)

• Ensure efficiency gains

Equity

• Ensure equitable access of programs to public funds

• Provide incentives for girls to promote access and completion

• Provide extra funds for remedial and accelerated programs for selected 

target groups

• Expand opportunities in rural areas

• Promote linking skills training with work activities for income generation

• Design tailor-made programs around core curriculum for young people 

with disabilities, in (post-) conflict areas, refugee camps and other 

special circumstances

Teachers and Trainers

• Diversify recruitment sources for male and female teachers 

• Diversify training modalities, including use of part-time and distance mode

• Upgrade NFE teachers

• Design integrated teacher training and development framework for all 

teachers in general basic education

• Provide vocational trainers with pedagogical skills development

• Facilitate technical upgrading for vocational trainers

• Promote collaboration between general education teachers and voca-

tional trainers in basic education

• Develop networks of teacher resource centers and ICT support

Curriculum

• Bring lower secondary and equivalent learning programs into integrated 

basic education framework

• Develop (pre-) vocational education components

• Link TVET curricula (work-based vocational skills training) with general 

education programs

• Develop and implement life-skills components

• Facilitate all learners in basic education to master core basic education 

outcomes 

Assessment and certification

• Identify core learning outcomes for all
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• Validate skills outcomes in training pathways

• Develop assessment system for final year basic education

• Promote school-based formative assessment

Research

• Monitor and evaluate learning outcomes

• Develop national assessment systems for learning achievement

• Undertake qualitative research on quality issues and dropout, and on 

horizontal and vertical articulation

• Undertake research on learner trajectories through education system 

and the functioning of school guidance

• Undertake research on inequalities in access and achievement and their 

impact at higher levels

• Undertake research on linkages between basic education and the labor 

market

• Undertake research work on alternative modes of costing of education 

programs, and models of financing

B. Post-basic education and training

Systems development

• Promote selective and equitable access of qualified learners

• Establish bridging programs for suitable candidates from disadvantaged 

backgrounds

• Diversify pathways at upper secondary level and in TVET

• Recognize and enhance existing alternative pathways

• Create mixed academic and vocational streams and promote lateral transfers

• Promote entrepreneurship development programs in TVET institutions

• Develop approaches for managing learner flows based on aptitudes and 

on career information and guidance

• Differentiate higher education opportunities

• Promote non-university technical and professional programs

• Create effective transfer channels

• Promote sub-regional integration

Governance

• Develop mechanisms for centralized decision-making for PBET develop-

ment and distribution of institutions

• Promote public-private partnerships

• Enhance institutional self-management

• Promote participation by local stakeholders

• Establish programs for leadership development and for change management
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Financing

• Devise equitable approaches for allocating state funding, with bias 

towards learners from poor backgrounds

• Improve cost-efficiencies

• Promote public-private partnerships

• Promote income-generation capabilities in TVET and higher education

Equity

• Ensure that access to state funding is needs-based

• Promote of incentives/scholarships for deserving girls and learners of 

disadvantaged background

• Expand opportunities in rural areas and (post-) conflict zones, and for 

disabled learners

• Develop curriculum profiles attractive to female learners

• Create female-friendly environment

• Promote ODL or mixed-mode alternatives

• Create bridging programs where appropriate

Teachers and Trainers

• Improve and diversify specializations for teachers, with emphasis on 

science, technology and mathematics

• Develop appropriate networks of teacher resource centers and ICT-based 

training

• Develop programs for pedagogical and entrepreneurship training for 

TVET trainers

• Promote teachers and trainers collaborating with industry

• Promote pedagogical development programs for higher education staff

• Promote institutional management development programs

• Collaborate with BE institutions in research and teacher development 

Curriculum

• Diversify curriculum profiles and identify priorities

• Develop common personal and life-skills development programs

• Design entrepreneurship development programs

• Develop curriculum options and specialization in collaboration with 

socio-economic partners

• Promote socio-cultural grounding of learners in higher education

Assessment and certification

• Develop appropriate national qualifications framework

• Revise selection mechanisms for PBET entry

• Create bridging programs for capable students of disadvantaged background
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• Revise assessment systems for secondary completion as basis for choices 

at the higher education level and in the labor market 

• Create linkages between BE final assessment and options in PBET

• Use mechanisms for validation of prior learning as basis for entry and 

transfers

Research

• Research transitions from basic education to PBET

• Monitor and evaluate of learning outcomes

• Track of learners through PBET and into the labor market

• Research curriculum profiles and relevance for higher learning and the 

labor market 

• Develop research skills among teachers

Critical areas for making choices

Following the indicative framework, several areas are highlighted in which 

critical choices will have to be made for implementing a BE-PBET develop-

ment agenda.

 h Reconciling economists and educationists

One of the most critical questions appears to relate to the umbilical relation-

ship between educational expansion and economic development. Without 

sustained economic growth to generate financial resources as well as jobs, 

African countries would be incapable of sustaining the drive to increase 

access and promote quality in education. Conversely, in the absence of a 

coherent and consistent effort to broaden the skills base and enhance the 

levels of human capital, economic growth in Sub Saharan Africa would 

be severely constrained. The challenge, as suggested by several Biennale 

 contributions, is to make this link explicit by placing education and training 

at the heart of economic development strategies. This would make it possible 

to prioritize educational spending while placing educational systems in a 

permanent reform mode, enabling them to dynamically respond to labor 

market signals in both rural and urban settings, and service the economy. 

The Biennale contributions made it clear that productive dialogue between 

economic ministries and education policy makers is crucial.

 h Bottom-up versus top-down approaches to reform

A lesson in PPE development is that a bottom-up approach to reform is 

unavoidable as there is much unfinished business in achieving universal 
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primary education. However, it is also argued that improvement of quality 

and relevance depends on the quality of teachers and trainers, and that of 

education managers and support personnel. This requires effective interven-

tions at the top of the pyramid. In conditions of resource constraints, educa-

tion policy makers may feel compelled to focus on either the bottom-up or the 

top-down approach. Yet a balance between the two may need to be negotiated.

 h PPE expansion driven by social demand or by economic necessity?

It has been pointed out that politically, PPE expansion is driven by the rising 

swell of social demand for places in PPE provisions, preferably that of lower 

secondary education if not upper secondary education. Yet, it is also argued 

that PPE expansion can only be effective in securing access to work if the 

nature and direction of this expansion is tailored to evolving opportuni-

ties in the economy and if appropriate student guidance and counseling are 

available. This may require greater attention to improving quality of skills 

development, to TVET and to higher professional and technical education. 

Thus, the two pressures do not necessarily move toward the same direction. 

There is good practice in trying to raise the attractiveness of TVET, which 

suggests there is a need for a trade off, and for reaching compromises that 

are politically acceptable and economically justifiable.

 h The challenges of democratization

The critical challenge for countries of SSA is to achieve over a short span of 

time what took Europe over a century: the transition from an elitist tradi-

tion in education to a complete massification and democratization of post 

primary education. Elitism is strongly entrenched and educational transfor-

mation requires the vision and political ability to confront vested interests, 

to think creatively about innovative strategies (such as extending primary 

schooling), and to generate support for far reaching reforms over time. 

One of the Biennale papers underlined the fact it is precisely in secondary 

education that social inequality is reproduced (Caillods, 2008). Some studies 

suggest that end-of-primary selection be done away with and replaced by 

other means of assessing learning achievement, whereas others suggest 

improving the alignment between meaningful pedagogical processes and 

desired learning outcomes.

These challenges require governments, through policy, to be willing to make 

a clear distinction between lower secondary education (‘upper basic’- to 

be accessible to all and based on a common core curriculum) and upper 
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secondary education (diversified curriculum with different tracks and 

access to which is not automatic), and to develop suitable strategies to adapt 

educational policies to the changing student profile.

 h The essential conditions for PPE development

The historical studies commissioned for the Biennale underline the need 

for the elites to become reconciled with the process of massification and 

democratization of education. After a decade of closely targeted efforts on 

providing universal primary education, the very success of such efforts, as 

apparent from the latest EFA monitoring, require a broader, but as sustained 

a drive, in favor of post primary education. The Biennale contributors under-

scored that there is a need to offer an extended basic education to all, which 

will promote the socio-economic integration of Africa’s youth and ensure 

the preparation, in a cost effective manner, of a high-level cadre for tomor-

row’s knowledge economy. 

African decision makers will have to show that they can respond to the 

wider societal and political requirements attendant to such ambition: a far 

sighted vision of and detailed planning for educational development, the 

political will sustained over time to carry through the associated funda-

mental reforms, the forging of a broad consensus among varied interest 

groups to ensure stability and continuity in educational progress.

 h Dealing with the high costs of PPE expansion

For many countries, PPE expansion at all levels will be expensive. In part, this 

is due to high investment costs, especially where general education is mixed 

with (pre-) vocational skills training, and where public TVET and tertiary 

education systems are both small and few in number. This is also due to 

relative high recurrent unit costs, largely because of teachers’ salaries. While 

donors may assist with the former, the latter will squarely rest on the public 

budget. Major remedies will be the utilization of public-private partnerships 

and a move towards more cost-efficient service delivery. Partnerships will 

include a reliance on parental and community contributions. However, in 

order to avoid that, once more, the poor will pay disproportionately, any such 

contributions would have to be equitably shared by all households involved. 

At the same time, education economists also make a direct connec-

tion between BE-PBET expansion and countries’ economic performance. 

Benchmarks are available as to what rate of expansion may be acceptable 
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in relation to economic growth. Policy making can, however, be greatly 

assisted by better understanding, within national socio-economic contexts, 

the dynamics of the relationship between selected expansion, economic 

performance and the labor market. This is where education policy needs to 

fit together with economic and social development and employment poli-

cies. Here governments will have to commit a significant share of GDP and 

of public resources to education, and within this to BE-PBET development.

 h The re-configuring of public, private and donor funding

Calls have been made for a more equitable re-distribution of public funding 

for education and training, as resource allocations tend to favor primary 

and tertiary education. In the training field, a highly disproportionate share 

tends to be given to TVET. For the purpose of re-allocation, principles need 

to be identified based on which public budgets, private funding and donor 

contributions can best be deployed. A basic principle guiding public funding 

has been to favor access and participation by disadvantaged groups in both 

public and private institutions. Another one should be that poor communi-

ties cannot be compelled to contribute disproportionately to the education 

Figure 7.1 – Financial reform zones: areas of choice 
for decision-makers

Financial Reform Zones
Resource Generating

Increase % GDP to Education Increase Budget for Secondary
Benefits from economic growth Increase External support

Cost Saving

Modified Pupil Teacher Ratios Less subsidised boarding

More Time on Task
Better flow management  

(re petition)
Better teacher deployment Cost sensitive curriculum
Lower cost teacher training Lower cost learning materials

School management and 
accountability

Ceiling on costs for TVET

Lower cost classroom construction Lower school building costs
Cost Transferring

Greater cost recovery – individuals
Greater cost recovery 

– communities
Non government providers Private schooling

Source: Keith Lewin, Biennale 2008, PPT Presentation.
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of their children. Public funds may also have to be used equitably across 

different forms of provision, and may be tied to performance.

Public and private funds can be balanced through appropriate partnerships 

with private sector and civil society operators. Effort that is more judicious 

can be made to utilize donor contributions as strategically as possible for 

BE-PBET expansion, without compromising national priorities and principles. 

These propositions assume that governments are indeed willing to accept 

private providers, whether for-profit (private entrepreneurs) or not-for-profit 

(civil society, NGOs, faith-based organizations) as full-fledged partners, and 

to support and regulate these provisions. Moreover, they presume that devel-

opment partners are able and willing to rise to the challenge and commit 

increased financial resources in the medium to longer-term to support the 

drive for BE-PBET expansion. 

 h Balancing quality and equality; reconciling quantity and quality.

Balancing quality and equality in education has been recognized as a chal-

lenge to policy makers. In the context of drives to improve competitiveness 

of national economies within the global arena, it has become attractive to 

focus investments on centers of excellence at all ‘post-primary’ levels. While 

this is often proposed as an efficient way of using scarce resources, in prac-

tice this often discriminates against girls and disadvantaged learners who 

cannot afford higher costs. 

There are also indications from SSA that both the rapid progress towards 

UPE and the expansion of enrolments at secondary and higher levels has 

occurred at the expense of quality. It has been shown that quantitative 

educational attainment conceals a catastrophic reality in terms of quali-

tative achievement of basic cognitive skills and literacy in particular. The 

Biennale contributors emphasized that democratization of access does not 

have to happen at the cost of quality improvement and that governments 

can take innovative measures to reconcile quantity with quality.

 h The vexed issue of student flow management.

Governments will have to engage in some kind of student flow management 

as a precondition for affordability. It is argued that, except for countries 

still very far from the goal of UPE, all children finishing primary schooling 

(lower basic) should be encouraged to join lower secondary (upper basic) 

without the need for end-of primary selection examinations. However, as 
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a function of public resources available and of labor market absorptive 

capacity, the flow of learners from lower secondary into pre-university 

academic public upper secondary education and, even more so, from the 

latter level to government funded university education should be subject 

to some form of control. This does not mean regulating student flows, but 

ensuring the means to channel students into appropriate and preferred 

learning situations and institutions. As an alternative, governments could 

need to formalize short vocational training programs in partnership with 

economic operators, communities and traditional artisans. 

Governments must pursue an explicit articulation policy to steer learner 

flows into particular directions based on aptitudes and merit through incen-

tives and other mechanisms, such as guidance and counseling, rather than 

leaving it to the market or lack of opportunities to regulate access to further 

education and often thereby excluding the economically disadvantaged. 

 h Cost-effective approaches to vocational education

If vocationalization essentially refers to an effort to improve the vocational 

relevance of education (Lauglo and Maclean, 2005), countries have a variety 

of options and modalities at their disposal to achieve this—in accordance 

with available resources, traditions and national visions on prevailing rela-

tions between education and work. These options may vary from the conven-

tional ‘practical subjects’ and the instilling of basic work-related skills, 

through forms of entrepreneurship development and career education, to 

collaboration with local artisans and enterprises for the purpose of orienta-

tion, and the introduction of comprehensive curricula. What is meaningful 

and cost-effective is best decided within the local context. 

Donors can be encouraged not to shy away from helping to pilot new 

approaches that concur with national policies and with recommended inter-

national practice, particularly at the upper basic and upper secondary level. 

Both governments and development partners will need to address this issue 

once again within the current agenda for BE-PBET development.

 h Challenging perspectives for TVET

If TVET’s mission is defined as ensuring that all of Africa’s children are 

prepared to enter the world of work as young people capable of earning their 

living, the Biennale studies indicate that the daunting challenges ahead 

require a comprehensive revamping of policies. Most importantly, given 
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the high cost of public provision of TVET, analyzing and understanding the 

causes of youth unemployment in any given national context is an essen-

tial precondition to planning and investing in TVET. Many of the Biennale 

papers suggest that for children that have not benefited from any significant 

schooling general basic education and work-based skills development must 

be optimally combined in order to promote employability, and that TVET 

must be more demand driven and adapted to the informal sector and the 

rural context in particular.

This much more inclusive approach to TVET requires relevant ministries 

to develop comprehensive policies to target different categories of young 

people who need to benefit from TVET more effectively than they have 

done in the past. These categories in particular are: (i) the unschooled; (ii) 

the dropouts from primary or lower secondary education; and (iii) lower 

secondary graduates who have not acquired occupational skills that help 

them to join the labor market. In all of these, special attention is to be given 

to female learners, disadvantaged youth and those in rural areas.

 h The need for national qualifications frameworks

Recognition of the intrinsic value of a diversity of learning pathways and a 

multiplicity of training modes is essential to ensure successful skills devel-

opment, especially concerning the specifics of various needs and contexts 

in SSA. The studies and presentations at the Biennale suggest there is an 

emerging consensus in favor of validation of informal and non-formal skills 

development. The experience of the select few countries of SSA that have 

developed functional Qualification Frameworks should be shared with other 

African countries. Several biennale papers point to the critical importance 

of identifying the training modes that are best adapted to the needs of those 

often excluded from formal TVET: the unschooled and early drop-outs; rural 

youth and girls; former child or adolescent soldiers, etc..

In addition, countries that have not yet embarked upon the establishment 

of such frameworks are encouraged to follow suit. Nevertheless, they 

will need assistance to develop mechanisms combining standard setting, 

 validation, certification and quality assurance, in an affordable manner. It 

was concluded that standards setting could start with specific programs 

and subsequently be extended to cover the sector as whole.



7.	strategiC	direCtions	for	be-Pbet	develoPment	 249

3. Preliminary steps towards BE-PBET review
This section posits a number of preliminary steps associated with initial 

groundwork that Ministries of Education and their national and interna-

tional partners may contemplate when attempting to tackle the outcomes 

and implications of the Biennale. The list of steps is more like a menu, as not 

all of them are relevant for all African countries. With reference to Figure 

3.2, offering a typology of challenges for secondary expansion, the menu 

is likely to have some relevance for most countries, especially those in the 

middle range, in other words, those countries with high GER and high to mid 

range attrition rates (categories 2-4). These are the countries needing high 

rates of secondary expansion, and in which there are likely to be many other 

forms of education and training in which government is minimally involved 

and that thus may deserve policy attention. 

Such initial steps could include the following

Data collection and research
Mapping the terrain

• Develop a lay-out of the actual terrain in basic education (in all its manifestations) and 
in post-basic education and training (in terms of provisions, providers, locations, links 
with each other, and with MOE, etc) .

• Investigate what knowledge and data are available concerning different pathways and 
produce up to date reviews .

•  Identify national  local skills needs for socio-economic development .
In-depth research on categories of vulnerable children and young people requiring 
adapted provisions of education or training

• Identify range of different categories, related to gender, age, existing disadvantage, 
special circumstances, etc .

• Engage in/commission participatory research on conditions, locations, education 
histories and needs .

• Explore, through quantitative and qualitative research, the causes and dynamics of 
youth unemployment

In-depth research on relevant learning pathways

• Engage in/commission in-depth research on scope, volumes, characteristics, costs and 
outcomes/benefits of different pathways, both for general education and for TVET, 
including NFE and ODL alternatives, school-based and work-based provisions at the BE 
level and at the PBET level .

• Compare and analyze outcomes with those from vulnerable groups’ research .
• Compile these for dissemination and debate .
• Develop criteria and indicators for promotion and recognition of alternative pathways 

in general education and skills development .
• Design adequate frameworks for validating outcomes and determining equivalencies 

and articulation across pathways . 



	 Post-Primary	eduCation	in	afriCa:		
250	 Challenges	and	aPProaChes	for	exPanding	learning	oPPortunities

Dialogue and consultation
Engage in dialogue with stakeholders and partners

• Arrange for in-depth dialogue with ministries and non-government organizations 
responsible for programs following different pathways, using review data .

• Identify key problems, issues and prospects related to integrated BE-PBET frame .
• Agree on initial steps to be taken .

Technical work
Technical development work on integrated BE curriculum frame

• Bring key organizations and experts together to work on integrated curriculum 
framework (including new approaches to assessment, using UNESCO-BREDA (UNESCO 
Bureau Régional pour l’Éducation en Afrique) guidelines .

• Discuss implications for system’s development of such frame (including national 
qualifications framework) with all stakeholders, including teachers’ unions .

Technical work on issues related to teachers and trainers

• Develop new approaches to recruitment, training, deployment and utilization of 
teachers to meet needs related to basic education expansion .

• Engage in curriculum follow-up work regarding integrated teacher/trainer education 
and development across diverse learning pathways, in context of an integrated 
teaching service and remuneration framework . 

Technical work on diversification of curriculum profiles at upper secondary level

• Undertake in-depth investigations of needs and options for different profiles for upper 
secondary schools, including its equivalents, in relation to social demand and societal 
needs . 

• Investigate implications for teachers, trainers, facilities, materials and cost .
• Examine conditions and terms for introducing, managing and supporting such profiles .
Technical work on articulation and differentiation at tertiary level

• Examine practice of articulation between upper secondary plus TVET options and 
tertiary education provisions, with focus on access, equity, quality, preparedness of 
students for success in higher education, and curriculum congruency between the two 
levels .  

• Investigate institutional differentiation in higher education and its increasing 
commercialization, leading to proposals for overall planning and regulation .

• Examine horizontal articulation across different universities (public and private) and 
existing mechanisms for transfer .

• Examine history and practices regarding non-university tertiary institutions, their 
problems and their needs .

• Hold consultations in tertiary sector for analyzing outcomes and identifying options 
for change and development . 

In-depth monitoring and research work on quality issues in education and training

• Engage in/commission systemic research on quality issues in BE and PBET, where 
possible following up on PASEC and SACMEQ research work to understand key factors 
influencing learning achievement .

• Undertake qualitative research on classroom practices to understand key factors 
affecting quality of pedagogical processes .

• Compare quality issues and learning achievement across different pathways and make 
recommendations to promote effectiveness and equivalence .
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Policy review 
Undertake policy review work

• Examine all technical work and research outcomes in relation to current policies and 
strategies for policy implementation .

• Identify synergies, discrepancies and gaps .
• Work on proposals for review of policy or policy guidelines, or for new policy initiatives,   

to be submitted to policy forums .
Review systems for financing BE and PBET, including cost structures, sources of funds, 
and allocations of public funds 
• Investigate and compare cost structures for different pathways and their legitimacy . 
• Examine issues of equity, efficiency and effectiveness . 
• Map sources of funding, flows of funds, utilization of existing resources and financial 

management and accounting procedures .
• Establish appropriate criteria for allocations and usage of public funds, and identify 

areas and possibilities for improvement and harmonization of flows .
• Investigate how best to mobilize increased resources from private sources and what 

legal framework can provide incentives for private sector participation, while ensuring 

equity, quality and relevance .

Institutional development
Check and develop existing mechanisms for coordination, consultation, collaboration and 
decision making across BE and PBET

• Examine institutional provisions and mechanisms at BE and at PBET levels .
• Examine institutional provisions within MOEs, other ministries or through parastatal 

organizations for promoting, servicing and protecting essential learning pathways in 
education and or TVET .

• Consult and develop appropriate options for enhancing coordination and support, and 
for related capacity building .

Many of the steps proposed concern the improvement of the data and 

knowledge base for BE and PBET development, as inputs into consultations 

among different national and international partners, and subsequent policy 

dialogue leading to policy agendas for action. Many of the precise action 

points, related to the indicative policy framework presented above, will 

depend on the precise state of practice, and the conditions under which the 

actual reviews will take place.

4. Enabling conditions, opportunities and threats 
It is evident that many countries have already been tackling some or more 

of the challenges outlined in this chapter. Their experience has shown that 

these challenges can be handled adequately if maximum enabling condi-

tions are present. Often these can collectively be referred to as ‘the chance, 

the space and the time to reflect, to investigate, to consult and negotiate, and 
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then to make grounded decisions’. This overall concern can be broken down 

into several conditions that are more specific. 

 h Adequate institutional, organizational and human capacity for leadership, 

policy and planning and implementation

It is widely acknowledged, not in the least by Ministries of Education, that 

capacity at all three factors (adequate institutional, organization and human 

capacity) are an essential requirement for the successful management of 

educational reform, yet often capacity is deficient in one or more of these 

factors. Suitable quality and mutual strengthening among the factors ensure 

that the system of public administration is in a position to perform both its 

routine tasks and meet the extra challenges emanating from a complex and 

far-reaching reform agenda (Askvik, 2008). 

Coherent strategies and implemented plans for integrated capacity devel-

opment are not the norm in most SSA countries. Even where development 

partners collaborate well around sector development plans, piecemeal 

and fragmented attention to capacity building tends to be the rule rather 

than the exception. This deficit is likely to undermine seriously the coun-

tries’ ability to address a major PPE development agenda, particularly in 

the poorer countries where a coordinated, holistic approach is essential to 

manage cost-effective strategies for achieving policy goals. 

 h One unified ministry in charge, and a clearer sense of main 

responsibilities.

It was strongly suggested at the Biennale that by preference all responsibili-

ties for education, including vocational education, and higher-level technical 

and professional education, should be coordinated by one ministry (e.g., the 

Ministry of Education). This was seen as necessary to ensure effective action 

for consultation and decision making, and for cooperation and harmoniza-

tion in implementation. Some countries have also transferred the adminis-

trative responsibilities for all public institutions of learning to the Ministry 

of Education. All vocational training, however, is likely to remain under 

other sector ministries or under a National Training Board.

The coordinating ministry has a paramount responsibility for policy coor-

dination, the development of regulatory mechanisms, ensuring equitable 

access to professional support services, allocation and distribution of state 
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financing, supervision and quality control, and monitoring and evalua-

tion. While education ministries, whether or not they are the coordinating 

ministry, may still be involved (in part through decentralization of authority) 

with administration of institutions, they can no longer be the sole providers 

of education and training. They will share both governance and funding of 

the system with other public and private partners. Frameworks to guide a 

meaningful division of roles and responsibilities are necessary.

 h  Working mechanisms for inter-ministerial cooperation.

An integrated and holistic approach to BE-PBET development assumes that 

the different ministries and other state agencies involved with policy coor-

dination, administration, support services, funding and monitoring of PPE 

can effectively coordinate their work. They will have to establish suitable 

mechanisms for negotiating policy frames and responses, and for collabo-

rating in the provision of funds and services. They must jointly administer 

or supervise structures, such as qualifications frameworks, that serve the 

sector as a totality. 

In many countries, such cooperation mechanisms are in different stages 

of being contemplated, implemented or further improved. To the extent 

they function well, they provide opportunities for serving their clienteles 

much more equitably and effectively, and achieve substantive efficiencies in 

learner flows and resource utilization.

 h Effective partnerships among all stakeholders

Synergies and links among state ministries and agencies, as well as between 

these and other private and semi-public stakeholders, along with interna-

tional agencies, can best be achieved by building effective partnerships. 

This is sometimes problematic where ‘partners’ do not have equal power 

and influence, and have different volumes of resources at their disposal. 

However, evidence, though not yet substantial or sufficient to generalize, 

suggests that most partners tend to learn to accept and deal with one 

another, and to find novel ways to mobilize support and/or alliances to 

improve their influence and success. For the state, such forms of demo-

cratic participation in policy formation and implementation are not always 

trouble-free; but in the further development of ‘post-primary’ opportuni-

ties, it is essential, and there can be many benefits if it works and substan-

tive losses if it does not. 
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 h Collaboration at local and institutional level

Synergies gained through collaboration can be even more productive 

if collaboration also occurs at the local level, in particular between local 

authorities and civil society/private sector organizations, between learning 

institutions and local enterprises, and between institutions responsible for 

different learning pathways. 

Responsiveness to learner needs and circumstances, along with the joining 

and coordination of cooperative or dual programs can only be meaningfully 

practiced if local parties have both the discretion and the competencies to 

work together towards common objectives and with due regard for national 

policies and regulations. The biggest challenges are likely to include finding 

the most constructive and politically feasible balance between central and 

decentralized authority, and to build sufficient capacity in the local govern-

ment administration. The biggest gain could be an emerging practice of inte-

grated educational planning and plan implementation at local level.

 h Creative modalities for sub-regional collaboration 

In some parts of the region, such as in Southern Africa, a strong practice 

has emerged of inter-country collaboration around key issues in education 

and training development. Presently, under AU supervision, sub-regional 

collaboration is being expanded across the Africa continent through the 

stimulation of Regional Economic Communities and their assigned role in 

implementing the Second Decade for Education in Africa, 2006-2015. 

Within this frame, new opportunities emerge for countries in a sub-region 

to collaborate around PPE development, through dialogue, exchanges of 

experiences, and perhaps through joint effort in addressing policy and tech-

nical issues. Some of the preparatory groundwork, as outlined earlier in this 

chapter, could become part of such collaborative initiatives.

 h Considerate and flexible participation by international technical and 

funding agencies

Donor support for EFA, often through SWAp arrangements, has been crucial 

for rapid progress towards EFA in many countries. Progress has been made 

in the harmonization of procedures and conditions, as well as in moving 

towards joint basket funding (i.e., joint funding by several donors). Yet, 

donor influence is not always used in the most constructive and strategic 

manner and opportunities for moving innovative agendas are often missed. 
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Integrated BE-PBET development will constitute a new challenge for the 

development partners. This lies partly in expanding the current SWaps, 

along with the sector-planning horizon, from primary education to an 

expanded basic education agenda. Here a particular challenge will be to take 

co-responsibility for integrating skills development into EFA. It lies also in 

developing a stronger interest in developing the PBET agenda. In this area, 

the nature and range of partners will be quite different from those involved 

with EFA. A new type of SWAp construction may need to be developed for 

this purpose. 

Moreover, in the context of the overall BE-PBET agenda, a premium would 

be put on agencies’ willingness to become reliable medium- to longer-term 

partners and to provide resources and expertise with due consideration for 

national priorities and strategies. 

 h The availability of timely, up-to-date and useful statistical data and quality 

research findings as inputs into the reform process

No reform process can be effectively designed and implemented if it cannot 

benefit from inputs provided by a well-functioning EMIS system, preferably 

complemented by policy-relevant research work. While the contributions 

to this Biennale are evidence of an increasing body of knowledge about 

different aspects of BE-PBET development, there are still many information 

gaps that prevent satisfactory assessment of the current state-of-practice 

and the promising points for intervention across the totality of BE-PBET. 

In particular, there are many unknowns concerning the actual participa-

tion, progression and achievements of learners in education or skills devel-

opment pathways that have not been part of the ‘formal system’. Hence, 

part of the challenge for capacity building is to enhance dramatically EMIS 

activities and ensure that EMIS becomes embedded institutionally for 

policy development and implementation processes. Furthermore, there are 

still many questions regarding priority intervention points for the improve-

ment of learning achievement in African countries. Insufficient knowledge 

is available about the relative effects of various conditions of schooling and 

resource inputs, or the effects of alternative measures to improve quality 

while expanding quantity. More quantitative as well as qualitative research 

is essential. 



	 Post-Primary	eduCation	in	afriCa:		
256	 Challenges	and	aPProaChes	for	exPanding	learning	oPPortunities

 h An enabling climate for productive and creative action that facilitates inno-

vative directions for policies and practices

An enabling climate is another primary condition for successful BE-PBET 

development. This starts not only with a strong and shared commitment of 

stakeholders to a comprehensive agenda, but also with a readiness of key 

parties to think ‘out-of-the-box’ (i.e., to think openly, unconventionally, be 

willing to explore novel, new or creative ideas), and engage in creative reflec-

tion and action around novel strategies and unusual practices that may best 

help to achieve policy goals in a complex and diverse BE-PBET system. The 

Biennale participants, contributions and debates—once again—demon-

strated that creative action is being undertaken across many countries. 

Nevertheless, in order for a transformed BE-PBET system to emerge, much 

more of this action, on a wider scale and in a more systematic manner, will 

be required. 

 h The premium of vision and political leadership

At the end of the day the main enabling condition, and thus the main risk, 

lies in the availability of political leadership. The Biennale and its outcomes 

are asking for pro-active and courageous leadership, linked to a clear vision 

of current challenges for national development, to be shown by Ministers of 

Education and governments as a whole (WGESA, 2008). Much work has to be 

done, and in a novel manner, given the imperative that BE-PBET development 

requires a wholesale paradigm shift. While the dilemmas of ministries have 

been acknowledged, evidence over the years has pointed to the need for 

courageous decisions towards comprehensive reform in the interest of the 

future generation and of Africa’s development.
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