
The present Regional Education Strategy articulates the 
World Bank’s plan (2022–25) for supporting education in 
Western and Central Africa (AFW). Based on global and 
regional evidence, lessons learned, and consultations with 
diverse stakeholders, the strategy identifies key challeng-
es and outlines strategic priorities, policy options, and 
high-impact interventions to increase access to education, 
improve its quality, and equip youth with skills relevant 
to the labor market. Compared to the typical World Bank 
engagement, the strategy has several unique characteris-
tics. For instance, the strategy emphasizes how education 
can contribute to a demographic dividend, and focuses on 
strengthening education systems; identifying challenges 
and new interventions that could overcome barriers to bet-
ter education outcomes in fragile, conflict-affected, and vi-
olent settings; and utilizing technologies and cutting-edge 
innovations to accelerate progress.

The Strategy’s Vision

All girls and boys in AFW should arrive 
at school ready to learn, acquire 
quality learning, and enter the job 
market with the skills to become 
productive and fulfilled citizens. 

Western and 
Central Africa 
Education 
Strategy
From school to jobs: A journey 
for the young people of 
Western and Central Africa 

The Regional Context

Access to basic education has expanded rapidly, but AFW 
still trails other world regions. On average, only 31 percent of 
children benefit from early childhood education programs in 
the region. Not all children attend primary school, and enroll-
ment in secondary education is far behind that of other re-
gions. With 20 percent of school-age children not in school, 
AFW hosts the largest share of the world’s out-of-school chil-
dren. Inadequate coverage in the past explains the presence 
of large numbers of poorly educated adults in the workforce 
throughout the region.

More worrisome than lagging coverage is the low level of 
learning throughout the region. An estimated 80 percent of 
10-year-olds in AFW suffer from learning poverty—the inabil-
ity to read and understand a simple text.
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In post-basic education, the region faces chronic gaps in 
attainment and workforce participation, especially among 
young women, and youth unemployment is high even among 
the educated and trained. Less than 4 percent of secondary 
students, on average, are enrolled in formal technical and 
vocational education and training (TVET). Gross enrollment 
in tertiary education averages only 11 percent, far below the 
averages of 54 percent in Latin America and the Caribbean 
and 74 percent in the Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development. Even with this limited coverage, the 
share of well-educated youth (ages 15–24) who are not in ed-
ucation, employment, or training is prominent in some AFW 
countries. 

Education is underfunded in most countries in the region. In 
only six AFW countries does the government spend at least 4 
percent of gross domestic product (GDP) on education—that 
percentage being the lower bound of the 4–6 percent of GDP 
band that characterizes countries with successful education 
systems. The most under-resourced countries spent an aver-
age of only 2.3 percent of GDP on education in 2017–18.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated many of the chron-
ic challenges to AFW education systems, jeopardizing the 
hard-earned progress to date. At the pandemic’s peak, 101 

million learners were unable to attend class in person, and 
most could not learn online due to a lack of internet access 
and connectivity.

While these key indicators paint a gloomy picture of the re-
gion, many exciting regional and country-specific initiatives 
are underway to address COVID-19-related challenges. The 
Regional Education Strategy takes international best prac-
tices into consideration, drawing on often-cited education 
exemplars like Singapore, Finland, and Vietnam. However, it 
also references the region’s own experiences. The strategy 
thereby aims to inspire and inform the scale-up of promis-
ing interventions and good practices throughout more of the 
region. 

The Economic and Social Imperative

Investing in education in the region will yield large individual 
and collective returns. More and better education increas-
es access to better formal jobs and higher earnings. This 
increased access, in turn, reduces poverty and promotes 
shared prosperity. Raising the primary gross enrollment ra-
tio from 50 to 100 percent would increase by 8 percentage 
points the share of income going to households in the poor-
est decile. Education would also enhance child survival and 
health outcomes, reduce child marriage and early pregnan-
cies, and build the social capital to stabilize regions where the 
social fabric is fraying.

Seven Regional Megatrends 
Affecting Education Outcomes

The Regional Education Strategy, in identifying priority areas 
and interventions, recognizes seven megatrends that charac-
terize the regional socioeconomic context and exert a power-
ful influence on education outcomes. These megatrends are 
(1) widespread poverty and slow economic growth; (2) rap-
id population growth, averaging 3 percent a year; (3) heavy 
dependence on nonrenewable resources to drive economic 
growth; (4) social contracts breaking down and violent con-
flict on the upswing; (5) large numbers of internally displaced 
persons and refugees; (6) climate change and its adverse 
impacts on livelihoods and education; and (7) the revolution 
in digital technology, which poses new opportunities as well 
as new challenges. Consideration of these megatrends is 
essential to diagnosing country-specific needs and crafting 
solutions.
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Priority Goals across the 
Learning Life Cycle

The Regional Education Strategy prioritizes three targets:

	■ Target 1: Reduce learning poverty (inability to read and 
understand a simple text at age 10) from 80 percent in 
2020 to 75 percent by 2025, and 66 percent by 2030. 
Achieving this target would add 11.1 million more literate 
children by 2025 and 29.7 million more by 2030.

	■ Target 2: Increase girls’ secondary school gross enroll-
ment from 43 percent in 2020 to 47.9 percent by 2025 
and 57.2 percent by 2030. Achieving this target would 
add 4.6 million more girls in secondary school by 2025 
and 12.5 million more by 2030.

	■ Target 3: Expand access to job-relevant skills training 
through multiple formal and informal channels by in-
creasing the gross enrollment ratio in tertiary education 
from 11 percent in 2020 to 14 percent by 2025 and 20 
percent by 2030 (adding 3 million more youth by 2025 
and 8 million more by 2030); and training 3.7 million more 
young adults in foundational skills by 2025, and 1 million 
more youth in digital skills by 2025 (60 percent of whom 
would obtain better jobs).

The strategy addresses three domains: strengthening strate-
gic leadership for long-term impact; investing in high-impact 
interventions across the learning life cycle for quick wins; and 
enhancing implementation capacity for long-term impact. In 
addition, the strategy highlights some cross-cutting priorities 
(Figure ES.1).

Figure 1. AFW Education Strategy Framework

Vision
A region where all girls and boys arrive at school ready to learn, truly learn in and out of the classroom, 

and enter the job market with the right skills to become productive and fulfilled citizens

Targets

Strengthening Strategic Leadership for Long-term Impact

Enhancing Implementation Capacity for Long-term Impact

Investing in High-impact Interventions Across the Learning Lifecycle for Quick Wins

Improve foundational learning 
and quality of education

Learning poverty*

80% in 2020 to
75% by 2025 and
66% by 2030

Increase access to education 
with a focus on girls

Expand access to 
job-relevant TVET and HE

Girls’ GER** in secondary school: GER in tertiary education from

43% in 2020 to
47.9% by 2025 and
57.2% by 2030

11% to 14% by 2025 and to 20% by 2030; 
Equip 3.7 million adults with foundational 

skills by 2025 and 1 million youth with digital 
skills by 2025; 60% of the youth obtain jobs

Improving Teaching 
& Learning

Expanding 
opportunities

Building Job-relevant 
Skills

 * Learning poverty means being unable to read and understand a simple text at age 10; **GER = Gross enrollment rate. 
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Strengthening Strategic 
Leadership for Long-Term Impact

Strategic leadership by top policy makers involves at least 
three tasks:

	■ Galvanizing shared commitment to priority education 
goals. Familiar tools for this task include appropriate fram-
ing of the issues and data to support clear messages, di-
alogues and networking to build alliances for reform, and 
creation of “win-win” situations through negotiations and 
accommodations to advance priority national goals. Di-
alogues and networking are especially important where 
social norms, religious preferences, or cultural concerns 
present major barriers to change. 

	■ Fostering sound governance of the education system, 
which entails adopting a whole-of-government approach 
to incentivize and encourage coherence, cooperation, 
and coordination across organizational silos. The devel-
opment of national education strategies in the context of 
overall development plans can signal political commit-
ment and align the efforts of multiple agencies. In primary 
and secondary education, sound governance of schools 

involves striking a balance between accountability and 
autonomy. In TVET and tertiary education, sound gover-
nance begins with establishing the legal and regulatory 
frameworks needed to define service provider account-
ability and autonomy.

	■ Ensuring adequate financing and effective use of resourc-
es. Governments in AFW must prioritize spending to mini-
mize, if not reverse, recent pandemic-related learning loss-
es while also mobilizing additional funding for education. 
Tighter budgets mean that AFW countries must improve the 
quality of government spending on education by reducing 
waste and leakages, prioritizing funding for effective teach-
ing and learning, and ensuring equity of resource allocation.

Investing in High-Impact 
Interventions throughout 
the Learning Life Cycle

	■ The Regional Education Strategy organizes high-impact 
interventions under three pillars: (1) improving teaching 
and learning; (2)  Expanding opportunities for learning; 
and (3) building job-relevant skills for all.
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Pillar 1: Improving Teaching 
and Learning

To improve teaching and learning, the strategy focuses on 
three interventions:

	■ Transforming the teacher workforce. To support the 
long-term aim of increasing the social standing of teach-
ers, the strategy proposes several important short-term 
actions to reorient the profession around learning (as op-
posed to just teaching). First, AFW countries should take 
concrete steps to improve the quality of new teachers 
in the pipeline, including incorporating authentic class-
room training into the courses offered at teacher training 
colleges. Second, AFW countries should put more effort 
into attracting women teachers, who have effectively 
boosted girls’ performance in reading and math with-
out hurting that of boys. Third, AFW countries should 
implement sound human resource management prac-
tices in dealing with the teacher workforce. Such prac-
tices, which are essential to tackling the learning crisis, 
include meritocratic recruitment of teachers; creation 
of career pathways; clarification of compensation and 
contracts; regulation of teacher deployment, especially 
for disadvantaged areas; and setting of expectations for 
professional behavior. 

	■ Strengthening children’s readiness to learn. Efforts to 
prepare children to learn must start early, with a focus on 
child health and nutrition, early stimulation, and protec-
tion of newborns from stress in the first 1,000 days of life. 
Designing well-integrated progression requires cross-sec-
tor collaboration and the involvement of a variety of non-
state actors, including community-based early childhood 
education centers, faith-based organizations, private and 
public preprimary schools, childcare facilities, and safe 
learning spaces in conflict zones. Both for and beyond 
the first 1,000 days, if a program is to be effective, it must 
involve parents and communities, as exemplified by pro-
grams such as Read@Home.

	■ Reinforcing critical subsector policies for effective teach-
ing and learning. AFW countries must provide a minimum 
package of quality teaching and learning resources to all 
schools and encourage school-based instructional inno-
vations. Additionally, teaching children at the right level 
and starting them in a language that they can understand 
is key to reducing learning poverty. Consolidating and 

simplifying the official curriculum is one way to help make 
this intervention possible. Fostering a culture of regular 
student assessment, one that focuses the attention of 
teachers, school managers, and instructional leaders on 
learning outcomes, is essential.

The above interventions generally necessitate instructional 
coherence to boost student learning. In other words, a strong 
alignment of key components such as continuous teacher 
training/coaching, structured lesson plans, learning materi-
als, and formative assessment.
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Pillar 2: Expanding 
opportunities for learning

Widening opportunities for children in the region to learn re-
quires action to reduce both demand- and supply-side con-
straints on basic and secondary education, with a focus on 
girls. Expanding opportunities to access education, especially 
for girls at the secondary level, is critical to catalyzing a demo-
graphic dividend. 

On the demand side, the strategy highlights three 
interventions:

	■ Lowering the direct cost of schooling to encourage more 
children to enroll, especially those from poor families. The 
evidence shows that abolishing fees increases attendance 
to primary and secondary education and has other bene-
fits such as reduced adolescent pregnancy and marriage 
rates, higher employment, and financial inclusion. Schol-
arships, cash transfers, and in-kind support (for example, 
free uniforms and meals at school) can all help to lower the 
direct cost of being educated.

	■ Keeping parents and students informed. Ensuring that 
parents and students are aware of the quality of local 
schools, the sources of funding for education, and the 
higher earnings associated with education can also en-
courage higher enrollment.

	■ Shifting sociocultural norms that discourage school 
enrollment, especially for girls. This intervention is an 
essential medium-term measure for widening learning 
opportunities. Changing norms starts with advocacy and 
engagement with the community and traditional leaders 
and other stakeholders. It also entails communication 
campaigns that take advantage of behavioral science in-
sights into how to change norms that discourage school 
attendance. 

On the supply side, the strategy highlights four interventions:

	■ Locating new schools in localities of greatest need and 
rehabilitating substandard schools to make schools more 
available, accessible, and attractive. Geo-referenced tools 
can help with optimizing the location of schools. Improving 
commuting routes and options (such as by adding bicy-
cle routes) could enhance school accessibility. To encour-
age attendance, AFW countries should repair dilapidated 

infrastructure, provide drinking water, build separate and 
functioning toilets for boys and girls, and create adequate 
gender-sensitive sanitation facilities. Providing electricity 
and access to the internet in educational facilities should 
also be a priority, including through the use of innovative 
service delivery models that can improve sustainability.

	■ Encouraging good-quality private and non-state providers 
of education services to relieve constraints in the supply 
of public schools. For this intervention, governments must 
develop strong quality assurance mechanisms since many 
providers do not meet the minimum standards needed to 
deliver education services. Other important options to 
expand the supply of schools include involving nongov-
ernmental organizations through community schools and 
integrating koranic schools into the national system; gov-
ernments could recognize and regulate these schools and 
might even consider supporting them if they meet perfor-
mance-based criteria.

	■ Ensuring safe and inclusive learning environments to 
increase attendance levels. Governments must build da-
tabases to register attacks on schools, create early warn-
ing systems, and formulate comprehensive security plans 
that incorporate physical protection. Governments must 
also sign and act on the Safe Schools Declaration and es-
tablish backup venues for schooling when regular schools 
become too unsafe to operate. Additionally, governments 
must leverage education as a tool for preventing vio-
lence in schools and develop comprehensive safe-school 
approaches.
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	■ Ensuring that vulnerable groups facing systemic chal-
lenges can access education. This intervention empha-
sizes measures to include children with disabilities and 
integrate refugees into the education system. Accelerated 
education programs, psychosocial support, and training 
on refugee inclusiveness are some of the policy options. 

Pillar 3: Building Job-Relevant Skills 
for All

The strategy identifies four complementary high-impact in-
terventions to strengthen the ecosystem for skills building in 
the region.

	■ Reinforcing governance of providers of training services. 
First, traditional apprenticeship models need reform—no-
tably the addition of classroom-based training—to help 
improve the productivity of workers in the informal sector 
and enable some of them to gain a foothold in the formal 
sector. Second, the role of formal sector employers as 
skills providers (for youth in need of training and for the 
employers’ own existing workforce) needs promotion and 
institutionalization. Third, AFW governments must put in 
place simple yet inclusive skill qualification frameworks 
to clarify learning pathways and provide adequate quality 
control for all training providers.  

	■ Dismantling barriers to skills acquisition. Key measures 
include diversifying the options for skills acquisition and 
reducing the costs of training. Remedial programs, boot-
camps, and second-chance programs (including adult lit-
eracy) could help more people, especially the poor, access 

market-relevant training. Similarly, AFW governments can 
take advantage of new ways to increase access to flexible, 
low-cost, and high-quality pathways for skills acquisition 
(for example, online learning) while directing financial aid 
to students based on merit and need.

	■ Managing the quality and relevance of TVET and tertia-
ry education programs. First, forging closer links between 
service providers and employers would benefit both par-
ties. Engaging industry-leading employers, including in 
the development and delivery of programs, is particularly 
important; such employers offer standards for quality and 
influence over their entire industry. Second, widening ac-
cess to digital technologies is critical for modernizing TVET 
and higher education for quality and relevance. Facilitat-
ing such a transformation will require additional invest-
ment in the needed infrastructure and capacity building. 
Third, AFW countries must invest in targeted research and 
development by capitalizing on regional approaches.

	■ Fostering sustainable service provision in TVET and high-
er education. Mobilizing and diversifying sources of fund-
ing is essential to ensure adequate resources for TVET (es-
pecially at the tertiary level) and higher education. Options 
include earmarking special revenue streams, creating em-
ployer-funded and employer-managed training-and-skills 
funds, and expanding the role of non-state service pro-
viders. Additionally, measures at the level of institutions 
can help improve the sustainability of service provision in 
public TVET and tertiary education. For example, govern-
ments could grant institutions the right to generate their 
own revenues by pursuing income-generating activities, 
attracting philanthropic donations, and offering fee-based 
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executive courses and continuing education. AFW coun-
tries could also encourage greater efficiency in service 
provision, for example, by employing performance-based 
funding instruments or participating in regional programs 
for tertiary-level TVET or higher education.

Navigating Cross-Cutting 
Challenges to Rebuild Education 
for Resilience and Impact

In today’s rapidly changing world, the education sector must 
focus on two complementary lines of action that cut across 
the different pillars and domains of the strategy:

	■ Regaining the momentum in building human capital in the 
context of the pandemic and high levels of fragility, con-
flict, and violence. In the context of the pandemic, protect-
ing education spending will be critical. Equally important 
is ensuring that deployment of funds effectively reverses 
learning losses and dropout rates. Cash transfers and oth-
er financial incentives to support girls and other vulnerable 
population groups will be important to keeping these groups 
enrolled. Investing in low-cost remote learning and in train-
ing teachers to use the necessary technology can help 
minimize learning losses, improve teachers’ pedagogical 
skills, and make the education system more resilient to fu-
ture shocks. In addition, the context of high levels of conflict 
and violence demands certain measures. For example, it is 
critical to ensure that schools can operate safely, which ne-
cessitates measures such as early warning arrangements 
and robust security protection. It is also critical that lessons 
can continue in case of disruptions, which necessitates 
measures such as pop-up schools, learning circles, and re-
mote learning. Widening access to secondary, tertiary, and 
vocational education and expanding job opportunities are 
key to helping youth avoid joining extremist organizations 
and engaging in violence. In higher education, conflict stud-
ies can deepen understanding of the dynamics of violence. 
The school curricula can also incorporate material to en-
courage peaceful behavior among children and youth.

	■ Rebuilding better to improve system resilience and impact. 
In the present era of climate change, the education sector 
must contribute to mitigation and adaptation efforts. New 
jobs in the green economy will require more cognitive skills 
as well as technical expertise in many areas of rising de-
mand (such as disaster management, water conservation, 

and green technology). Broader initiatives should create 
curricula for teaching the public and students in schools 
about climate change and life skills for adaptation and mit-
igation (including efforts such as recycling, water harvest-
ing, tree-planting, consumption habits, and transportation 
choices). Additionally, it is vital to train teachers to carry out 
evacuation protocols in the event of emergencies. Decisions 
about school construction, in turn, must aim to increase re-
silience to climate-induced shocks by minimizing exposure 
to heat, wind, flash floods, soil erosion, and other problems. 

	■ Rebuilding better also implies taking advantage of the po-
tential of educational technologies. Four actions are key: 
(1) expanding the use of structured pedagogy using digi-
tal devices; (2) developing open schools and universities 
with virtual classrooms, where either all or a portion of the 
learning takes place remotely and online; (3) at the tertiary 
level, equipping all students with digital skills, with a focus 
on advanced digital skills to enable students to take full 
advantage of opportunities in the digital economy; and (4) 
using educational technology to improve education data 
and management systems for data-driven decision-mak-
ing. Additionally, rebuilding better entails harnessing cut-
ting-edge innovations. The menu includes blockchains to 
track education expenditures; machine learning to identi-
fy and protect students, especially girls, from dropping out 
of school; adaptive learning to increase student learning; 
and virtual reality to develop job skills. 

Enhancing Implementation 
as well as Monitoring and 
Evaluation Capacity

To enhance implementation as well as monitoring and evalu-
ation capacity, the education sector must prioritize two lines 
of action:

	■ Deepening managerial and technical capabilities for im-
plementation. First, governments should enlarge the man-
agerial capacity of school leaders. School leaders must be 
able to oversee day-to-day operations, assess needs, plan 
new programs, manage budgets, and so on. Governments 
should also strengthen the capacity of technical staff so that 
these staff members can take on system-wide responsibility 
for core services to support the work of teachers and school 
managers. In basic and secondary education, core ser-
vices include curriculum development, examinations and 



student assessments, teacher training, and school inspec-
tion and supervision. Finally, governments should increase 
public financial management capacity to improve discipline 
and effectiveness in the allocation of public budgets for ed-
ucation and in tracking of fiscal flows and expenditures. 

	■ Strengthening education data systems for informed deci-
sion-making. Strengthening information systems and cre-
ating a culture of data-driven decision-making can help 
ensure a closer match between resources and priority 
goals. Investing in disaggregated data—by schools, teach-
ers, and students—can guide targeted actions and broad-
er reforms to improve efficiency and fairness in service de-
livery. The use of geo-referenced technology can also help 
systematize information and improve decision-making. 
Similarly, improving the national capacity to collect and 
use learning assessment data as well as track graduates’ 
labor market outcomes is especially important.

The Role of the World Bank

When supporting countries, the World Bank will follow eight 
guiding principles: (1) support only interventions that are 
based on lessons on what does and does not work; (2) tai-
lor interventions to focus on country-specific challenges 
and outcomes; (3) prioritize high-impact interventions and 
promising innovations; (4) increase the use of results-based 
financing instruments; (5) implement regional approaches 
and solutions; (6) foster multisectoral interventions in proj-
ect design and work in collaboration with non-education 
Global Practices; (7) use clear and effective communication 
and engage with partners to maximize synergies; and (8) in-
crease the World Bank’s on-the-ground footprint to enable 
close collaboration with clients during project implementa-
tion and increase the responsiveness of support. Overall, the 
World Bank aims to tailor operations to accommodate the 
high degree of heterogeneity across countries.
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