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Preface

This book is the outcome of an international conference held at the University
of Applied Sciences (HHS), The Hague, on 19 and 20 May 2017. The theme
of the conference is the same as the title of the book: Education for life in
Africa. The conference was organised, in collaboration with The University
of Applied Sciences (HHS), The Hague and Nuffic (the Dutch organisation
for internationalisation in education), as an activity of the Nederlandse
Vereniging voor Afrika Studies (NVAS, The Netherlands Association for
Africa Studies) to celebrate, among other things, the 20" anniversary of the
transition from an academic Working Group to an Association with members
from all parts of society. The aim of this conference was to provide a forum
for stakeholders of education in Africa: students, researchers, practitioners,
teachers, policy makers, sponsors, and consumers, to exchange ideas about
how to attain and sustain quality at all levels of education in Africa, from
basic to tertiary level, from academic to technical and vocational training,
and also in informal and non-formal education.

The theme of Education was proposed by Anneke Breedveld, Chair of the
Organising Committee. It was partly inspired by the Sustainable Develop-
ment Goal 4 (“Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities for all”), and the conference was to reflect on
the opportunities for addressing educational goals and practices in Africa.
The authors in the book have discussed various aspects of education from
different parts of the continent: from teacher training in Eritrea to indigenous
content in curricula in South Africa via language and literacy practices in
Senegal and Ghana to non-formal vocational training in Nigeria to informal
schools in Kenya. General issues of enrolment and of language use in educa-
tion spanning the whole continent are debated. I commend the authors for
sharing their perspectives and experiences.

I am very grateful to the organising committee: Jos Walenkamp (The
University of Applied Sciences, The Hague) Beer Schroder (Nuffic), Jan
Jansen (NVAS), and Anneke Breedveld (NVAS) for all the work they did to
put up a stimulating conference.

We are extremely grateful to Jos Walenkamp for his generous financial
support. Our thanks also go to Nuffic for assistance and for facilitating two
panels at the conference. We thank as well the African Studies Centre Leiden,
for their constant support of NVAS activities and for publishing this volume
on Education in Africa in their series of Open Access publications.



We cannot adequately thank Talud for their immense financial support.
Talud believes in a holistic education of young people, not only the training
of the intellect, but also their social and emotional well-being. They did not
hesitate to magnanimously support a conference reflecting on the training
and education of African youth for life. We are grateful.

It is my hope that this book will serve as a spring board for continued
reflection of “the what,” “the how,” and “the which” of quality education for
life in Africa. In my view, what is needed is an emancipatory education — a
system of education that breaks away from inappropriate modes and prac-
tices of education and adopts and integrates African-grown methods and
knowledge systems not in place of, but as complementary to the forms of
education adopted from outside Africa.

Felix K. Ameka, President NVAS
Leiden, November 2018



Editors’ Introduction -
Towards Quality Education for All

Anneke Breedveld and Jan Jansent

Introduction

Globally, the goal of education in the developing world has moved from
“Education for All which was one of the Millenium Goals of the United
Nations, to focus on “Quality Education” as Sustainable Development
Goal 4, formulated by the same United Nations. As the number of children
going to school all over the world increased and the expected results of the
reduction of extreme poverty and hunger materialised, governments and
NGOs alike soon realised that the term “education” covers a wide range
of activities and ways of schooling, not all of which contribute equally and
in all circumstances to the continuing development goals of any particular
country or region. Sustainable development can be attained only when
individuals and groups have the tools and can adapt to local circumstances.
Education should provide learners with those tools and only education that
does provide them and prepares its learners for their futures can be called
“quality education” Rethinking the various ways in which “education” can
be put to use strategically for long term gain therefore assumes the utmost
importance. The focus must then turn to the quality of education, where
sustainable and good education is understood to be education that prepares
its participants for both social and professional life by equipping them with
appropriate knowledge and skills. Hence the title of this volume: Education
for Life in Africa.

To celebrate its 20" anniversary the Netherlands Association for African
Studies (NVAS) in collaboration with The Hague University of Applied
Sciences (THUAS) and The Netherlands University Foundation for Inter-
national Cooperation (NUFFIC) organised a two-day conference on the
theme of “Education for Life in Africa” (19-20 May 2017). The result was a
wonderful patchwork of informative papers, showcasing the wide diversity of
the educational field in Africa.

1 We are grateful to Felix Ameka and Caroline Angenent for their suggestions. All misunder-
standings and mistakes are of course the responsability of the authors.
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Enrolment, Employment, and the Goals of Education

The relationship between enrolment and employment is discussed by
Walenkamp, Pfeiffer, and Van Pinxteren. Their contributions emphasise
that education should ultimately lead to employment for its students. Good
education should enable job opportunities within administrative as well as
manual occupations and not only be restricted to the urbanised regions of
countries. And good technical and vocational training (TVET) should provide
students with skills that can be of direct practical use in the community.
There are political forces at play that hamper the improvement of education
as described by Van Pinxteren. Pfeifer describes ICT-training in Nairobi,
which leads indeed to job opportunities but sometimes also the reproduction
of previous wealth relationships. Jansen adds some critical notes showing
that education projects might in the eyes of the receivers achieve goals that
the donors had never thought of.

All agreed that good education is a pre-condition for an economically
thriving Africa and as tax collection is the motor of a country’s economy,
ideally everybody should have some kind of employment that generates
money. However, with a staggering 65% of young people in Sub-Saharan
Africa unemployed, teaching institutions face a huge challenge to give
students the skills needed by government, employers, small businesses — and
the community. Walenkamp credits the millennium goals for the consider-
able drop in the percentage of extremely poor and undernourished people in
the world. However, he also expresses concern, because the absolute number
of poor people is still rising, especially in Africa where world poverty seems
to be becoming concentrated. Walenkamp sees a role in the cooperation of
higher education institutions in the North and South to improve the quality
of Technical and Vocational Training and Education especially, which will
contribute to a decrease in youth unemployment in Sub-Saharan Africa in
the future.

Pfeifer investigated whether the informal computer training provided
by Nairobits (sic) in Nairobi helps students find employment. A striking
finding was that students immediately realise the economic opportunities
their newly acquired skills provide, from downloading films onto cd’s and
selling them on, to designing post cards, calendars, and event cards or selling
items on the internet. All participants provided similar examples of using
their new knowledge and skills in business. Not surprisingly, Pfeifer found
that students who had completed the three full courses at Nairobits had a
greater chance of finding employment in ICT. Unfortunately, he also found
a correlation between the availability of access to ICT hardware and success
in completing the ICT-courses. Poverty and wealth are therefor reproduced,



as those wealthy enough to have access to computers benefit most from ICT
education. Students who did not complete the courses often fell back on a
previous form of self employment, such as cleaning shoes. Nevertheless, the
students who followed only the first and second ICT courses even so saw
social and psychological benefits even in their uncompleted education. They
drew a better self image from the opportunity to contribute to their society,
even if that was only informally, perhaps by teaching friends how to use a
computer.

Moreover, being educated does not simply mean that one knows more;
having been part of the educational system empowers a person in all fields of
life. Van Pinxteren explains that elites suddenly have to search for means to
consolidate their positions when more than 15% of the population has access
to higher education, for the newly educated masses can effectively question
the legitimacy of established elite power. Indeed, many of the holders of
power still owe their position to their or their forebears’ familiarity with the
ways of the colonial powers, including proficiency in the colonial language.
The habit among ruling families of sending their children abroad for further
education, so that they can earn qualifications held in higher esteem than
those awarded by local educational institutions fits that picture. (Such means
of consolidating power are of course to be preferred to things like corruption
and violence.)

The goals of development projects such as those for education might
be quite different when viewed from the perspectives of western donors
and local Africans. That becomes evident from Jansen’s descriptions of a
number of private development projects (PDI). “Development” is a major
goal of the PDIs, but what if the concept does not have the same meaning
for all parties involved? Likewise perceptions of success and failure of such
initiatives might differ. In south western Mali, projects are judged by their
ability to reinforce social ties rather than by their financial revenue. Projects
that do not strengthen ties of social support often leave the initiators socially
isolated and don’t lead to sustainable growth. An unexpected bonus is that
a project that might be considered from a western perspective to have failed
might still be considered a success from a local African perspective. Jansen
also describes a number of literacy projects that had to be ended prematurely
because they resulted in too much tension in the villages.
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Language and Literacy

Although the role of language in education seems to be more “academic,’
it is crucial to the success of education programmes as many studies show
that school results improve enormously when children learn in a multilin-
gual learning environment. Even mastery of the former colonial language
improves when that language is taught as a separate subject using the local
language as the medium of instruction (see e.g. Skattum, this volume). The
question therefore should rather be how to implement multilingual educa-
tion rather than how to choose between local and global languages. Antin-
tono and Nsoh describe the history of English and multilingual teaching in
Ghana, Golovko describes the situation in Senegal and proposes a multilin-
gual teaching method. Anderson describes the development of literacy in
Northern Nigeria and Tamari describes teaching methods in Islamic schools
in Gambia. Holten meanwhile offers an interesting case where language plays
a role in the misunderstanding of the treatment of malnourishment in Mali.

Skattum gives an overview of language policies that have been pursued
in various countries on the African continent, notably Tanzania, Ethiopia,
Mali, Burkina Faso, Mali, Madagascar, Guinea, Mozambique, Guinea-Bissau,
Malawi, and Botswana. The overview includes the various ways local
languages have been introduced into the curriculum. Although it is a sound
teaching principle to proceed from the familiar to the new, the teaching
of local languages continues to be hindered by many forces. Local African
languages, even those as widespread as Swahili and Hausa, have a very
low status and in many business environments their use is considered too
informal, even impolite (cf. Pfeifer, this volume). Furthermore, the role of the
former colonial language as the language of instruction in education is all
too often taken for granted. Those languages therefore still play a major role
in virtually all schools across Africa, despite ample research showing that
mother-tongue education leads to better results in the learning of former
colonial languages.

The fact that many elites in Africa owe their positions to their command
of French, English or Portuguese hampers the insight that mother tongue
education or at least multilingual education would empower the masses.
Thus Antintono and Nsoh describe how Ghanaian politicians continuously
hesitate between education completely in English and a curriculum that
leaves more room for mother-tongue instruction in all school years, or at
least the early ones. Here, the cost of local teaching materials certainly plays
a role in decision making, although in the end the choice rests mainly on the
idea that fluency in English provides more benefits to the population, such as



access to the global community and international trade markets; less profit is
expected from profound knowledge of mother tongue.

Golovko describes how in Senegal French remains dominant in the
education system, so that colonial interests and the Senegalese development
agenda are still very much intertwined. Efforts by the government of Abou
Diouf at the beginning of the 1980s to adapt the curriculum to daily life in
Senegal were obstructed by the Structural Adjustment Programs of the Inter-
national Monetary Fund. Golovko argues that the forces fighting multilingual
education reflect the prolongation of power relations from the colonial era.
Golovko then describes a project that aims to embrace multilingualism in
the classroom. Pupils learn to apply the national alphabet to the different
languages they speak. The big idea here is that all languages can be included
in one literacy programme.

Anderson gives an overview of problems, resources, and training for
literacy education in northern Nigeria where Islam is the dominant religion
and Hausa the dominant language. She quotes from a speech by the Emir of
Kano, who professes himself astounded by the fact that in many censuses
people who can read and write — but “only” in Arabic — are considered
illiterate. With 80% of children attending Islamic schools the percentage of
illiterate people thus becomes unrealistically high. The Emir therefore wishes
to promote mosques as centres of learning. In State schools, the official
policy is to use the language of the immediate environment as the language
of instruction during the first three years of primary school, but lack of
materials, shortage of teachers, and insufficient training of them hamper the
application of the policy. State school classes often contain more than one
hundred pupils and many leave primary schools prematurely, thus forming
a new group of illiterate Nigerians. Many Nigerians value the learning of
English more than of their local languages, which children are naturally
expected to pick up at home.

Proficiency in English is still considered a requirement for finding a well-
paid job whereas often, local languages can only get someone an informal job.
However, the North is a vast region with millions of inhabitants; this book
and the modern media market in the north show that there is huge demand
for Hausa literature and Hausa-language films. Anderson has participated
in a number of teacher development programmes where she promoted the
use of prior knowledge of things like folk stories for educational material in
Hausa literacy classes. Despite the fact that local languages are associated
with poverty and low status, Anderson considers the use of Hausa and other
Nigerian languages in the classroom perfectly compatible with provision of
good education.
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Tamari describes the history of education in Gambia since 1965, with
special focus on the history of Islamic education. Remarkable is that even
the so-called Qur’anic memorisation schools are very much influenced by
the English school system. Religious knowledge is supposed to be taught in
all schools and addresses both Christianity and Islam. Similarly remarkable
is the discovery that the emphasis on memorisation is a comparatively recent
import from Saudi Arabia. It was brought to the Gambia in the latter part of
the twentieth century by scholars from north eastern Africa who had earned
degrees from Saudi Arabian universities and who started their own Madrasas.

Schools in the Gambia mostly use English, French, and Arabic as the
medium of instruction. Attempts to introduce Gambian languages have
received little support from conventional schools. However, in Madrasas
all content is translated into local Gambian languages for the first six years.
Many children learn additional Gambian languages from teachers and peers
while attending Islamic schools and many of them progress to conventional
schools where they frequently prove to be among the most able students.

Tamari’s research defies a general prejudice that Islamic education does
nothing more than enforce the memorisation of Arabic texts by pupils who
are not required to understand what they are learning. On the contrary,
Gambian languages are widely used for explanation of the texts, and the
emphasis on memorisation is a recent development.

The quality of western-type health education can also profit from taking
into account local medical knowledge and even moral discourse, as becomes
apparent from a case-study from Mali described by Holten. From a western
medical point of view, malnutrition is a result of not eating enough food of
the right quality. However, when a health care programme decided to use
a local term, sede, to refer to malnutrition, they overlooked the fact that
sede mainly refers to the situation in which a woman has become pregnant
again too soon, i.e. before the first child has had two years of breast feeding.
That situation is considered shameful, so that use of the term sede turned
malnutrition into a moral problem, to be addressed in terms of contra-
ception rather than by providing good food to malnourished children. The
abundance of information provided about good food did not therefore result
in any less malnutrition. The shame associated with sede prevented women
from seeking help, while malnutrition was not recognised as such when it
occurred in situations unconnected with too-quickly successive pregnancies.



Learning Strategies and Outcomes

The way knowledge is taught and the content of the curriculum in African
schools can be improved in various ways. Brons and Namirembe show
that teaching methods investigating and taking into account pupils’ prior
knowledge can add considerably to the quality of their education. Ditmars
describes the situation of the University of South Africa that tries to incorpo-
rate indigenous knowledge in its curriculum. Posti-Ahokas, Marildinen and
Westman describe a project in Eritrea where teachers are taught interactive
and learner-centred teaching methods. Those are all learning strategies
intended to improve teaching outcomes in different places in Africa.

Brons and Namirembe describe how the teaching of disabled pupils and
students improves when it builds on the knowledge such students already
have. New knowledge and novel approaches are more easily absorbed when
they are put in a familiar context. These findings apply not only to the disa-
bled learners, Brons and Namirembe observed, so it seems that adaptation of
the standard curriculum to the needs of deaf students has led to a teaching
method that is beneficial to other students too.

Ditmars investigates whether the quality of education might be improved
by taking into consideration how students conceptualise, relate to, and value
knowledge. According to Ditmars, higher education should include the
transmission of both globally accepted academic knowledge and indigenous
knowledge including the values, beliefs, and practices of local societies, which
Ditmars believes is crucial to enable local ownership of and participation in
education. She uses Hofstede’s idea of cultural dimension to describe some of
the aspects that could be used as starting points (Hofstede cited in Ditmars,
this volume). She describes how at the University of South Africa (UNISA)
culturally more appropriate collaborative learning techniques are being used
to incorporate indigenous knowledge. Unfortunately, indigenous knowledge
is often poorly documented, so there is still a long way to go. The fact that
universities remain elitist, academic, and alienated has already resulted in
social protest in the form of the “Rhodes Must Fall” movement, asking for
“decolonisation” of the curriculum. UNISA is the only university providing
comprehensive distance- and e-learning education in South Africa. It makes
an effort to stimulate its teachers and students to explore indigenous knowl-
edge systems. Ditmars describes how the skills of online tutors can follow the
cultural dimensions of South Africa’s society, thereby improving interaction
with the students.

Posti-Ahokas, Marildinen and Westman describe a project in Eritrea
where primary school teachers are trained to implement “learner-centred
and interactive paedagogics” (LCIP). The method is focused on learning by
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example rather than theoretically, from books. It involves numerous simple
teaching tools such as making a learning goal explicit, asking pupils what they
want to learn, involving pupils in stock-taking of what they already know,
dividing a learning task into simple steps, and so on. The authors evaluated
the results of a Finnish-Eritrean education cooperation project of which the
primary aim was to increase the number of qualified teachers. In Eritrea the
low capacity of Higher Education institutions has meant that only 46% of
teachers in primary schools and only 83% of teachers in secondary schools
are qualified. The study shows that teachers who are themselves taught with
learner-centred and interactive methods go on to apply such methods better
than those who receive information on LCIP in a traditional top-down way:
“Teachers tend to teach as they are taught”

When questioned, trainee teachers name many problems preventing
them from using LICP, and language is among the obstructions. In Eritrea
the language of instruction changes from mother-tongue in grades 1-5 to
English in Eritrean middle and high schools. Nevertheless, the project
continued to teach teachers in a learner-centred and interactive way. The
result was that teachers who underwent such training felt they had learnt
new teaching methods to apply in their classrooms. The aim of the LCIP is
learner empowerment, improved educational quality and improved status of
the teaching profession, which has low status in Eritrea.

Vocational and Informal Training

The cry for more and better Technical and Vocational Training and Education
(TVET) in Africa has been heard before and is still relevant. Youth unem-
ployment is rising globally and the gap between education and employment
should be narrowed everywhere. Fall suggests that knowledge and skills
taught at TVET should be of more practical use and immediately applicable
when students leave school, for example by including apprenticeships more
often and earlier in the curriculum. Equally important are the many forms
of informal education because in many parts of Africa large numbers of
children do not attend formal education.®* Mackenbrock describes informally
organised schools in the slums of Kibera in Kenya and Adebisi pleads for
the introduction of informal apprenticeships onto the curriculum of formal
Technical and Vocational Training and Education.

Fall identifies the poor quality of Technical and Vocational Training and
Education as the most urgent problem to be tackled to achieve education

2 Quoted from Vavrus, Thomas and Bartlett 2011: 32-33.
3 Cf. Breedveld 2006 for reasons why people reject formal education.



for life in Africa. She interviewed thirty-one students on the usefulness of
their previous study to their current occupation. In the sample the mismatch
between even TVET and the labour market is evident, because more than
half the respondents took more than four months to find a job and more than
a third could not find work related to their studies. Fall sees the introduction
of at least one year of on-the-job training as part of the curriculum as an
important solution for the mismatch between school and the labour market.
She sees also an important role for employers in providing apprenticeships in
the TVET. A combination of work and training significantly reduces adapta-
tion time when entering employment.

Mackenbrock describes a case study of informal schools in Kibera,
Kenya. Kibera is one of the largest slums in Africa and a large number of
private schools have been established there by community members, espe-
cially groups of women. The schools respond to the immediate needs of the
community and together teach basic skills to 81% of the students in Kibera.
Despite the fact that public schools are free, the private schools are very
popular and show ever-increasing enrolment figures. Parents perceive the
private schools as providing better education, which is in fact confirmed by
research.

As they began in response to a need for education that the community
members themselves had noticed, the schools are easily able to mobilise
the community to contribute to the school programme. The long term aim
of everybody involved is to transform the living conditions of the whole
community.

Certain practices of the community-based informal private schools,
such as provision of food and payment of small school fees, are already
being copied by formal schools in an effort to become more successful.
Mackenbrock thinks that formal education could also profit from adopting
other characteristics, like care for the surrounding community, and the way
trained teachers transfer their knowledge to untrained teachers. With their
vast numbers (400,000 in Nairobi and Mombasa alone), informal schools are
an important factor providing education for many. The Kenyan government
has recognised their importance and is setting up training programmes for
the teachers; at the time of research only 1% of teachers in informal schools
had received any proper training.

Adebisi makes an interesting case in describing apprenticeships to
traditional crafts like weaving, dyeing cloth, food preparation (of plantain
chips), and blacksmithing. He interviewed people who trained apprentices
in such traditional occupations and suggests the apprenticeships should be
promoted from their place as an informal education system within a clan or
family lineage in Southwestern Nigeria to a broader non-formal education
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system with access for students from outside the clan. The cloth dyeing tradi-
tion had already accepted trainees from outside it, partly too because the
trainers wanted to protect their professional skills from extinction. Adebisi
recommends that formal educational institutes should collaborate with clan-
bound trainers to provide more opportunities for students of TVET to earn
their livings from their future work.

Conclusion

It is entirely intentional that this volume ends with that plea for the inclusion
of traditional apprenticeships in the formal educational system. The quality
of education can be improved considerably when the already-gained knowl-
edge and aspirations of its pupils and their local communities are better inte-
grated into education programmes. All too often curricula are still derived
from western models, while adaptation to local settings is a condition for the
achievement of the sort of good quality education that will empower pupils
and students to cope with life as it is now in Africa and improve it for the
future. That adaptation should include the use of Africa’s own languages.
Before zealously promoting twenty-first century Western teaching skills in
all African education systems, research should be done on approaches that
are already in place at grass root level. That means too that in striving for
good quality education for all, informal schools and Islamic schools — and
especially traditional apprenticeships — must all be integrated into the formal
education system as a whole.
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Education for Life in Africa

Jos H.C. Walenkamp

Abstract: In many aspects humankind is doing better than ever: poverty is at
an all time low, both in relative and in absolute numbers, the middle class is
growing rapidly, child mortality is decreasing and a growing number of infec-
tious diseases is being eradicated. More people get more and better education
than their parents. On the other hand, the rapid growth of both the world
population and consumption is having increasingly worrying effects, such as
climate change, environmental degradation, the exhaustion of natural resources
and the risk of armed conflicts. The future of Sub-Saharan Africa is particularly
worrying. Economic development cannot keep up with population growth: the
absolute numbers of extremely poor are increasing. The demographic transition
is entering its final phases, also in Africa, as the number of children per woman
is going down. So, although the population will continue to rise, families are
getting smaller, which means a demographic dividend: more time, money, food,
education, and medical care for the smaller number of children. Fewer children
and the very rapidly risen, and rising, population in Africa leads to a second
demographic dividend: the relatively small numbers of people depending on
the working-age citizens. To profit from this potentially double demographic
dividend, and thereby to foster economic growth and to alleviate poverty, the
working-age group needs productive employment. And that means a good
business environment and broad access to quality education. In Africa, access
to education is growing at all levels. The quality, however, is dismal. The devel-
opment policies of many rich countries are directed to improving the business
environment and fostering entrepreneurship, and rightly so. It is troublesome
that education, and particularly vocational education, does not get the attention
it needs in development aid policies. There may well be a role for western insti-
tutes of higher - professional - education.



Introduction: Humankind is Doing Better than Ever

If we remove the veil, the very real veil, of armed conflicts in Syria, the wider
Middle East, Afghanistan, central Africa, and South Sudan, of the plight of
the Rohingya and the Palestinians, of tornado’s, earthquakes and terrorist
attacks, and look at the bigger picture, humankind is doing well.

Two of the three targets of the first Millennium Development Goal have
been reached, and well before the 2015 deadline. The number of people
living in extreme poverty — now defined as living on less than US$ 1.9/day,
PPP [Purchasing Power Parity] — has dropped from 1.7 billion in 2000 to 767
million in 2013 and the drop in global percentages is even more impressive:
from 28.1% in 2000 to 10.7% in 2013.! The share of undernourished people
has dropped almost 50% from 23.3% in 1990 to 12.9% in 2015.

Despite their semblance of accuracy, these figures and percentages are of
course approximations, based on flawed national accounts and household
surveys, which also have quite some limitations.? But the tendency is clear:
poverty alleviation is going in the right direction, although we are far from
the target of complete eradication. The numbers of poor people are actually
rising in Sub-Saharan Africa, and if the poverty line is raised, say to US$ 2.5,
almost half the population of the world still lives under very minimal condi-
tions.

On the other hand, almost half of the world population can now be
considered middle class, up from some 20% in 1990, and from 1% throughout
most of human history.?

In other areas we are doing better as well. The number of deaths per
100,000 people as a result of wars and armed conflicts is lower in this century
than ever in human history.* The same goes for the number of people dying
through natural disasters. We are ever better in avoiding large numbers of
casualties by such calamities.®

Due to factors as inoculations, improved sanitation and nutrition and
impregnated mosquito nets, child mortality, the number of children not
surviving their fifth birthday, has more than halved since 1990.¢ Maternal
mortality rates are decreasing, as is child labour. Diseases such as polio and

1 World Bank 2015.

2 Cf. Edward and Sumner 2013.

3 Mahbubani 2013.

4 https://ourworldindata.org/war-and-peace/, accessed 8 September 2018.

5 https://ourworldindata.org/natural-catastrophes/, accessed 8 September 2018.

6 See https://data.worldbank.org/indic ator/SH.DYN.MORT and https://data.worldbank.org/
indicator/SH.STA.MMRT.
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smallpox and infections by parasites such as the Guinea worm are all but
eradicated.

Ever more children and adults have access to ever higher forms of educa-
tion. Never in human history did so many young men and women obtain a
university degree. Scientific research has never been so extensive and of such
a high level. Inequality between countries is lessening.

So in a great many aspects humankind is doing better and better. But...

The unprecedented rise of the world population and the impressive
growth of incomes and consumption poses a number of challenges: climate
change, environmental degradation, the exhaustion of natural resources, and
the inherent risk of armed conflicts.

And of course the still gigantic numbers of people living under or near the
poverty lines of US$ 1.25, 1.9, or 2.5 per day.

Poverty and Demography

Not too long ago the majority of extremely poor people lived in Asia, in
middle income countries like India and China. Now more than half of the
world’s poor live in Africa, some 390 million; more than all other regions put
together.

Of the 47 low income countries 33 are located in Africa. In Africa poverty
seems to be most persistent as well. There is the real challenge.” Most middle
income countries, in Africa and elsewhere, could eradicate absolute poverty
in the foreseeable future with relatively minor investments, provided they
actively fight internal inequality.® Large and rising inequality slows down the
growth of a strong, consuming middle class and thus economic growth and
poverty alleviation.

Poverty is a many-faced monster. It does not only mean a lack of money,
hunger and malnourishment, but also limited access to bad education and
poor medical care, being a defenceless victim of lawlessness and violence,’
ignorance and minimal possibilities to escape the poverty trap. It means
susceptibility to diseases, it means inadequate physical and mental growth,
stunting, and limited labour productivity. Hundreds of millions of people go
to bed hungry for prolonged periods of time, with far reaching consequences.
Much research has been carried out on the long-term consequences of
nutrition-poor diets before and after birth. The effects on general health,
the development of the body and the brain, labour productivity, income and
happiness last their whole life, even when life becomes relatively affluent later

7 Cf. Sumner 2016.
8 Chandy and Gertz 2011.
9 Haugen and Boutros 2014.



on.'* That goes for children in The Netherlands during the Hunger Winter (at
the end of World War II)!* as well as for children in developing countries.'?
A relatively new branch of biology, epigenetics, even sees these effects in the
human genome and thus to be inheritable.

Poverty, in short, should be eradicated. And that is possible.

Poverty alleviation needs 1) an economy that grows faster than the popu-
lation and 2) greater equality.

Demography is an important factor. The demographic transition from
high birth and death rates to low mortality and low fertility rates goes through
several phases. Usually mortality goes down before fertility, leading to an
increase in the population. Africa is special: where in most regions of the
world fertility decreased rapidly as a result of parents seeing their children
surviving infancy and higher female school attendance rates, in Africa the
decrease is much slower.

The population of the world still grows strongly. Of the 2.2 billion people
increase between the present and 2050, 1.3 billion people are Africans, and
some 750 million are Asians. It takes a long time before decreasing fertility
actually leads to a decline in population size. Even if the number of children
per woman would go down to 2.1, the replacement level, population growth
would continue, as the present children and young adults — 41% of Africans
are younger than 15 and 60% younger than 24 — will reach reproductive age
and have children.

In the 1980’s there were some 300 million Africans, now over four times
as many and by the end of this century there will be over 4 billion Africans.
Some African countries will have a population that is five times its current
size. That makes it extremely hard for the economy to keep up, to alleviate
poverty, to fight inequality and to provide everyone with decent education
and healthcare.

There is, however, some hope.

Demographic Dividend, Productive Employment, and Education

This century will see the last phase of the demographic transition in all parts
of the world. The number of children per women is decreasing everywhere,
also in Africa. Twenty years ago that number was around six; at present it
stands at 4.5. In other regions the numbers are even smaller: on average over
the whole world it is around 2.5.

10 Cf. Behrman, Alderman and Hoddinott 2004.
11 Stein et al. 1975; Rosenboom 2000.
12 Thurow 2016.



So, although the population in many African countries will continue to
grow, with all inherent problems, there is a possible double demographic
dividend. The first dividend comes from the decreasing fertility. Smaller
families mean more time and money and attention and better healthcare and
education for the children, which, in turn may lead to higher incomes, more
productivity, and increased savings and investments.'® The other dividend
may arise from the many young people entering the labour market with
relatively few elders and gradually less children depending on them. That
is a distinct advantage over countries with ageing populations, where the
workers need to take care of a growing number of elders.

This double demographic dividend is predicted to lead to economic
growth,!* but to realise that growth, there needs to be employment, produc-
tive employment for all those young workers. Very poor people are not unem-
ployed. They cannot afford to be. But much of the work they do contributes
little or nothing to economic progress, be it of themselves and their families
or of their country. So there needs to be more work and labour must become
more productive to make African economies grow.'® The situation does not
look promising, but the recent history of Asia and the development of the
Ethiopian economy in recent years show that escaping the poverty trap is
possible for all countries.'

Economic growth rests on both employment opportunities and labour
productivity. Jobs come from companies, which need a good investment
climate, with sensible and stable macro-economic policies, with investment
security, little bureaucracy and corruption, attention to rural areas, freedom
for small farmers and entrepreneurs, good infrastructure, safety, and secu-
rity.”” Productivity demands access to proper education at all levels, and
particularly in the area of vocational, profession-oriented education.

Jobs may be found in economic areas such as the extraction of mineral
resources, in industry, in services, in agriculture and in household enterprises.
The challenge is on the one hand to create more wage-earning jobs, but as
the lion share of employment will continue to be found in the informal sector,
it is important to increase productivity particularly there: in small farms and
household enterprises. The export of mineral resources, which to a large
extent caused the strong economic growth in Africa, hardly contributed to
the creation of wage-earning jobs. Industrial production in Africa is smaller

13 See, for instance, Canning, Raja and Yazbeck 2015.

14 International Monetary Fund 2017a.

15 Cf. Melamed and Sumner 2011.

16 For Asia, see Van der Veen 2010; for a general argument, see Ravallion 2013.
17 Cf. Vlasblom 2013.



now than in the 1980’s, and wage-earning jobs in industry constitute only a
small percentage of total employment. That is expected to grow in the next
decade, but a 50% increase of 3% is still minimal. The services sector is more
important, growing to some 20% of all jobs, but most employment will be
found, for quite some time, in the informal sector.

Agricultural productivity in Africa is very low. The need for agricultural
products will increase sharply with the growing population, and a combina-
tion of urbanisation and rising costs of imported food products. More and
more food will need to be produced in the hinterland of the rapidly growing
megacities.'® That offers opportunities. Just as in Asia and Latin America,
increased productivity of the rural areas can lay the foundation for growth in
the formal wage sector.”

There are some positive signs with regard to industrial production. Foreign
Direct Investment has grown strongly this century, although generally this
growth seems to have come to a standstill in 2016. Many of the smaller
countries, however, continue to grow and Chinese investments still show a
steady increase. Despite these foreign, and domestic, investments, for many
African countries the chances for a competitive industrial production do not
appear to be very great. The business climate is often not good. Industrial
companies choose their location on the basis of such factors as geography,
transport, logistics, the size of the domestic market, the competencies of
the labour force, the quality of government policies, ICT developments
and digitalisation, management capacity, and the cost of labour. With some
exceptions, such as until recently Ethiopia, Africa does not do well on these
points in international comparisons. Even the costs of labour do not compare
favourably with those of other low or lower middle-income countries.?

And foreign investments are, despite recent growth, still marginal: a few
percent of Sub-Saharan Africa GDP, and they are smaller than, for example,
the remittances sent home by Africans working abroad. The most recent
Regional Economic Outlooks of the IMF of 2017* show that there are a few
countries that are still doing well, but indicate a generally limited economic
growth, hardly stronger than the growth of the population.

The growth of productive employment is essential to prevent an increase
in poverty and social unrest. Enterprises are crucial, as are a sound business
climate and macro-economic policies. Peace is a prerequisite.

And education is crucial.

18 Dietz 2017.

19 Cf. Van der Veen 2010.

20 Gelb et al. 2017.

21 International Monetary Fund 2017a; International Monetary Fund 2017b.



Education in Africa

Education is vitally important for development: it enhances labour produc-
tivity and contributes to higher incomes. Ignorance is very costly. The relation-
ship between education and prosperity is clear.?? It shows in access to better
paid jobs and higher incomes in work in the informal sector, in agriculture
and household enterprises. Education allows for a shift from low-paid jobs
in the informal sector to better positions in industry and services. Besides
productivity in all sectors of the economy, education contributes to higher
standards of living, to more profits in agriculture, particularly if that is more
technically advanced, to life-long learning, smaller families, better childcare,
less drop-out from schools, better health, democratic developments and the
development of twenty-first century competencies. Particularly education
for girls leads to smaller families and more productivity.”

Two factors stand out: access and quality. The good news is that access
to all types and all levels of education is increasing. In recent years Africa
was actually ahead of most regions in the world in growth in access. Almost
80% of African children are now enrolled in primary education, and 33% in
secondary education. That means a growth in enrolment percentages of 30
and 57% in the period between 2000 and 2014; and a growth in numbers
of 74 and 133%. Enrolment in higher education increased by almost 90%
and in technical and vocational education and training (TVET) with 115%.
With some three million students, however, the TVET subsector is by far the
smallest.

So, ever more people are attending ever higher levels of education in
Africa, and the prognoses are good. All the same, enrolment figures in Africa
are still lower than in the other regions of the world. Almost 60% of young
people between the ages of 15 and 24 have only finished primary school.*
And there are still some thirty million African children who do not go to
school at all.

An even greater challenge is the bad quality of education. Going to school
is not the same thing as actually learning something. In countries like Kenya,
Tanzania and Uganda third grade children were asked to read a simple
sentence, such as “The name of the dog is Pluto” Three quarters of them
could not read for meaning.”® The Southern African Consortium for Meas-
uring Educational Quality (SACMEQ) showed that 74% of school leavers in
Mozambique had only a “basic numeracy” level and 44% could not read for

22 Cf. Filmer and Fox 2014.

23 Crespo Cueresma, Lutz and Sanderson 2013.
24 Filmer and Fox 2014.

25 Uwezo 2016.



10

meaning. There are many more such studies, and the results for competen-
cies needed to be productively employed are similar. Improvements in the
quality of education do not happen quickly.

And, as usual, women and the poor bear most of the brunt. Even if they
attend school, they learn the least. In Ghana, for instance, only 3% of the
women between 24 and 34 years old, who said that the fifth grade was the
highest level they had attained could read a simple sentence; the rest was
basically illiterate.”® Young girls are treated worse than boys; they enter school
with less cognitive and socio-emotional skills, and more frequently have to
leave school at a young age to start working. They become pregnant at an
early age — 25% of the girls aged 15-19 in Africa are pregnant — and they have
to take care of the children.” In traditional societies there are all kinds of
limitations for girls, and on their way to school, and at school, they are often
victim of all kinds of sexual abuse. All very harmful for their development.

The transition from school to work is difficult in all regions, but even
more so in developing countries. Many children, particularly the poorest,
leave school before completing their education and without any of the
competencies needed for gainful employment. Lack of education quality
affects the labour force. Many school leavers end up in jobs that demand
little, and offer less in terms of security, productiveness and possibilities for
advancement.

These youngsters have three possibilities. A small group does not enter
the labour market and tries to get some form of further education. A larger
group starts working and hopes to get some training on the job. A third
possibility is attending a formal vocational training that will give them the
skills they need for specific types of jobs. Those training programmes often
lead to a certificate that is recognised by the industrial sector.

Training on the job is good for both the development of employees and
the productivity of the company. TVET, technical and vocational education
and training, serves the acquisition of competencies for the labour market.
Over the years different regions have been using different terms for profes-
sion oriented training, such as Apprenticeship Training, Vocational Educa-
tion, Technical Education, Technical-vocational Education, Occupational
Education, Vocational Education and Training, Professional and Vocational
Education, Career and Technical Education, Workforce Education, and
Workplace Education.” TVET is now considered to comprise all formal and
informal profession-oriented education, so covering all terms mentioned

26 UNESCO 2016.
27 Filmer and Fox 2014.
28 Listed in UNESCO-UNEVOC 2017.



above. Most professional training in Africa is on the job, by senior colleagues
in agricultural and household enterprises.

Formal lower, middle, or higher vocational education and training could
be very important, but where the quality of primary and secondary education
often leaves much to be desired, vocational education is doing even worse,
both in quantity and in quality. The lack of alignment with the needs and
wishes of the labour market and practical experience are some of the major
concerns, both in lower and middle vocational education and training and in
higher profession-oriented polytechnics.

Polytechnics show a tendency for academic drift, shifting towards “tech-
nical universities,” with even more theoretical education. Besides low quality
and a lack of alignment with the needs and wishes of the labour market,”
there is also a vicious circle: because there is so little industry in Africa, there
are very few internship positions, and a lack of trained personnel hampers
the growth of industrial enterprises. Companies are also not used to intern-
ships and interns are often seen as either a burden or as cheap labour for the
simplest tasks. The lack of internship positions and little structural contact
between polytechnics and enterprises make it difficult to enhance the rele-
vance of training for jobs in commercial enterprises.

The number and the quality of the students entering higher professional
education are insufficient. Vocational education and training are considered
second rate compared to theoretical education. Most students choose to study
humanities rather than technical subjects. Lecturers are under-qualified and
often absent. In a report of the Ghanaian Ministry of Education, Science and
Sports, the situation was described as follows:®

Formal TVET in Ghana is currently limited in scale, scope, quality and rele-
vance. The TVET is largely oriented towards formal rather than informal
employment. At the same time, most of the TVET provision is out of touch
with the needs of formal industry; curricula are outdated, many TVET insti-
tutions lack tools and equipment (and where present, machinery is often
decades old and bears little resemblance to that currently used by industry),
and many instructors have little knowledge of industry needs. Pre-em-
ployment institution-based training finds it hard to connect with industry,
to arrange staff and trainee industrial placements and to getindustry representa-
tion on institution boards. The infrastructure in training institutions is poor with
only 80% having functional electricity.

29 For Ghana, see Gondwe and Walenkamp 2010; for Mozambique, see Gondwe 2010.
30 MOESS 2008.
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A more recent study by Darvas and Palmer paints the same picture.® The
system of formal vocational education in Ghana suffers a negative spiral
of high costs, insufficient quality and little demand, which in turn leads to
dwindling finances, lower quality and less demand. The government’s prom-
ises of more chances for vocational education and training run the risk of
not being fulfilled. Contrary to formal primary and secondary education the
formal TVET sector did not grow; it even shrank from 7% in 1999 to 6% now,
and the inequality between the numbers of male and female students did not
decrease.®

Professional, vocational education is of vital importance for the produc-
tivity of all sectors of the economy, both the formal and the informal, and
for increasing the number of entrepreneurs and employers, job creators, as
opposed to job seekers. But the situation is distressing.

What Can Be Done?

To tackle the problems, a multitude of plans, thick reports, proceedings
of important conferences and policy papers have been published, with
a plethora of declarations, frameworks for action and strategies,* but the
actual implementation proves to be difficult. National policy and finances
seem to be the limiting factors.

The development policies of The Netherlands and other western donors
justly pay much attention to the strengthening of entrepreneurship in devel-
oping countries, and to investments and investment security. The funding
of education, specifically profession-oriented education, however, has
decreased substantially.

Consequently, the existing reality is one of many, very many young people,
increasingly living in urban areas, with little or no prospects, low quality
education, no job, no money, and no wife for the young men, who become
disenchanted and angry, which may lead to problems, such as criminality,
religious strife and armed conflicts, which exacerbate the situation and which
may spill over to other regions. What can be done?

Local governments can play a very significant role. Botswana and more
recently Ethiopia are fine examples. International politics and development
cooperation are important, but there is also a role for western higher educa-
tion.

31 Darvas and Palmer 2014.
32 CESA 2015.
33 E.g. Education 2030, 2015; CESA 2015; UNESCO-UNEVOC 2015.



Our institutions of higher learning can contribute to capacity building
for lecturers, to curriculum development, particularly for courses, which are
needed but not available, to increasing fruitful cooperation with the world
of work and possibly even a shift from humanities to technical disciplines.
There are, in the long experience of Nuffic, many possibilities.** Western
universities can play an important part, and they and their students can
also benefit from this cooperation. If those institutions wish to be interna-
tional, and want to produce world citizens, young professionals with a good
diploma, but also with international competencies and with a knowledge of
the wider world and an active concern for its problems — then development
cooperation is a very logical area. Spending time abroad is a life changing
experience for many lecturers and students, and even more so in countries
that are culturally, economically and politically different.*

Our higher education institutions can make a valuable contribution and
benefit at the same time. “Doing well by doing good,” as Tom Lehrer sang.
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“Trained for Which Job Exactly?”

- Assessing the Impact of Access to
Informal Digital Skills Education
on Employment Opportunities for
Marginalized Youth in Nairobi

Jalmar Pfeifer

Abstract: This paper aims to identify whether informal education in computer
use, coding, and digital design is able to change structural mechanisms in
society that contribute to high youth unemployment. It critically examines the
expectations of researchers and policy makers who argue that such informal
training can provide marginalized youth with the opportunity to profit from
globalization and new labor opportunities that require digital skills. In order to
do so, the study provides insights into the benefits of access to informal digital
skills training and it tries to explain the unequal distribution of those benefits.
Narratives of students and alumni of informal digital skills education illustrate
that marginalized youth keep running into structural obstacles when looking for
formal employment. They are challenged by persisting (slum) identities, spatial,
and technological boundaries, and limited access to new engagements, spaces,
and places. Those alumni who are most successful tend to rely on a broad
support system that goes beyond just access to informal digital skills education.
The ability of youth to benefit from this access is the outcome of complex social
processes and not of education alone.



Introduction: New Perspectives to Combat Youth Unemployment

An increasing number of informal digital skills education programs aim to
elevate marginalized youth from poverty and to increase their opportunities
for employment. Such training courses in computer use, coding, and digital
design are being implemented within educational development programs
worldwide.!

One example is the Kenya-based informal digital design education
program Nairobits. Every year over six hundred youths from the Nairobi
slums receive training at this institute. Various success stories of the Nairo-
bits alumni spurred my interest in the opportunities and limits of informal
digital skills education to generate jobs for marginalized youth. Especially
since there is an urgent need among policy makers for new perspectives and
approaches to combat youth unemployment.

In urban areas, worldwide, high numbers of unemployed and underem-
ployed youth are visible. These figures illustrate that the existing discourses
on employment opportunities that would arise simply by providing educa-
tion do not hold up. Studies in Asia and Africa show that education levels
of marginalized youth are rising, while these youth’s prospects of finding
employment do not seem to increase. Education programs across the globe
have thus proven to be incapable of structurally transforming the economic
opportunities of marginalized youth.?

The stories from Nairobits and the faith of policy makers in similar
programs made me wonder whether informal digital skills training and
education might be more successful in providing a structural solution to
youth unemployment as compared to regular educational initiatives. There-
fore, in the following chapters I will explore the impact of informal digital
skills education on employment prospects of marginalized youth. Also, I
will explain how inequalities in these employment prospects are being (re)
produced.

Digital Divide, Access to Digital Skills, and (Re)production of Inequality

Donors and researchers have recently looked at the opportunities of Infor-
mation and Communication Technology (ICT) for development purposes.
Opportunities of digitization are often accompanied by new and pressing
societal and economic issues, among which new inequities occupy a promi-
nent place. Researchers refer to this trend by using conceptualizations such as

1 London et al. 2010; Mariscal et al. 2009; Koers 2008.
2 Jeffrey et al. 2004; FocusAfrica 2010.
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the “digital divide,” “digital inequality,* or the need to include “marginalized
youth into the knowledge-based economy.”

These conceptualizations, combined with the expected ICT-related
employment opportunities, have proven to be a motivation for NGOs and
businesses alike to increasingly invest in informal digital skills education and
thus bringing ICT to underserved communities. Articles and reports both
from literature and donors seem to indicate that digital skills education initi-
atives provide new employment opportunities to marginalized youth and can
help bridge the digital divide between society and underserved communities.
For example, through digital design training, marginalized youth might profit
from a growing globalization of the labor market and new labor opportunities
for which the existing labor forces are not skilled enough.®

Because of these opportunities that are specific to digital design, different
authors and donors suggest that access to informal digital skills education,
in contrast to regular education, can transcend or undermine existing social,
cultural, and political-economic boundaries. Others are more critical: even
if digital skills education initiatives bridge the current digital divides, a new
digital inequality might arise based on the benefits that marginalized youth
derive from access to ICT, or existing inequities might be reproduced within
a digital context.”

Whereas the debate on access to ICT was initially framed as a technical
discussion, Van Dijk concludes that within the digital divide discourse the
social and immaterial play an ever-increasing role.® In their research on
informal digital skills education projects for marginalized youths in Brazil,
Colombia, and Mexico, Mariscal et al. already mention different non-tech-
nical benefits that youth derive from access to these training programs.’
Their findings suggest an increase in employment opportunities for these
youths. Even though most of the respondents in their research do not use
any of the newly acquired digital skills in their jobs, the researchers did
believe that these skills helped them locate and secure employment. The
training mainly helped youth open new windows of opportunities within
their personal networks and communities. Such enablers as growth of social
capital, new relationships, and an increase of participants’ agency were also
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found in research by London et al. at different digital skills training programs
in community centers for youth.'

Kvasny conceptualizes these kinds of benefits of informal digital skills
training."! The adult participants in her study framed the impact of access to
digital skills not only in terms of tangible benefits, such as being employed, but
also mentioned intangible benefits, such as getting a new perception of self.
Additionally, London et al. found that participants of informal digital skills
training showed more civic engagement.'? Both Mariscal et al. and Kvasny
support this separate notion of projected benefits on a communal level. In
their studies, beneficiaries of informal digital skills training for example
started helping other community members with the use of computers."

The literature discussed above shows that the benefits derived from access
to informal digital skills training programs are not equally distributed. Exam-
ples of these inequalities concern participants that do not find employment,
different levels of skillsets that participants obtain, even in similar programs,
and a diversity in employment that beneficiaries might find. Employment
ranges from digital design-related employment, to business ownership and
jobs that do not even involve working with ICT.

In this context, Kvasny refers to what she calls cultural reproduction
of existing digital inequalities.'* The new skills that beneficiaries acquired
actually seemed to make participants even more aware that they were disad-
vantaged compared with other groups. For instance, participants discovered
that they lacked writing skills, or they were confronted with constraints in
their life circumstances, including the financial capacity to have access to
computers and the internet. Research by Unterhalter et al. and Jeffrey et al.
support these notions in which existing presuppositions persist as boundaries
to deriving equitable benefits from access to education and newly acquired
skills.”” Youths’ backgrounds and existing perceptions concerning these
youths and their environment are often reproduced within new contexts and
continue to influence current opportunities.

These new inequalities and reproduced inequalities make it useful to
look more closely into the mechanisms that structure access and benefits of
access. Ribot and Peluso define access as “the ability to derive benefits from
things.”*® Also, Leach et al. see resource access only as a starting point. They
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describe how a legal right (or “endowment”) to a specific resource does not
provide any direct benefits. It only provides a person with entitlements to
use this resource.'”” Access to a computer in a cybercafé, for example, might
entitle a user to sell products on a website. It is only after the sale of these
products that the actor actually can use the profits to sustain themselves.

Interestingly, the literature on access to ICT also developed from a prop-
erty-based perspective on access, such as having access to a computer and
to the internet, to broader conceptualizations in which researchers started
looking at benefits of access to ICT that looked beyond the technical. Exam-
ples they used involved growth of social capital and increasing agency that
beneficiaries were able to put into practice.'®

Benefits of access to education are often framed in the context of space:
Kvasny, London et al., and Mariscal et al. all stress the importance and rele-
vance of communal ties, while Unterhalter et al. explicitly connect findings
to places where the youth taking part in their study live, both in urban areas,
on the streets and in the slums.” Jeffrey et al. situate young men in local
hierarchies and show how newly educated youth deal with “new engage-
ments and new ecologies,” such as new networks and the use of technological
innovations that can help them transcend local places and spaces.*

Methods and Research Setting

Nairobits gave me the opportunity to conduct a two-month field research
at its training centers. Here, and at homes and workplaces of alumni, I
combined field observations, focus group discussions and interviews with
students, training staff, alumni, and employers to help me gain a more
grounded understanding of how participating in Nairobits affects employ-
ment prospects of its graduates.

In this descriptive case study, I highlight the interactions, expectations
and experiences of students, staff and alumni at Nairobits and of employees in
the field of digital design-related employment. To conduct my participatory
research, I joined Nairobits as a researcher and trainer. This research setting
allowed me to make observations and have informal conversations with
students at all three Nairobits course levels, staff, and alumni. For example,
I visited classrooms at five training centers located in the different Nairobi

17 Leach et al. 1999: 235-236.

18 Kvasny 2007; London et al. 2010; Mariscal et al. 2009; Van Dijk 2006.
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slums, houses of alumni, several digital design companies, and workplaces of
Nairobits alumni.

As an ethnographic-like approach cannot be rigorously scheduled, more
structured research methods were included as well, including two focus
group discussions, thirteen semi-structured interviews, and supporting
documentation, such as program evaluations.

Additionally, I explored public social media activities by Nairobits
students, alumni, and staff. I approached sources such as LinkedIn and the
online designers platform Behance, from a digital ethnographic perspective.
For high validity, I thus mainly relied on triangulation: the checks and balances
between participatory observation and my other research methods. Having
the opportunity to meet several people at different times also made it easier
to overcome language and cultural barriers. I was able to ask students and
alumni for more information, try to get more insights on earlier statements,
and build stronger rapport as well. However, students and staff at times
might have perceived me as an evaluator — and thus decisive for funding.
Therefore, some of their answers might have been guided by these possible
expectations. Meanwhile, my own activities did in fact influence the research
setting itself. In several cases I purposely used an opportunity to adjust the
research setting. For example, I arranged a study project in such a way that I
was able to actively observe students within a professional context.

During these research activities I had formal or informal interviews with
thirty-four Nairobits students, of whom eighteen were male and sixteen
female. Of these students, twenty-four were at the highest level of Nairobits,
ten were on lower level courses 1 and 2. Also, I had conversations with twen-
ty-three alumni and eight employers. When interpreting the data, it should
be taken into consideration that I mostly interviewed the more successful
alumni that advanced to the highest level of the three levels of the Nairobits
training program.

In the end, since my research was a single case study, it is impossible
to generalize the outcomes of the research for other informal digital skills
training programs. At the same time, generalization was not a prior objective
of this research. This study at Nairobits provided an interesting case to do
in-depth, qualitative research and provide insights that are applicable in
other places where NGOs, education, business, and youth from informal
settlements meet and interact.

The Nairobits digital design school was founded in 1999 as a one-time
course to encourage creativity in youth from informal settlements. One of its
major goals was to provide the underprivileged and marginalized youth with
a creative outlet to tell their stories. The institute gradually developed into
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an educational institute providing training in digital design and coding to
hundreds of young people from informal settlements every year.

At the time of my research the program consisted of three consecutive
courses which students can gradually move onto. Course one lasts for
about six weeks. Every year, over six hundred students are taught the basics
of computer use, internet use, and design principles. Approximately two
hundred of the students advance to the second level course. Here, for about
three months, the students receive more advanced training on design, while
they are also introduced to new topics such as web design, motion design,
and in-depth practice of professional skills, such as teamwork, project plan-
ning, and building a portfolio.

In the end, one hundred students every year get the opportunity to extend
their capacities in the Medialab. This third and highest level of Nairobits digital
design school focuses on more specific programming languages, company
branding, and design theories. Additionally, students make acquaintance
with the employment market. The Medialab is the most intensive course of
the three, requiring students to participate for another six months.

Apart from the Medialab, all Nairobits courses are provided through six
so-called Information Centers in slums in Nairobi, including Mukuru, Koro-
gocho, Kariobangi, Mathare, Eastleigh, and Kibera. These centers are often
connected to youth centers, such as FHOK in Eastleigh, or Shofco in Kibera.

Focusing on information centers at these locations ensures that the student
population of Nairobits is composed of youth who come from underprivi-
leged backgrounds. When students and alumni refer to the context in which
they grew up, they all seemed to struggle to make a living, some were not
even sure of getting at least one meal a day. Students and alumni also share
an experience of limited educational opportunities outside of Nairobits. For
their families, paying school fees was often difficult. Furthermore, a recurring
topic concerned safety and criminal conduct in their neighborhoods. Alumni
of both Medialab and lower courses I talked to were close to being pressured
into crime themselves, seeing their friends end up committing robberies or
being involved in prostitution. Before joining Nairobits, some alumni were
involved in illegal activities themselves, varying from stealing phones to even
robbing matatu drivers.

I also learned that Community Based Organizations (CBOs) are highly
involved in ordering and structuring the lives of the Nairobi youth, especially
in the context of Nairobits. All youth that get selected for Nairobits have
previously been involved in a CBO. Nairobits works with over thirty CBOs
to host the selection process for new students and to identify which youth
within the community are likely to “give back” to the community during or
after their studies. The activities that Nairobits students and alumni were



involved in before joining the informal digital skills training program were as
diverse as playing table tennis, going to dances, visiting community events,
and participating in workshops.

Findings: Unequal Benefits of Access

One of the most interesting findings in this study is the immediate application
and utilization of acquired skills by the Nairobits students. The students do
not wait for graduation before monetizing their new skillsets. For example,
a student told me how he uses his new computer skills to download movies,
before copying them onto DVDs, and selling them to friends and neighbors.

Actually, during a focus group discussion with Nairobits students, all of
the participants provided examples of how they use their new knowledge
and skills in doing some business. One student mentioned that he designs
postcards, while another respondent manages to “source a small income by
designing business cards, calendars, brochures, and events cards”

Whereas these examples still seemed quite informal and ad hoc, other
students developed small enterprises already. One female Medialab student
showed me the Facebook page of her company. On it were posted at least
twenty images of different hats that were for sale: berets, sunhats, and even
beanies for in the winter. Through Facebook she was selling about four hats
per week.

Both FocusAfrica and Ndolo already looked at employment statistics
of Nairobits alumni. Within their groups of participants, 66% and 54%
were employed, self-employed, or on an internship, respectively. However,
what was striking in the report of FocusAfrica was the large gap between
beneficiaries who believed Nairobits positively impacted their employment
prospects (96%) and the actual number of alumni studied that were formally
employed or self-employed (53%).*

Looking more closely at professional digital profiles of Nairobits alumni
on LinkedIn and Behance provides a diverse image of the different employ-
ment-related activities they undertake after graduation. Some are active as
web designer, graphic designer, or developer at media companies or agen-
cies. Others have positions in customer relations in call centers, or work
on data entry and social media for a large corporation. Also, some alumni
show entrepreneurial spirit, labeling themselves CEO of a company or being
self-employed. In addition, many other profiles show volunteering positions
as the main activity or the alumni simply refer to themselves as having
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“attended Nairobits” if they were not yet employed. Many others in the same
situation simply left the space for a current position open.

The diversity I spotted on the LinkedIn profiles is also evident from
the interviews and conversations I had with Nairobits alumni. One former
student described during an interview how she climbed from an internship
with low pay, to a position as web developer at a major international ad
agency. However, she was also quick to point out that not all alumni were as
successful. She explained how many of her classmates gave up on web design,
estimating that only half of them found ICT-related employment. She also
knew of classmates that continued their former jobs, for example polishing
shoes on the streets.

Especially alumni of the lower level courses 1 or 2 fail to get a job in digital
design, if they are employed at all. One of the trainers at Nairobits explained
how some of his contacts that finished course 2 found employment, but not
per se in activities that require digital skills. This also applies to contacts I
had with alumni who never reached Medialab. One of these former students
told me she now works in a high street shop in her own neighborhood.
Furthermore, her friends that failed to get to Medialab had no current formal
position or income.

This all seems obvious, considering the difficulties I had in tracking down
course 1 and course 2 students that did not advance to Medialab. In contrast
to most Medialab students, trainers did not seem to know a lot about these
lower-level alumni, and their known contact details had often expired or
they could only be reached through family members. This would seem to
indicate that these alumni do not have access to many (digital) platforms for
communication.

For those Nairobits alumni who find formal employment, wages are
diverse as well. One of the employers I spoke to acknowledges that the wages
he pays are often difficult to live off. Most of the Nairobits alumni that worked
for his company came in on an internship. They were initially given a stipend,
to cover the basic costs they needed to make for their internships, including
bus fares and lunch. And whereas I met an alumnus who was already making
over 40,000 KES,?? another employed alumnus I talked to only received a
6,000 KES monthly allowance. With this money she was able to pay her rent
of 5,000 KES and bought food with the other 1,000 KES, only possible by
doing her grocery shopping at a very cheap marketplace.

The majority of alumni who finished the Medialab perceive themselves
to be good, very good, or excellent in Microsoft Office (96%), Content
Management Systems (96%), programming languages such as PHP (66%)

22 100 KES is approximately 1 US$.



and MySQL (68%), Internet Use (96%) and Web design (71%).* At the same
time, my research indicates that the perceptions students and alumni have of
themselves are far from realistic. Both trainers and employers told me that
they knew of some exceptional students that learn quickly, but most alumni
lack sufficient skills to be employed directly. One employer even explained
that hiring Nairobits students always “is a gamble”

The enthusiasm in responses by alumni might not have anything to do
with actual acquired skills at all. Knowing how to work on a computer, to use
the internet and to be actively involved in a new economy makes them proud.
Their self-image seems to have got a boost, whereas they also feel they can
contribute more to society. Not sitting at home doing nothing and getting an
opportunity to leave the slums is an accomplishment in itself.

Being at Nairobits creates the impression that the students are employed.
They are busy and leave the house and community every morning to go
to school. One student said that he is now perceived for the first time “to
be a productive person in the community” A classmate added that he now
respects himself more, while he also noticed that he was getting more respect
from his parents. These experiences are shared by another alumnus, who
now sees herself as a creative young woman that is able to help out her family.
Before Nairobits, she did not see any way out of her slum neighborhood.
Since getting digital skills training, she believes she has the opportunity to
make something better of her life and help her family and friends.

My data actually do show how both students and alumni use their newly
acquired skillsets to support their communities. For example, during a focus
group discussion with students, participants told me how they now train
their friends basic computer skills or how they developed a website for their
church.

Findings: Inequalities Explained

The availability of new access points to the online environment, to interna-
tional networks and the creative elite transforms opportunities of Nairobits’
students and alumni. Their worlds actually expand with new networks that
mightinclude employers or brokers towards employment, support the students
and alumni in building their own businesses, or increase their employment
opportunities through additional skill development and self-marketing.

First, there are new online spaces that the participants can make use of.
During a focus group discussion with students, I learned how their access to
online contexts provides them with new fields and spaces for interaction. For
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some, this had a professional focus as well, including the exchange of ideas
with fellow-students or to give feedback on each other’s work. An alumnus I
interviewed launched his creative design agency just a year ago and started
using the portfolio community Behance to promote his work. Another
alumnus showed to me some T-shirt designs with Kenyan-themed prints he
posted on this same platform, resulting in various sales opportunities, even
in Germany. Two other alumni I met used Facebook for their marketing
campaigns. For example, one of them launched her own digital marketing
agency. She has been promoting her business actively through Facebook and
a website that she built herself.

Those students and alumni that were less interested in starting their
own business seemed to have more difficulty in using new digital spaces to
advance their careers. Of course some alumni pointed out online vacancy
websites where they looked and applied for interesting jobs. However, these
applications were often unsuccessful. Only one of my interviewees found a
job when she responded to a vacancy that appeared on the Nairobits alumni
page on Facebook. On the other hand, being engaged with professionals
through online platforms is an important factor for all students and alumni
for growing their skills. Current students mentioned that they use these
platforms for research on new programming and coding languages that are
published.

Second, Nairobits students and alumni get exposed to international
contacts and they are able to actively form relations with them. For example,
international contacts provide learning opportunities for the students, espe-
cially for those at Medialab. Every year, guest lecturers visit Nairobits. These
lecturers are often Kenyans, but also foreign developers and entrepreneurs.
Additionally, a recurring activity in the Medialab is the visit from a group
of Dutch high school students. This sometimes results in quite sustainable
engagements. I spotted how different Nairobits students connected with
their Dutch counterparts on Facebook, opening up opportunities for future
contact.

Through the partnerships of Nairobits, its alumni are also offered oppor-
tunities to actually travel abroad for learning or working purposes. I met two
alumni who received a grant to work for a Dutch ICT company for three
months. Also, based on the Nairobits model, new training centers around the
globe have been founded. This opened up concrete assignments for Nairo-
bits alumni in other countries to help build these training centers. Still, these
opportunities are often the outcome of intensive selection processes and only
benefit the most talented alumni.

Third, almost naturally, Nairobits students and alumni get access points to
the creative sector. This starts with the network of other Nairobits students



and alumni. Former classmates tend to use each other for peer feedback.
An alumnus I interviewed directly involved his fellow alumni to create his
company. At the moment of my research, he was developing a company
website. To build his brand, he got support from several alumni. Often
trainers provide insights to alumni as well, for example by being helpful when
former students drop by for questions on new software. Still, one trainer told
me it was quite difficult to keep track of all alumni, especially those who are
involved in the lower level courses.

Within the creative industry, some Medialab alumni have shown how they
profited from networks and how they influenced the sector. Several alumni
have been building on the success of iHub, a community with over 15,000
creative professionals in Nairobi. An even more straightforward example is
an alumnus who won the Appstar Challenge in 2013. This former Nairobits
student opened up corporate access points for other Nairobits alumni. After
winning the award, an ICT industry leader inquired about Nairobits and
visited the Medialab to look for cooperation opportunities.

Next to these well-known success stories, other Medialab alumni also
built strong relations with professionals in the creative field and secured
continued access for themselves. Simply working in an office in the West-
lands, an economically developed part of Nairobi, provided an alumnus
with the opportunity to meet people at higher professional levels. However,
course 1 and 2 alumni seem to be less involved in such new engagements.
One of these students explained to me that she did keep in touch with former
fellow-students, but only those who are also her neighbors.

Not all Nairobits alumni are successful in adapting to the professional
cultures they encounter. Talking to both employers and alumni, I learned
that some alumni struggled with their backgrounds, bearing the load of their
existing identities of “being from the slum.” Looking more closely, it seems
that existing identities of Nairobits alumni make it more difficult for them to
secure continued access to employment in ICT or digital design.

“When you get a job, the setting changes. Adapting and getting the
slum out of your mind [is challenging],” one of the Nairobits trainers told
me on several occasions. In class, he therefore motivates his students to
get acquainted with what he calls “middle class culture” at an early stage.
For example, he organizes a weekly decent day, on which his students are
expected to show up in professional attire. The trainer believed that this focus
on bridging these students’ cultures and office cultures was relevant because
he himself had experienced how difficult it was to relate to a professional
business environment after graduating from Nairobits.

Blending in and leaving troubles at home is a strategy that several alumni
told me about. “I always dress up for work. Leave my problems at home.
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At work it is purely professional,” one alumnus told me. He does not dare
to share his background with his colleagues. He is afraid this might have a
negative effect on his image. Most of his co-workers are not even aware that
two of his brothers depend on his income.

The adaptiveness of Nairobits alumni also seems to be determined by
their soft skills. One of the employers I interviewed told me that the technical
skills are easy to learn, “but it is difficult to make them [the alumni] aware
that they will need to learn how to speak English, how to discuss and provide
feedback” As an example of a vital and business-critical skill, the employer
referred to a Nairobits alumnus that had difficulty writing emails. “It is
usually reactionary. Sometimes they are overly technical” Also, the company
owner believes it is important for Nairobits to teach students how to dress.
In his encounters with Nairobits alumni, this was often a focal point of his
coaching.

One of the employers I interviewed explained that the creative sector has
no problems with identity-related issues such as job market entry boundaries
based on class, ethnicity, or gender. She actually advocated for the creative
sector as a prime employment opportunity for marginalized youth. “It is
extremely multi-racial here. Creativity cannot afford to think in terms of
tribes. We just want to see portfolios and speed”” Still, for some alumni the
reasons for not aligning identities within the working environment were
more complex and grounded in beliefs, stereotypes, or value systems. One
alumnus for example shared with me that he had difficulties working with
his first boss. He had a negative perception of his boss, because the man was
gay. Other alumni indicated that women still have to overcome some specific
cultural boundaries. For example, a former student claimed that employers
consider pregnancy as a liability that negatively influences a company’s
competitiveness. Meanwhile, this issue already plays a role in the homes of
these alumni. One female alumnus told me how her husband asked her to
stop working when they got kids — a message that was recognized by another
female participant during a focus group with students. She added how her
learning at Nairobits confronts practices within her community: “Most girls
are married, but [I am] unique by being educated more than them”

Linked to such identity issues are the spatial boundaries that go with
them. The slums or shantytowns as a space are perceived as lacking services
such as access to a computer and internet and a place where designers and
developers are not able to get a job done. One of the employers I talked to
highlighted specific challenges for slum youth when it comes to building a
successful career. For example, in the case of a deadline, it is more difficult
for them to get to the office quickly or to work late from home. Employers



believe that the areas in which the Nairobits alumni live limit the possibilities
for them to be active in remote working.

Also, one of the major challenges for slum youth is transport to places
where they can be employed. One alumnus told me that it took him over two
hours every day to commute to work and two hours to get back. Interestingly
enough, many of the lower level alumni also tend to focus on the vicinity
of their homes to find employment, thereby limiting their opportunities,
especially since jobs in computer use, coding and digital design are often not
available in the slum areas.

Another difficulty that alumni encounter is their perception of the enti-
tlements that they have. Research by FocusAfrica concludes that Nairobits
alumni that are employed in ICT or digital design-related activities often get
a lower salary while executing the same task as their co-workers who grad-
uated from formal education.?* Staff of Nairobits clearly sees this happening
too often: during a focus group discussion, one of the trainers mentioned
several examples of youth being on unpaid internships for over two years.
Staff members told me that these alumni should get a better insight on the
entitlements they have. However, talking to employers, I learned that some
alumni also overestimate their own qualities. One employer described to me
how alumni who work in her company sometimes want to move too fast and
to make more money too quickly. In the end, she explained, Nairobits alumni
work slower because they have less skills. “They get more feedback. They
think that this extra time they invest means they deserve more money. But
their output might not be better or more effective”

Meanwhile, alumni have differing perceptions on their position within
the labor force. For example, at the time of my research, one female Medialab
alumnus volunteered for a design company. She designed billboards, posters,
and banners, but she did not get paid. She hoped to use her job to kick-start
her career as a freelance designer and was happy with the opportunity. At
the same time, another alumnus was on the lookout for a more promising
internship position. “I need a senior who can guide me. I now feel like the
chief developer and designer;” he told me. He wanted a position that would
give him the opportunity to develop his skills continuously.

Employers informed me that they see a lot of potential in the students and
alumni of Nairobits, but they also noticed that they still have to teach them
several skills. “They had good design skills. But most of them are people
you still have to invest in. An environment with a real client is different.
We had to train them in quality,” one employer shared with me. According
to the employer, this investment in quality is also related to the soft skills:
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“One [alumnus] started talking to a client in Swabhili instead of English.
When someone makes this switch, it doesn’t come across as professional.
It is informal, or even impolite” And even though many Nairobits alumni
believe most of their digital skills to be good or excellent, they too were able
to describe some skill deficiencies. One alumnus explained how she felt inad-
equately equipped to enter the labor market right after completing Nairobits.
In her first job she had to train other youths in her community on computer
use, life skills, and entrepreneurship. While the computer basics were no
problem, she found the other topics more difficult.

One of the key frustrations some alumni shared in interviews was their
inability to continue learning at the companies they worked for. One female
alumnus got frustrated because she had to teach her internship boss how to
design a website, instead of learning more skills herself. Other alumni even
suggested that they were only able to secure continued education by acquiring
a job, an internship, or a volunteer position. For example, an entrepreneur
illustrated how not getting a job or internship quickly increases inequalities
due to the lack of opportunities to stay up-to-date on digital trends and thus
remain attractive for employers. In many cases, Nairobits alumni without
employment have no access to a computer at all. They rely on friends with
access to a computer or on the availability of money to go to a cybercafé. One
alumnus told me that: “Per week I can go [online] for three days, one hour
a day. That is not enough for research and to not forget what I have been
learning. Sometimes I just use my phone for that, but I like to be connected
more.” Still, the existence of this restriction was contested by some. A trainer
and NGO representative said that the lack of buying power in cybercafés
might not necessarily be a money issue at all, but an indicator of the lack of
skills of alumni in handling money.

Nairobits and Nairobits staff seem to be a key factor for Medialab alumni
to achieve employment in the ICT or design sector. Often, students and
alumni tried to utilize their access to new ecologies, such as vacancy websites.
However, their engagement with Nairobits and its staff often is the main
leverage for them towards actual success. The report by FocusAfrica already
indicated that Nairobits was able to achieve high employment numbers
through its placement services.”® A large majority of Medialab students
were successfully supported by Nairobits to acquire an internship or job.
At the same time the report shows that course 1 and course 2 students get
less attention. One trainer told me: “Now if somebody wants three students,
we are most likely to send Medialab students. Not course 1 or 2 [students].
There is a huge difference in level” He concluded that many of the course 1 or
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course 2 students are not that well prepared to enter the labor market when it
comes to jobs in ICT or design — even though they can apply their new skills
in other fields.

A former student explained to me that the company he now works for
approached Nairobits in their search for interns. “Many companies come to
Nairobits and ask us to apply” Knowing this context, one former Medialab
student actually might have relied a bit too heavily on the opportunities
he expected Nairobits to offer him. Describing his job search strategy, he
explained: “Sometimes I write an application and send my portfolio. Some-
times I just wait for Nairobits to come up with a job”

It almost seems as if Nairobits acts as a gatekeeper for companies. If
students and alumni wait for vacancies that come through Nairobits contacts,
companies will have difficulty reaching them through other means. The most
striking example of this function of Nairobits as gatekeeper and broker was
provided by an alumnus who told me that her first job interview had even
taken place at the Nairobits offices next to Medialab.

Apart from their reliance on Nairobits, alumni themselves have agency in
getting access to employment in the ICT or digital design sector. They can
take the initiative to succeed — whether by starting up their own company or
following up on newly acquired business contacts. Also, the alumni are both
a strength and liability for future access to certain companies for Nairobits
students. One alumnus was the first to explain to me how important the
alumni networks of Nairobits were. “I responded to a vacancy. The person in
charge of hiring had worked with other good Nairobits graduates before” An
employer I spoke to also told me that the performance of Nairobits alumni
is important for others to be given a place. Alumni with great capabilities
and results can thus open doors for others to be employed in ICT or digital
design, while the inferior performance of others might actually keep doors
closed.

Discussion: Individuals Strategize, Structural Boundaries Remain

Over the past few years, studies and evaluations that looked into informal
digital skills training programs often focused on quantitative analyses.
These studies suggest that access to education in computer use, coding and
digital design increase employment opportunities of marginalized youth.
Meanwhile, there is a lack of understanding of what narratives lie beyond
the quantitative data of these informal training programs and the repetitive
use of well-known success stories of some prominent alumni. In order to get
more insight into this matter, I conducted a field research at Nairobits.
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Students and alumni of this institute seem to benefit from informal
digital skills education in ways that Kvasny, Mariscal et al. and London et al.
implicitly or explicitly already revealed from their different perspectives.?
Nairobits beneficiaries leverage their new skills in computer use, coding or
digital design to generate an income, often even starting during the training
program. Also, a number of graduates at the highest level of the Nairobits
program actually end up being employed in digital design or ICT-related jobs.
Their jobs vary from web developer at an ad agency to designer of billboards
and posters at a design company. At the same time, many alumni still end up
either working in the informal economy, being inactive, underemployed or
unemployed.

Informal digital skills training provides agency for participants, but only
a number of them are able to leverage this agency to overcome structural
boundaries to formal employment and thus benefit from access to the training
program. First, acquired skills are not crucial to gaining employment — the
power of an alumni’s network is. Even though students and recent alumni
tend to rate their own capacities highly, employers do not believe them to
be employment-ready when it comes to the creative industry. Following
London et al. and Jeffrey et al., the most successful alumni seemed to be
those that were able to use their newly built networks and social capital most
effectively.” They profited from new engagements and new ecologies, both
directly and through mediated access.

The depth and diversity of these new spaces, places, and networks that
students and alumni encounter seem to be a reliable indicator of future
successes. Those students that do not advance to the highest level of the
training program lack the opportunity to utilize the placement service of
Nairobits, they tend to stay less involved within the Nairobits community,
their relationship with the teachers (an important broker for employment) is
less intensive, and those alumni that do not advance their career seem to have
more difficulty in sustaining networks outside of their local communities.

A second reason for the Nairobits youth not to profit from their training is
related to a misalignment between their expectations and reality. In practice,
it is difficult for alumni to adapt in a context of formal employment. They
literally “carry” their backgrounds — or: slum identities — with them. For
example, it turns out to be a challenge for these former students to dress
appropriately and to converse in formal contexts to make a polite impres-
sion. These are issues that are problematic, even for graduates that end up
as professionals in computer use, coding, or digital design. Graduates also

26 Kvasny 2007; Mariscal et al. 2009; London et al. 2010.
27 London et al. 2010; Jeffrey et al. 2004; Jeffrey 2008.



told me that they have difficulty blending in within office cultures, in making
sustainable contacts with colleagues, and that they feel they cannot talk
openly about their backgrounds. In that sense, these issues culminate in a
reproduction of existing inequalities that Jeffrey and Kvasny already refer to
in their studies on educated young men and informal digital skills training
respectively.?® They found how education often is not able to transcend, for
example, economic, social, or spatial inequities that already exist.

The third major issue concerns growing disparities between those alumni
that are successful in gaining access to employment after completing the
training and those that are not. Examples in my research highlight how the
informal digital skills education at Nairobits at first seems to bridge digital
divides, but how in the longer run its effects do support some kind of produc-
tion of new inequalities.?” For those graduates that do not secure or maintain
employment, the gap towards new employment increases again. For example,
being unemployed or underemployed makes it difficult for alumni to stay
up-to-date on trends in digital design. These alumni often lack access to the
internet or design programs, either because they do not own technology, or
they lack the capital to acquire technology.

My research also shows that for those alumni that do not find employment,
the reach of their new ecologies and engagements is smaller. Their networks
and employment opportunities seem to relate directly to the spatiality of their
community and do not go beyond that. This in turn negatively influences
the opportunities of the youth to use others as a broker for employment. It
also makes it difficult for them to find employment at companies that are
outside the spaces they already know, thus limiting their employment pros-
pects. Meanwhile, those alumni that are successful tend to strengthen their
networks and expand the number of people that act as a broker for them
when looking for new employment opportunities. As the research of Kvasny,
London et al., and Mariscal et al. already showed, the role of training centers
in a digital design training context such as Nairobits is of great importance in
enabling alumni to become employed.*

It turns out that being literate in digital design skills does not automatically
get marginalized youth employed in computer use, coding or digital design.
Their employment prospects do not increase rapidly just by increasing these
skills. Actual formal employment is the result of a broader program that goes
far beyond offering digital skills training. The vast majority of the Nairobits
alumni keeps running into structural obstacles that need to be overcome if

28 Jeffrey 2008; Kvasny 2007.
29 Jeffrey 2008.
30 Kvasny 2007; London et al. 2010; Mariscal et al. 2009.
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they wish to benefit from access to informal digital skills education. They are
challenged by persisting slum identities, limited access to new engagements
and ecologies, and practical considerations, such as spatial and technological
boundaries. These digital divides that concern employment can only be
bridged by challenging existing perceptions on identities of marginalized
youth, by introducing them to valuable new engagements, and by providing
them with opportunities outside of their current spatialities.
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What Do Enrolment Data Say About
Education?

Bert van Pinxteren

Abstract: This paper looks at the evolution of enrolment in education over
time, comparing Africa with Europe. Using Bourdieu’s insights on education as
a form of cultural capital and on its functions in elite reproduction, it shows how
changes in enrolment data reveal something about the social function of higher
education in a given society. Researchers should therefore take enrolment
data into consideration when discussing education in Africa. It argues for the
importance of broadening the educational pyramid and increasing educational
levels in Africa in areas such as agriculture. It predicts that as enrolment levels
increase, there will be a growing need for using local languages as the medium
of instruction, also at tertiary education level.

Introduction

What role can education play in achieving social transformations? What
role has it played over the years and how can processes in Europe and in
Africa be compared? This chapter examines one element of this, by looking
at enrolment data. It argues that enrolment data help to understand the
function of education in elite (re)production, using the theoretical frame-
work developed by Bourdieu and Passeron.! This chapter thus illustrates how
an understanding of the temporal and spatial differences between countries
leads to an understanding of the evolution of the function of education in
these countries. This will illustrate the thesis that no discussion on education
in Africa is complete without a discussion of the sociological parameters
within which such education is provided.

1 Bourdieu and Passeron 1979.
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This chapter is divided into three sections. The first section provides a
brief outline of Bourdieu’s theoretical approach. This approach explains the
importance of looking at enrolment data for understanding the different
functions of education in different countries and at different points in time.
The second section compares the evolution over time of enrolment in Europe
and in Sub-Saharan Africa and will zoom in on three African countries as
well as three European countries: one country that has low enrolment rates,
one with high enrolment rates, and a third country with enrolment rates
near the average. The third section looks at one issue that is related to the
changing function of tertiary education in society, namely the issue of the
medium of instruction.

Theoretical Framework

In order to understand the function of education more in general, a produc-
tive theoretical framework has been developed by Bourdieu and Passeron.
These authors define education as a field, a system of social positions,
structured internally in terms of power relations. Education helps to form
the cultural capital of a country and provides a specific habitus. Together,
these mechanisms help us understand the role of education in class (re-)
production. Higher education is conceptualized as a sorting machine that
selects students according to an implicit social classification and reproduces
the same students according to an explicit academic classification. This
explicit academic classification in fact closely resembles the implicit social
classification.? Drastic changes, for example a rapid expansion of the educa-
tional system will change the elite reproduction function of education. Such
changes may mean that elites look elsewhere for ways of reproducing their
advantageous position.

This is in fact what has happened in Europe in the recent past and what
is currently happening in several African countries as well. This analysis will
illustrate this by using enrolment data. Before examining the data, though, a
short explanation is needed of what is meant by “tertiary education”

This chapter follows the International Standard Classification of Educa-
tion (ISCED) 2011 scheme, as developed by UNESCO. According to this
scheme, “tertiary education” is comprised of ISCED levels 5 through to 8.
Level 8 stands for “doctoral or equivalent level,” whereas level 5 stands for
“short cycle tertiary education,” not to be confused with level 4, which stands
for “post-secondary non-tertiary education” It is important to note that
in this scheme, “tertiary education” refers to more than what is commonly

2 Naidoo 2004, summarizing Bourdieu.



understood as university education: it also includes education for example by
polytechnics at the higher vocational level.

Secondary education comprises ISCED levels 2 and 3 — in some countries,
this corresponds to a distinction between two phases of secondary education.
Primary education then corresponds to ISCED level 1.

The indicator used here is the Gross Enrolment Ratio (GER). This ratio
is the total enrolment within a country “in a specific level of education,
regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the population in the official
age group corresponding to this level of education” It is important to realize
that in theory, the GER can be above 100: this can happen if more people are
enrolled at a certain educational level than there are people in that specific
age bracket. A different measure, the Net Enrolment Ratio (NER) shows
specifically which percentage of a certain age bracket are actually enrolled at
the corresponding level of education. The NER requires more detailed data
to compute than the GER and is not published by UNESCO for the tertiary
level.

In light of the approach by Bourdieu and Passeron, it will be clear that
the GER in Tertiary Education for a particular country gives an indication
of the social function of tertiary education in that country. This indication is
independent of the quality of the education. In general: if only a low propor-
tion of the population of a country has access to tertiary education, then that
education will be key to reproducing such a country’s elite. If, on the other
hand, a very high proportion of the population of a country has access to
tertiary education, then such education itself will not be the key mechanism
for reproducing the elite.

As a shorthand for characterizing the functions of education, I will follow
the rule of thumb that has been developed by Trow:* education that is acces-
sible to less than 15% of the population is elite education. Education acces-
sible to between 15 and 40% of the population is mass education. Education
accessible to more than 40% of the population is called universal education.

Bourdieu and Passeron’s theory leads to a second important element to
look at when analyzing education: this is the relation between the elite and
the rest of the population, as evidenced by the amount of selectivity in the
educational process. This is about the difference in educational level between
the elite and the rest of the population — in other words, about how “steep”
the educational pyramid is in a given country and at a given point in time.

3 UNESCO 2009: 9.
4 Discussed in Cloete and Maassen 2015: 3.
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Evolution of Enrolment Data over Time

As shown in graph 1 below, the GER for Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole has
greatly increased in the past sixty years, rising from 0.1% in 1955 to 8.2% in
2014. However, a similar development has taken place in Western Europe,
as shown in graph 2: there, GER has risen from 4.5% in 1955 to over 70%
in 2014. Even though the GER has increased in both regions, the growth in
tertiary education in Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole has been greater than in
Western Europe.

Today, the GER for Sub-Saharan Africa is approximately at the level that
Western Europe had in 1965. In Europe, the function of tertiary education,
especially of university education, has changed dramatically compared to the
mid-1960s. This did not happen without friction: the wave of student protests
that spread over most of Western Europe after 1968 is partly an expression of
the changing role of tertiary education in that period. Such frictions are likely
to occur in several African countries as well, as will be clear when we take a
look at the statistics of individual countries.
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Graph 1 Gross Enrolment Ratio, tertiary, Sub-Saharan Africa, 1955-2014. Sources:
Altbach (2012), UNESCO (2009), and UNESCO (2012)
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Graph 2 Gross Enrolment Ratio, tertiary, Western Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa,
1955-2014. Sources: Altbach (2012), UNESCO (2009), and UNESCO (2012)



Statistics that show an entire subcontinent hide the substantial differences
that exist between countries. In Sub-Saharan Africa, Chad holds the sad
position of the African country with the lowest GER in 1972, and in 2014 as
well.® The countries with the highest GER in Africa include Egypt and some
other Arab countries as well as Mauritius. Of Sub-Saharan Africa, the country
with the highest GER is Botswana. A country that is near the Sub-Saharan
average is Ethiopia. The evolution in GER in these three countries since 1970
is shown in graph 3 below:
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Graph 3 Gross Enrolment Ratio, both sexes (%), Botswana, Chad, Ethiopia®

As is clear from the graph, the differences between countries are consid-
erable. In 1972, Botswana had the highest GER, of 0.3%. Ethiopia stood at
nearly 0.2% and Chad at a mere 0.01%. With figures this low, it seems safe
to assume that most of the elites did not actually get their education in their
own countries, but instead obtained their education abroad. By 2014, tertiary
education had expanded in all three countries, growing to a still very low
3.4% in Chad, 8.1% in Ethiopia, and nearly 28% in Botswana.

These statistics illustrate a number of key points. For some countries, such
as Chad, tertiary education is still a mechanism for elite reproduction. Like in
precolonial times, it is likely that these elites will be largely foreign-educated.

For other countries, such as Botswana but also Ghana, tertiary education
is becoming more of a commodity, accessible to the middle classes. Botswana

5 Note, though, that the GER is not available for all African countries or for all years. Thus, for
example, the GER for Sierra Leone is only available for 2000, 2001, and 2002. For Equatorial
Guinea, it is only available for 1982, 1991, and 2000.

6 All GER data are taken from UNESCO 2009 and UNESCO 2012. Data selected: gross enrol-
ment ratio by level of education, tertiary, both sexes, %.
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now has a GER comparable to that of Western Europe in 1975. Such coun-
tries now offer an alternative to study abroad for a reasonable proportion of
the age group — although the elite probably still invest in a foreign education.

Botswana has shown periods of rapid educational expansion, such as
between 2007 and 2009, when the GER doubled. Such a rapid expansion can
of course lead to a “crisis of expectations:” it is unlikely that those students
who graduated in Botswana from the 2009 intake would find the same job
opportunities as those who graduated from the 2007 intake.

Educational Pyramids

In addition to looking at the enrolment ratio in tertiary education, it is
relevant to investigate the relationship between tertiary education and other
levels of education. This relationship shows the extent to which the educa-
tional system works as a selection mechanism.

First, it is illustrative to look at the educational pyramid in the advanced
countries, at the time when Bourdieu entered tertiary education, so around
1950. Graph 4 below has been constructed on the basis of the material
provided by Barrow and Jong-Wha.” These authors give enrolment ratios for
three levels of education for the population as a whole and for females. From
those, I have computed the male enrolment ratios as well.
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Graph 4 Educational pyramid, “advanced” countries, 1950

The graph shows a number of interesting characteristics:

+ Primary education at that time was universal;

+ Secondary education was not yet universal, but accessible to over 30% of
the population, both male and female;

7 Barrow and Jong-Wha 2015: 16-17.



« Tertiary education was clearly for the elite, and considerably more acces-
sible to men than to women.
It is relevant to look at the shape of the pyramid: selection was quite inten-
sive: fewer than half of those who went to primary school could continue to
secondary school. Less than a third of the boys and only one-tenth of the girls
who went to secondary school could proceed to tertiary education. In other
words, there was a large educational gap between the elite and the rest of the
population.
Graph 5 shows the situation for Ethiopia in 2005.% As is clear from the
graph, the pyramid of Ethiopia in 2005 is similar to that in the “advanced”
world in 1950, although if anything, the pyramid is slightly steeper.
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Graph 5 Educational pyramid, Ethiopia, 2005

The purpose of this graph is not to show that Ethiopia is half a century
“behind” Europe, but to illustrate that social processes that have been at
play in Europe may also be at play in Africa, although the effects and the
appearances might be different.

Further insights can be gained from comparing the evolution in Sub-
Saharan Africa with the evolution in Europe. Leaving aside the European
small-island states of Cyprus and Malta, which show a slightly anomalous
picture, the commodification of tertiary education in Europe expanded
further between 1990 and 2005, growing from an EU average tertiary educa-
tion GER of 25% in 1990 to over 60% in 1990 and over 80% in a country like
Denmark, as shown in graph 6 below.

What is clear from comparing graph 3 with graph 6 is that the diversity
in Africa in the tertiary education sector is far greater than that in Europe.
The lines in the European graph show a much more parallel trajectory than
the lines in the African graph. In 2014, the Romanian enrolment ratio stood

8 Data for this and following graphs from UNESCO 2009 and UNESCO 2012.
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Graph 6 Gross Enrolment Ratio, tertiary, both sexes (%), Botswana, Denmark,
Poland, Romania

at 65% of the Danish ratio. However, the Chadian enrolment ratio was only
12.5% of the Botswana ratio. This means that whereas it might be defensible
to make general statements about the tertiary education sector in Europe,
such statements about Sub-Saharan Africa have much lower validity, if any
at all.

Another point is this: a country like Romania was able to double its
tertiary education sector from the current level of Botswana (nearly 30%)
between 2001 and 2007, so in a relatively short period of time. Even though
population growth in many African countries is higher than in Europe, it
is still reasonable to expect that rapid further expansion is possible and
likely in Botswana and other countries in Africa, given the right political
and economic environment. There is reason to expect that at least in some
countries, such rapid expansions will indeed take place. This means that the
social function of tertiary education in some African countries has changed
since independence and is likely to change even more in the years to come.
Such periods of rapid educational expansion are likely to lead to a problem
of disillusioned students and are likely to force changes in the educational
“habitus,” in order to cater for the changed social function of education.

In other countries in Africa, such expansion did not happen and may not
happen for some years to come — meaning, of course, that social discontent
might show itself in other ways.

It is also illustrative to compare the educational pyramids of Romania and
of Botswana, as is done in graphs 7 and 8 below.
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It is clear that these pyramids show more similarity than do the pyramids
of Ethiopia (graph 5) and Botswana. In Botswana as well as in Romania,
primary and secondary education can now be said to be universal. Tertiary
education has become massive. In both countries, more women than men
participate in tertiary education. Even though there is still a considerable gap
between those who can go to secondary education and the tertiary education
level, that gap is now much smaller than it was some years ago. This also
means that the relationship between the elites and the rest of the population
has changed: the educational gap between the most educated and the rest of
the population is now smaller than it used to be. In other words, in order to
be able to do its job of managing the country, the elites now, both in Romania
and in Botswana, have to take account of and can rely on an educated popu-
lation to a much greater degree than was the case a few decades ago. This is
also happening in other countries in Africa: table 1 below shows all African
countries with a gross enrolment rate in tertiary education above 15%.
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African countries with a tertiary education GER > 15%

Country 2014 2015
Algeria 36.9
Botswana 27.5
Cameroon 17.5
Cabo Verde 21.7
Egypt 36.2
Ghana 16.2
Mauritius 36.7
Morocco 28.1
South Africa 19.4

Sudan 16.3

Tunisia 34.6

Table 1 African countries with a gross enrolment rate in tertiary education above 15%

Implications of GER Growth

Above, I have shown GER growth over the years, both in Africa and in
Europe. Following Bourdieu and Passeron, this growth implies that as the
GER changes, the social function of tertiary education also changes. As long
as the GER for tertiary education remains below 15%, this education can be
said to have elite reproduction as one of its main functions. In most coun-
tries in Africa (but not in all, as table 1 shows), this is still the case. Thus, as
Cloete and Maassen state: “There has been a common misconception that a
major problem in African higher education is that it has massified without
resources. In reality, nowhere on the continent is there a differentiated and
massified system; there are only overcrowded elite systems”® The word
“nowhere” seems a slight overstatement in light of the statistics above, but on
the whole, their statement seems valid.

It is to be expected that as the social function of education changes, the
power relations within educational systems will also change. Change in power
relations is almost never completely peaceful: it implies a certain measure of
social strife. In the “advanced” countries, the GER in tertiary education rose
from 4.7% in 1950 to 24.6% in 1970 and 45.3% in 1990. It is no surprise that in
that period there were also waves of student unrest and protest in a number
of countries in Europe and elsewhere. It is entirely likely that such struggles
will also occur in Africa. It partly explains what is happening in South Africa,

9 Cloete and Maassen 2015: 6.



struggling to increase access to tertiary education after the end of Apartheid.
If GER changes rapidly, for example if it doubles in under a decade, then its
effect can clearly be felt within a generation: children at the end of primary
school have certain expectations of what a university education will deliver
that can no longer be met by the time they reach university-going age. The
same is true of parents who in many countries need to make considerable
sacrifices to give their children a good education. It would be worthwhile to
study these relationships more in-depth, but that is outside the scope of this
analysis.

Increased enrolment rates in Africa are more difficult to achieve than
in other parts of the world, because Africa has higher population growth.
However, given the rate of expansion of tertiary education in other parts
of the world and given the history of expansion in Africa, further phases of
rapid expansion, at least in some countries, can be expected.

As indicated above, this growth is accompanied by even greater expan-
sion especially in secondary education: the pyramid is becoming less steep.
The steepness of the pyramid can be expressed as the ratio of enrolment in
primary education in any particular year divided by the ratio of enrolment in
tertiary education in that year. Thus, a higher value means a steeper pyramid.
For the graphs given above, that yields the picture as in table 2 below:

Country Year GER primary/GER tertiary
Advanced countries 1950 20.1

Ethiopia 2005 29.2

Romania 2005 2.4

Botswana 2014 4.3

Table 2 Ratio of enrolment in primary education in any particular year divided by
the ratio of enrolment in tertiary education in that year

In many cases, GER growth will be achieved without commensurate budget
growth. Itis clear that this is likely to lead to a drop in the quality of education.
However, the type of education that was offered to elites in earlier decades is
perhaps not appropriate for the broader class of academics of tomorrow. So
this begs another large question that cannot be answered within the frame-
work of this analysis — how important is educational expansion for Africa in
general?
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The Relevance of Educational Expansion

Within the framework of my analysis, it is possible to put forward two points,
one more philosophical, the other more practical. The philosophical point is
related to the importance of education in general. In general, it seems that
development depends on a well-educated population or, in other words, on
an educational pyramid that is not too steep. For Africa, this point was well
expressed by Prah: “The transition from oral to literate African language-
based cultures in Africa is crucial for the scientific and technological renais-
sance of Africa’”'® In Prah’s vision, development requires a literate culture,
based on mass literacy: “For Todd, every society that ‘takes off” may be seen
to have crossed, some decades earlier, the decisive literacy threshold of 50%
of the population or — still more decisive — 70% of young people aged 15-25""!

This general philosophical point does have very practical implications.
Vlasblom (2013), in summarizing the results of the “Tracking Development”
study points to agriculture as a key factor in development. The study shows
how agriculture was neglected in Africa, leading to low levels of productivity.
Increasing productivity in agriculture, however, requires farmers who have
some education, preferably farmers who have a good understanding both
of agricultural science and who have the required business and marketing
skills. The traditional idea that those who were without education could
make a living by subsistence farming is flawed, because it stands in the way of
agricultural, and thus of general development in Africa. This point could be
enlarged to other areas as well. Thus, as argued in the report of the Education
Commission, there is, for example, a clear relationship between educational
achievement of girls and child mortality as well as family size.

These points may be valid in a very general sense, but of course they
leave out the very real problem of possible mismatch between the education
a society needs and the education that is actually available — another large
issue that is outside the scope of this paper.

The Language Barrier

There is one last point that should be made and that is related to what I would
call the “language barrier” In just about all countries of Sub-Saharan Africa,
the medium of instruction in tertiary education is a former colonial language
that is not the mother tongue of the great majority of students. This is a
legacy of a colonial system that was always intended to provide elite educa-

10 Prah 2012: 311.
11 Prah (quoting Todd) 2010: 8.



tion, rather than education for the masses. Students must learn this colonial
language in primary and secondary education and they should attain a level
of proficiency that is sufficient for the tertiary level. It is reasonable to assume
that the B2 level of the Common European Framework of Reference for
Language, which stands for “upper intermediate” is a reasonable minimum
— it is the level used by many universities, although the University of Cape
Town in South Africa uses the higher C1 level as its minimum requirement.
Learning a language to this level requires commitment and effort, both from
the individual learners and from the educational system. It is, therefore,
costly and there is a trade-off between investing more in language learning
and investing more in other forms of learning. Given the unequal distribu-
tion of learning abilities over any population and given the fact that teaching
resources will never be unlimited, it will be impossible to bring an entire
population up to this level. The question then becomes: what percentage of
the secondary school population can reasonably be expected to reach at least
the B2 level of proficiency?

Stoffelsma and De Jong found that in Ghana, 48% of first-year students for
a Bachelor of Education had a B2 level in English reading proficiency.’> On
the one hand, one could say (as Stoffelsma and De Jong do) that this isn’t a
good performance, because these are people who are studying in English and
who will be teaching in English. On the other hand, it shows that Ghana and
Ghanaians are investing considerable efforts in teaching and learning English
to this level.

In 2012, the European Commission investigated second-language
proficiency of secondary students in the last year before their final exams,
in reading, writing and listening. They found tremendous differences in
performance within Europe, ranging from Malta (60% of students at B2
level) to France (5% of students at this level). One of the best-performing
countries, doing better for example than the Netherlands, was Estonia, with
41% of the secondary school students at the B2 level. Estonian and English
are very different from each other as languages — and yet Estonia manages
to be among the top performers in Europe, not much below the first-year
university students in Ghana."

I think that this level of 40% of secondary schools students at a B2 level of
performance in their second language is a challenging benchmark to aim for
in Africa. If we map this level on graph 6 above, the consequences become
clear, as shown in graph 9.

12 Stoffelsma and De Jong 2015.
13 European Commission 2012.
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Graph 9 Gross Enrolment Ratio, tertiary enrolment (both sexes, %) and the language
barrier

It is clear that for European countries, providing tertiary education in a
foreign language to all students would be almost impossible: the language
barrier prevents it. It would be very costly and inefficient to bring all students
that enter tertiary education up the required level of proficiency. African
countries do not (yet) have that problem. However, it will become a problem
for a country like Botswana in the next decade or so, as Botswana approaches
the “language barrier” threshold. Of course the precise level of the barrier is
not fixed and can be influenced by policy choices countries make. The basic
point is, however, that such a barrier does exist. If African countries aspire
to providing tertiary education to their populations at levels comparable to
those in Europe, then sooner or later they will have to offer at least part of the
curricula in local languages. The alternative would be to dramatically lower
the standard of education being offered, but doing so would be inefficient
and it would mean a great disservice both to the countries and the students
involved.



Conclusions

Using Bourdieu and Passeron'* as the theoretical starting point and after
examining the available data, several points become clear:

+ No discussion on education in Africa is complete without looking at the
sociological parameters of that education. Researchers should always
bear enrolment statistics in mind when studying education in countries
outside of their own: if not, their research is likely to be tainted because,
consciously or subconsciously, they are likely to use the situation in their
home country and at the time they themselves went to university as the
norm. In so doing, they will assume a form of cultural capital and a habitus
in the foreign educational system that does not reflect the actual situation
on the ground;

« An implicitly European frame of reference when discussing higher educa-
tion in Africa can lead to misleading or even false ideas and conclusions
about the nature of education in Africa;

+ Tertiary education in Africa is more divergent than in Europe. Analysis
must start from the country level, because generalizations are more diffi-
cult to make about education in Africa than about education in Europe;

+ Differences in enrolment ratios in Africa mean that the social function of
tertiary education in society is different from country to country;

+ Developed societies need more than an educated elite — those elites also
need an educated general population;

+ Secondary and tertiary education were always designed to provide
elite education. However, this is changing. It is likely that at least some
countries in Africa will face the “language barrier” within a decade or so,
forcing them to offer at least part of the curricula at tertiary level in local
languages.

14 Bourdieu and Passeron 1979.
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Catering, Credit, and Compassion:
Culture Countering Sustainable Change

Jan Jansen

Abstract: This paper theorises about the author’s experience of Private Devel-
opment Initiatives (PDI) during fieldwork in South-Western Mali from 1988 to
the present. Over the years while living in local communities for his research on
the military and political history of the region, the author saw people taking the
initiative in a number of small PDIs in the fields of agriculture, education, and
tourism. In the long run most of those projects failed - at least in the eyes of their
sponsors - but this paper seeks to understand and explain those alleged failures
as the results of active “resilience” of local stakeholders who mobilise their own
pivotal cultural value of compassion and who practice their expertise in catering
and credit in order to counter external interventions intended to make sustain-
able structural change. It will be argued that in many cases PDIs are based on
mutual misunderstanding which is often covered as institutionalised pastiche.

PDIs as Institutional Pastiche; Development versus Credit and
Compassion

Alongside interventions by national governments and multi-national NGOs,
there is a world of development that is barely visible in official politics but
which forms the reality of development for millions of people in rural Africa.
It is the world of small — sometimes very small — private development initi-
atives, for instance those that reach small kin-based communities that are
too small to be of interest to multi-national NGOs; or distant communities
which for parts of the year are inaccessible even to four-wheel-drive vehicles.
Private development initiatives for such communities generally have their
origins in a relationship between two individuals, usually a local insider and
an outsider with a mission. For the local partners it is their way of becoming
connected to the world of modernity — and money. The outsider might be a
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European or an American, or in fact might just as probably be an educated
urbanised African wishing to make a contribution to the development of
his or her native village where family most probably still lives. Though the
amounts of money involved in such projects are relatively small, their local
impact can nevertheless be huge.

All outsiders who offer PDIs implicitly adhere to an agenda of building
up civil society from grassroots level, by-passing the State in doing so. I shall
argue here that in many cases the logic of how a PDI is supposed to operate
is mutually misunderstood by local stakeholders and outsiders alike. Their
misunderstanding is covered and even concealed by relationships that evolve
into a form of institutional pastiche. But before I describe such relationships
I shall pay some attention to the single concept so crucial to defining the
setting: namely “development.”

Certainly, I am well aware of the principle of linguistic relativity, the
so-called “Sapir-Whorf thesis” which holds that the structure of a language
affects its speakers’ world view or cognition. I know too that the “strong”
version of that thesis holds that language determines thought and that
linguistic categories not only determine cognitive categories but limit them
too. The “weak” version of the same thesis meanwhile claims that linguistic
categories and usage influence only thought and decision-making.!

It is highly important to analyse how the meaning of a crucial concept
like development is communicated when translated into another language,
something particularly significant in multi-language settings. For the West
African Mande languages such as Bamanakan, Julakan, and Maninkakan I
have noticed that the French word “développer” is either not translated at all
or is rendered as (ka) yiriwa. That Mande verb is linked etymologically to a
noun “yiri” (tree)® and to the verb “(ka) wa” ([to] go). The dictionary’s second
translation of the verb ka yiriwa, after “to develop,” is “rendre plus grand”

1 This paragraph strongly paraphrases https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistic_relativity,
accessed 14 March 2017.

2 A team that presents Bambara-language radio programmes from Radio France relayed an
illuminating anecdote about language barriers when it comes to global matters. A leading expert
on AIDS was interviewed in Bambara. He was very nervous about the result, for he had very
often been interviewed in French and English, but never in his native language. He was afraid
he might say bizarre or even indecent things (personal communication, Paris, 24 April 2017).

3 Itis possible that yiri derives from an Arab word yidin (“getting bigger”), according to Valentin
Vydrine, professor of Mande languages at INALCO, Paris (personal communication, Paris, 24
April 2017). An editor of Bambara-language radio on Radio France told me that, in addition to
yiriwa, his team used the word bo-nogon-na, which means “getting out of the mire” (“sortir de la
saleté”) (personal communication, Paris, 24 April 2014). That is, I would suggest, an even worse
translation of the verb “to develop”


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Linguistic_relativity

I am unsure if yiriwa is a neologism or an ancient concept, but the term
will certainly strike the cultural imagination of speakers of Mande languages,
with their long tradition as agriculturalists. “The-way-a-tree-goes” however
is for speakers of French and English a poor concept for development, since
their idea of “development” implies linear and sustained growth producing
a positive effect on other spheres of society. While a tree indeed “rend plus
grand, it is of course subject too to a finite life cycle and when it can no longer
bear fruit it is ready to be cut down, for it is time for it to be harvested. Such
an image of a tree’s “development” is scarcely the same sort of “development”
speakers of French and English have in mind.

The difference between ka yiriwa and “to develop” lies at the very heart of
my own search for understanding and of my desire to observe the relationships
produced when two people from very different cultural backgrounds decide
to make a connection with each other in a development project such as a PDIL.

My first case study showing the complex effect of “développement” on
Mali’s countryside is one in which a highly educated Malian invited me to
participate in his project... and how it was that the project never got off the
ground. This story reveals some of the local premises of sustained growth,
structural change, and development. It is the story of Daouda Nambala Keita
from Naréna, a small town 90 km southwest of Mali’s capital Bamako. Keita is
along-time friend of mine with whom I have co-authored a number of publi-
cations, and at that time he wanted to construct a “campement” in Naréna. I
will describe in detail what happened:

From 1998, when prices for intercontinental flights to Bamako dropped, until
2012, when a political crisis struck Mali, the area southwest of Bamako witnessed
a steady growth in tourism. In particular the small town of Siby lying between
Bamako and Naréna had great success in developing its tourism, thanks in no
small part to its scenic landscape. It has interesting rock formations, dramatic
cliffs, mango orchards, and, in the rainy season at least, picturesque waterfalls.
The first touristic venue in Siby was a simple “campement” and looked like a
“traditional Maninka compound.” It consisted of four inter-connected reed-
thatched huts with a metre high wall round it, a latrine in one corner, and a big
shady mango tree in the middle. The “campement” was in the middle of Siby,
which is a relatively densely populated area, and hence it was constructed on a
small plot about 20 by 30 metres. Until 2012 this simple “campement” and its
owner/manager enjoyed sustained success among backpackers who came to
experience it as “the African way of life.”

4 http://www.maliweb.net/economie/tourisme/sites-touristiques-de-siby-le-charme-des-
monts-mandingues-28992.html; http://www.kelamali.com/tag/siby/; it was also mentioned in
numerous travel guides.
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The arch of Kamadjan, a spectacular rock formation near Siby (© 2007 Reni Muller,
used with permission).

Seeing the success of such a simple enterprise, Daouda Nambala Keita there-
fore asked me about ten years ago if | should care to invest in a similar project
in his own native town of Naréna. | could scarcely refuse him, not only for the
sake of our friendship but because | knew Daouda as a clever and diplomatic
man who had studied Law at the University of Dakar - and indeed before long
he would be elected mayor of Naréna.

Daouda and | made some calculations and came up with a business plan. For
him it was really business-as-usual as he had been involved in numerous devel-
opment projects for his town. Then Daouda showed me the terrain for his future
“campement,” an abandoned millet field of about a hectare at the edge of the
town. Daouda proposed to construct a hut at each corner of the field - inciden-
tally thereby confirming his property rights.° | objected that his plan would not
work for tourists because they like the safe and “cosy” feeling given by adjoining
huts. | compared it to the successful “campement” in Siby that consisted of
four huts around a mango tree. In addition, | calculated that the construction
of a wall 400 metres long to connect the huts would at least double the cost of
construction. | decided not to mention that another unattractive thing about the
site was its out-of-the-way location and its lack of nice shady trees!

5 A standard strategy in many parts of West Africa by which a person visualises property rights.



When | left Daouda to return to Holland | donated enough money to him to
construct his huts and a wall of sixty metres. When | returned the next year he
had constructed two huts - close to each other - and had planted a small tree
in the middle of the open field. But there was still no wall. Daouda assured me
that the rest would soon follow and | trusted him that the rest of the money was
still there; I certainly never thought to ask him about it.® At the other end of the
field there was a small vegetable garden and Daouda had employed someone
to cultivate it. However, there was no change in the situation over the following
years, although Daouda claimed to have received occasional visitors to his
“campement.”

I began to wonder why Daouda, by then mayor of the village,” was showing
no signs of finishing the project. I found the answer by comparing what had
happened to two other friends whose garden projects I had supported over
the years. Both of those friends had complained to me about the harsh, and
unexpected, consequence that other people stopped helping them in times
of great need, for instance when they needed to borrow money to pay for
necessary surgery or some other medical cost for their families. Everyone
had said to them, “Go to your white friend...!”

I suspect therefore that Daouda from Naréna has intuitively but deliber-
ately avoided finishing the construction of the “campement,” at least along
the lines of our original business plan, for he appears to have realised that
if he did so he would isolate himself from his community. By building the
“campement” on a walled one-hectare courtyard he therefore arranged quite
on purpose that “notre projet” would become too big for us with the result
that the business went unfinished, albeit after enjoying a promising start.

Daouda’s reasoning must have been that a project of that sort might
attract the interest of other co-investors who would be inspired by compas-
sion (hiné), a crucial moral economic concept used to explain simultaneous
support and shareholding.® A project that does not strengthen the ties of
social support, such as my business plan for the “campement” or the garden
projects of my other friends will fail to elicit any sympathy or compassion
among friends, kin, and neighbours; in fact it will socially isolate the project
manager as being a selfish person — which is a shameful condition. My way of

6 One has to avoid to put a person in a situation of shame. See Holten’s contribution in this
volume.

7 Daouda is a member of a respectable family owning much property in the region and counts
very highly placed civil servants among its members — one of Daouda’s brothers was the
Minister of the Environment in the 1990s. On Daouda’s father, see Keita 2015.

8 On “hiné;” see for instance the documents edited by Traoré 1992.
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providing credit practically compelled Daouda to follow a different building
scheme without my consent, for credit should never be used actually to
complete a project of any sort. In fact the only morally worthy project is one
that cannot be managed alone by one’s own efforts. For any NGO or private
person, however, it is of course unthinkable to finance any such open-ended
social process which has no end in sight.

A morally worthy project is characterised more by its network of
supporters who rush after one another to support the initial initiative, than
by anything like a business model based on investment and revenue. A
worthwhile project must meet the classic moral requirement that in this part
of Mali, quite contrarily to the capitalist preference for entrepreneurship, it is
selfish, shameful, and not the done thing to stand out from the crowd.

This rule of systematically not accomplishing some project has a long
history in the region and follows profound cultural logic. Over the centuries
the value of avoiding individual success has proved its importance in the
military organisation of the region. While collaboration between so-called
segmentary groups had always been necessary for military and political
survival, each such group always feared the outstanding success of even a
temporary single leader.’ “Segmentising” amounted therefore to a system
of checks and balances and became necessary for political survival at every
level, and explained why a number PDIs that I witnessed from close by over
the years fell victim to a kind of systematic public ordeal. Such an “ordeal”
should not be confused with an audit or review since there was little atten-
tion given to any project’s impact on local development. Instead stakeholders
rigorously challenged the leader for gaining too much personal advantage
from his involvement in the project; local people always observed any indi-
vidual’s involvement with a critical attitude.

Although many sponsors and mediators might have thought of supporting
some civil society-inspired initiative at grass roots level, I suggest that local
people would have been as likely to see the initiative as if it were a military
undertaking. They would have thought of it as being about the acquisition
of booty, and the project’s subsequent failure would have reflected perceived
unfair distribution of that booty. My view here is strengthened by my own
experience that partners in certain of such failed project often went on
to collaborate in later projects without any feelings of rancour or anger —
although at the moment of an earlier project’s failure they might have thought
nothing of accusing each other of treason (janfa)!

9 Jansen 1996; Jansen 2015.



The Cultural Division between Credit and Micro-Credit

On one of my annual visits to the area south of Bamako I met an American
with a background in development economy who was working with Naréna’s
women to introduce a system of micro-credit. I was in a critical mood, and
sketched the following scenario for him:

These women receive a loan to expand their businesses, and when they’ve paid
it back they can apply for a bigger loan. That’s what you think is happening, but
I have a different idea about what’s actually going on. Someone - woman, man,
old, young - receives a loan and then expands his or her business, and that’s
why other people start to have confidence in that person. Then the moment
comes when the money has to be paid back. Development workers think the
loan’s going to be paid back out of increased profit. But other people have
already approached the entrepreneur, asking for hiné, and for loans from those
increased profits. Then when the time comes to pay back his own original micro-
credit loan the entrepreneur has to approach yet other people for yet more
loans. People have seen the business growing and more and more people doing
business with it, and those other people will have confidence in the business
and will provide the money. As a result, it’s not business revenues that have
increased, but in fact the network of debt-relations has grown substantially. And
those who take loans say they have “crédit avec quelqu’un;” I've yet to hear the
word “dette”... So | reckon the system of microcredits hardly affects the devel-
opment of the economy but mainly increases the complexity of social relations
within a community.

To my surprise, the American agreed with me that my scenario was plausible.
He explained that the women first have to save for a few years in order to
prove their ability to do so as a guarantee that they will be able to reimburse
the micro-credit. I then asked if the system of micro-credits amounts to
imposing Western ideas of individual responsibility on credit-takers, thus
ignoring cultural rules for money flows. Again, he agreed with me.

I am still puzzled by my encounter with this development economist, but I
will use it to strengthen my argument that while “our;” “rational;” business-like
economic planning is well understood by local populations in Mali, they have
strong cultural and social reasons to act differently. Personally I can see that
people’s reluctance to return the money I lent them for projects is at least
partially inspired by the idea that they see no point in ending the relationship
with the outsider-sponsor, for that would isolate them from their source of
support, which isolation would be added to that caused by the intervention
of the PDI in the first place. A debt relation can therefore be seen as a form of
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social sustainability, but not in its intended meaning, since it crafts a struc-
tural hierarchical relationship based on economic inequality. In summary,
local ideas of debt and ideas of micro-credit financing belong to two very
different cultural and economic paradigms.

The Logic of Catering, the Power of Social Relations

In 2005 I was co-organiser of a conference held in Museum Volkenkunde —
the National Museum of Ethnology at Leiden. At the museum buffet I asked
how much lunch would cost for ten participants. The answer was 100 euros.
I then sent an e-mail to ask how much fifty lunches would cost. “600 euros;’
they said. I was astonished, for on the basis of the larger number of partici-
pants I had been expecting some sort of discount. Then the buffet’s manager
explained to me that he “was not a restaurant, but a catering service” This
meant that for every special activity he had to employ extra personnel and
even hire extra tableware. As a result, it was entirely logical that the bigger
the event, the more costly the price per person.

That experience opened my eyes to a structural problem in Africa. The
absence of institutionalised settings is much more than simply the absence
of institutions, for it means that a successful organisation depends on the
principles of catering and is therefore subject to the laws of catering.!® That
is an iron economic law that dictates many dimensions of daily life in many
parts of Africa. A good example of its impact can be taken from marriage
and funeral practices in modern West Africa. Because of improvements in
transport and communication, more and more people are able to accept invi-
tations to attend family events like marriages or funerals. Urbanisation has
brought people geographically closer to each other, which has turned rituals
in big cities into mega-events that have to be catered for on the spot. Classical
ideas of hospitality oblige the organisers to both feed their guests and provide
accommodation for them, so naturally the more guests who attend the greater
the financial outlay per guest. In practice there are always large numbers of
people attending marriages and funerals, and many families are placed into
serious debt by their attendance. But such debts are taken on by people who
will probably never be reimbursed but who accept their situation because of
their relationships of /iné with the organisers, as referred to above.

By contrast therefore with what is predicted in models of “development,’
this fact that catering for a successful event or enterprise implies the oppo-

10 The informal economy is a topic that has fascinated generations of researchers, but all have
overemphasised individual creativity and turned a blind eye to the law of catering as I describe
it in this paper.



site of cost reduction in the financial outlay per person will not make local
organisers adopt more rational formats. Local cultural knowledge embedded
in centuries-old experience of successfully organising defensive military
operations, as well as aversion from people who stand out, has strengthened
belief in the values expressed through “organising-through-catering”

In addition, for centuries most societies in Sub-Sahara Africa have prac-
tised a system of extensive agriculture under which for a few days during
the agricultural season a great number of labourers must be organised to
clear a field, and then to weed it once or twice. Day-to-day involvement with
the fields, such as we are used to from our own horticulture, has therefore
never been necessary. It is notable that both the agricultural and the military
cycles operate on short time-scales, a temporality quite unfit for anything
that might be required to be “developed” into “sustainability”

Since a PDI is executed on site by this process of catering, and since by
definition catering is a temporary activity, there is a clear structural mismatch
because PDIs are required to result in sustained growth. The mismatch is
concealed by institutions in which private individuals and local partners
presume to imitate the development practices of NGOs and governments.
After initial success by a family-based or village-based core-group, the
sponsor then feels responsible for the continuation and intensification of
the project following an agenda of sustained growth and civil society. Local
people, however, will see that step as a political move designed by the initia-
tors to expand their influence and power, and soon the project will collapse;
or in other words, the tree will be cut down....

Projects in Education, Connectedness through Pastiche Institutions

When NGO people visit us, in their 4x4s, we ask the women to welcome them.
The women sing, dance, and clap their hands. NGO people like that. It makes
them think that the village is in harmony and its population is happy.*

Numerous small projects in rural Mali feature women. However, that does
not mean that they are for women. A woman’s sons might work their moth-
er’s plot in the women’s garden — and the sons will take the revenues. Most
ROSCA’s too are for women, but similarly that does not mean that women
profit from them, for again in many cases it is their sons who save and receive

11 Daouda Keita, in one of my many conversations with him, on a day when Daouda had been
Master of Ceremonies during a visit to Naréna by an NGO from Bamako, in about 2008.
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the credit via their mothers.'? In short, women often guarantee that conflict
is avoided while men do the work and take the benefits.

The logic of the “front-office” role played by or attributed to women
depends on the principle that when men are involved things quickly become
political.’* However, when a small PDI is successful and there is the desire to
take it to its next phase, then the PDI must set up a sustainable organisation.
Atvillage level that is done by making sure the project is accepted by the chief
or the local “notables” An office (“bureau”) is then set up and a “président”
appointed, along with a “président d’honneur,” a “présidente des femmes,’
a “sécrétaire,” “trésorier;’ “conseils,” and so on. That might appear to be the
action of grassroots civil society, but actually it shows more of the character-
istics of a temporary army whose task is to defend the “owénzjé” (“ONG, the
French abbreviation for NGO) against envy from “outsiders” in neighbouring
villages as well as redistributing the “booty” (the sponsor’s money).* I would
call an institution of that sort a pastiche, and pastiche institutions like it
have become Mali’s daily reality in its rural and urban areas alike.”® One sees
there too the law of catering, for in being moved to its next stage of apparent
sustainability a PDI project demands much more effort in organisation, even
to the extent that it becomes necessary to establish a “bureau” The “bureau”
is to neutralise the individual who successfully organised the first phase, for
whoever that was must not be allowed to take responsibility for the next
phase.

Over the years I have been involved in a number of education projects
that have become victims to the process described above. They took place in
Sobara, a sparsely populated region in the Mande hills close to the frontier
with Guinea where I have been conducting fieldwork research since 1999. The
area is accessible even to 4x4 vehicles only with difficulty, so such actions by
larger NGOs are therefore next to non-existent. For small sponsors education
seems a safe investment compared to, for instance, health projects in which
mismanagement might have fatal results. What is not visible to the outsider
sponsor, however, is the social tension imposed by the education project.

12 In her research on ROSCA’s in Bancoumana, a small town south of Bamako, Esther Kithn
(2008) observed that some women had an almost full-time job attending ROSCA meetings on
behalf of their sons.

13 Most dramatically expressed in the pivotal kinship principle that children of the same
mother (i.e. full siblings) represent harmony and children of the same father (i.e. half siblings)
represent rivalry.

14 Note that selection for roles is often based on social criteria, and not on skills (although the
secretary at least should always be literate).

15 See, for instance, Jansen 2016.



My first involvement in education was in providing material to the local
literacy teacher in the village of Farabako, my host village in the Sobara
region. Farabako’s literacy teacher was a remarkable man who had taught
himself to write Arabic during a two-year labour contract working on a
strawberry plantation in Algeria. At the time, in the evenings in front of his
house, he was teaching about ten young men to read Arabic. The material I
had acquired for him consisted of the usual teaching aids like a blackboard,
pencils, and paper, but most money went on a battery and fluorescent lights.
The teacher seemed to be an enormous success. Almost all the local adult
women and children began attending his meetings, and while most of the
adult men were themselves less keen they all supported their wives and
children. The literacy training was diverse; the teacher’s pupils read Quran
texts in Arabic (although without understanding them) and others started to
teach each other “the French alphabet,” as they called Roman script. A few of
the young men soon acquired a reasonable level of literacy and then began
to act as instructors. The night before I left I gave the teacher some books
of Islamic texts which had been translated into Bambara, and he was clearly
much moved. When I returned the next year it appeared that he had replaced
his literacy training in Arabic with teaching “the French alphabet,’ thus giving
Farabako’s population access both to Islamic and secular texts in Bambara.

The first problem arose during that year’s rainy season, which is the
time of year when a large part of the population moves to a hamlet closer
to the fields. They wanted to take some of the teaching materials (and the
battery!) to the hamlet, and a council was set up to discuss the idea. I thought
I could solve the problem by a simple intervention; I sent money to buy gas
lamps. The next dry season, however, those at the hamlet returned with the
claim that they wanted to acquire literacy using the Nko writing system.
Nko is a literacy movement that is very active in Guinea and Mali. It has a
strong cultural agenda and explicitly rejects other orthographies as well as
the study of languages other than Nko/Maninka — although it supports the
study of Arabic, for religious reasons. When the village council presented the
problem to me I replied that all literacy was equal and that I would imme-
diately reimburse them for the cost of the Nko material they wanted to buy,
which would come from Guinea. Unfortunately that is the end of the story,
for literacy training had caused so much tension that it was soon completely
abandoned. In short, while the literacy training was becoming a success,
people could easily cater to its immediate necessities, but when a structural
imbalance threatened, that difficulty could be avoided only by cancelling the
entire project. To express it in my reading of local terms of development, that
particular tree was felled before it could bear fruit, because people began to
fear its fruit.
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Since Farabako had no school few children received any education. Those
who did go to school went either to Tamalen 3 kilometres away or to Danbele
Makandjana, 4 kilometres away. The choice of one or the other depended on
having friends or family in the village, who might give support — and provide
lunch! Both schools are the result of initiatives by the people themselves,
which means that the government — very possibly with the help of USAID as
in many cases — financed the construction of the school buildings while the
community took responsibility for maintaining them and paying staff salaries.
The salaries are a sensitive topic in this area where a large part of the popu-
lation makes money for only the few months every year when they sell part
of their annual harvest. Both villages begged me to help them improve their
schools. In one case I was able to get a Dutch sponsor to pay for restoration
of the school and provide books. However, although both the teachers and
the village council proposed it, I refused to allow the Dutch money to be used
to pay salaries. All the same, the community stopped paying the teachers.
Their argument? “You teachers now have a nice well-equipped school and
promising contact with Europeans, so now manage your own business.” In
the other village the teachers were facing public criticism because the chil-
dren from Farabako, allegedly sponsored by their home village, had moved
to the other school. That was felt to be a loss of face. Another Dutch sponsor
provided that other village school too with books and other teaching mate-
rials, but the political and social damage had already been done.

In both schools the books were stored in a metal bookcase, also paid for
by the Dutch sponsors, and hardly ever used. Although they were the books
developed and prescribed by Mali’s ministry of education, the teachers had
received no training in how to use them and in any case few of the pupils
could read well enough to make sense of a school textbook. This all illus-
trated even more clearly that a primary school in rural Mali amounts to a
pastiche institution...

Epilogue

After a number of years of puzzlement I concluded that these projects
were less about education and more about giving a group of abandoned
or isolated people the feeling that they were connected to the big world of
NGOs.'s Although I had felt the moral obligation to “do something,” I now
felt that all I had actually done was to have played a part in the organisation
of pastiche schools and the creation of social conflicts between villages or
within one village. The people involved, however, did not seem to be affected

16 Cf. Jonsson 2010.



by any such feelings; they were shocked and puzzled that I was “découragé”
by how things had turned out, and were upset when I announced that the
Dutch sponsors had decided to end their commitment to the PDIs.'” To
the population of the Sobara villages the logical thing would have been for
me to become convinced that my compassion/hiné for them was justified;
they expected me to show how powerful my hiné was by arranging for even
more support from PDIs, or through loans. While attaching no blame to
me for anything at all that I might have seemed to have caused, such as the
intra-village and inter-village conflicts, they remained puzzled by my lack
of appreciation of their relationship of dependency on me. They were in the
market for more compassion, more catering, more credit — but they had no
interest in sustainable education. A highly institutionalised organisation like
a (real) school was decidedly not what was wanted!

In the end I could not decide: was all this an expression of strong cultural
pride to counter western models of sustainable growth — “resilience” in fash-
ionable development jargon — or was it a failure in development?
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Language of Instruction in
Anglophone, Francophone, and
Lusophone Africa:! An Overview

Ingse Skattum

Abstract: In Africa south of the Sahara and in the Indian Ocean the colonizers’
languages (mainly English, French, and Portuguese) dominate as means of
instruction, though the majority of Africans do not master or even understand
them. In spite of the fact that research shows mother tongue instruction is crucial
to children’s cognitive development, lack of political interest impedes its develop-
ment. Itis true the continent’s approximately 2,000 languages present a pluralistic
dilemma, which the countries try to solve in various ways. | here look at empirical
evidence from some of the forty-eight states in question, which are representative
of certain tendencies, yet special each in their way. Two major research questions
are put forward: “African or European language(s) of instruction?” and “Which
African languages?” The scrutiny shows there is no simple answer, each country
as well as the three European language dominated areas giving evidence to the
importance of different historical as well as political contexts.

Introduction

Transfer of knowledge takes place mainly through language. The language
question is thus of the utmost importance in education. In Africa, where
modern education was introduced by European colonial powers, the
language of instruction (LOI) was that of the colonizers. At independence
(which in most cases took place in the early 1960s), the former colonies

1 The terms “Anglophone,” “Francophone,” “Lusophone,” and “Romance-speaking” are inac-
curate as only a minority of the populations speak these official languages, but they reflect the
differences in administrative and educational systems left by the former colonial powers.
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south of the Sahara and in the Indian Ocean kept the European languages
(English, French, Portuguese, and Spanish) as official language and language
of instruction. This is, as Bamgbose points out, “an aberration:”

A look at other parts of the world shows that what goes on in Africa in terms
of language of education is an aberration. Even small countries in Europe use
their languages as the language of instruction, even if the children have to learn
another language such as English or French. This is not just a matter of national
pride, itis a sound educational principle to proceed from the familiar to the new.?

The distribution of official languages (alone or together with other languages)
in the forty-eight states south of the Sahara and in the Indian Ocean shows
that this situation still prevails in 2017: French (twenty-two states), English
(twenty-two), African languages (thirteen states, twenty-eight languages),
Arabic (twelve), Portuguese (six), Contact Languages (Creoles) (two),
Spanish (one), Afrikaans (one). Different sub-Saharan countries deal with
these challenges in various ways.

In this article, I shall look at empirical evidence from some of the forty-
eight African countries. I will examine these cases in the light of two major
questions: “African or European LOIs?” and “Which African LOIs?” before
I conclude in a final section. Focus will be on formal education, though
informal education is also a relevant issue. The geographical and academic
scope is such that even this limitation forbids any claim to exhaustiveness.

African or European Language(s) of Instruction?

The various cases of language-in-education policies are representative of
different tendencies and yet special each in their way.

Tanzania is one of nine states that combines a European official language
with an African language. President Nyerere at independence succeeded in
promoting Swahili® as the nation’s unifying symbol, introducing it as LOI
in primary school (grades 1-7) already in 1967. Today Swahili has “a much
wider use than African languages usually do south of the Sahara. (...) [It
is] the language of parliament, of the lower courts and of the government
offices, besides being the language most frequently used in the written press,
the television and the radio” It is also taught in Teacher Colleges (which is

2 Bamgbose 2009: 13.

3 Kiswabhili, “the Swahili language,” is the name in this language. For this and other languages I
use the English form without African affixes meaning “language.”

4 Brock-Utne and Skattum 2009: 34.



not necessarily the case in other countries using African LOIs). Swahili is
spoken by more than 95% of the population as L1° or as L2 between speakers
of the approximately hundred and twenty local languages, while only 5% of
the citizens speak English.® In 2015 authorities decided to extend its use to
secondary school (grades 8-11): a rare expansion, which however has not yet
(2017) been implemented.

Like Tanzania, Ethiopia has a dominant language (Amharic), intro-
duced as LOI at an early stage (in 1958/1959, even before Tanzania). And,
like Tanzania, Ethiopia chose to apply Mother tongue education (MTE)”
throughout lower primary school (grades 1-6), and later (1994) to recom-
mend it should expand to upper primary education (grades 7-8). However,
unlike Tanzania, Ethiopia — the only sub-Saharan country with an African
language as sole official language — contested its linguistic dominance. With
the 1994 reform, all “nationality languages” became candidates for MTE and
twenty-two were actually introduced.® Today thirty of the approximately
eighty-five vernaculars serve as LOIs — a record in sub-Saharan Africa. The
reform’s call to extend MTE to grades 7-8 was answered by four of the then
eleven regional states, while seven regions continued to teach in English.®”

Mwinsheikhe and Mekonnen analysed the results of their respective
countries’ educational policies.” Their research projects were exceptionally
conducted after the lower primary level and both showed far better results
for African than for English LOL

Although a late exit from MTE is proven more effective than an early
exit,"! the tendency after independence has been to diminish African language

5 L1 and L2 refer to the first and second language. They are defined not according to the order
in which the languages are learnt or the speaker’s degree of competence (as in sociolinguistics),
but according to their mode of acquisition: L1 is a language acquired naturally in the child’s
environment, while L2 is learnt at school. L2 in this sense does not refer to a foreign language
taught as a subject (like English in Senegal), but to a language of instruction which, without
being the students’ native tongue, has a special status in the polity, as official language and/or
LOI (like French in Senegal).

6 Mwinsheikhe 2009: 224. As usual in Africa, language statistics are approximate.

7 “Mother tongue” is a frequent term in English, equivalent to L1 or to a language the child
understands. “Mother tongue education” and “national language instruction” are commonly
used terms which gloss over the fact that African LOIs hardly exist except in bilingual programs.
8 Lanza and Woldemariam 2009: 191, 194.

9 Mekonnen 2009.

10 Mwinsheikhe 2009; Mekonnen 2009.

11 Baker and Prys Jones 1998: 480. Baker (2011: 216) defines “early exit” as maximum two years
of L1 instruction, but the African practice of 3-4 years L1 instruction is also early, considering
the weak L2 input outside class compared to that of immigrant children in the West. “Late exit”
means continuing through grades 5, 6 or later.
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instruction, either by going from a late to an early exit or by cutting out MTE
altogether.’? South Africa illustrates this trend, though the country holds a
continental record with eleven official languages (English, Afrikaans, and nine
of the approximately twenty-five vernaculars).”® The diminution of MTE is
linked to the apartheid past when Black people were confined to Bantustans,
conceived along ethnolinguistic lines. These homelands had their own official
and instructional languages in addition to English and Afrikaans. The Black
however claimed equal access to English, a gateway to social success. So when
the 1953 Bantu Education Act extended existing African language education
(4-6 years) to all eight years of primary school, it aroused resentment and
eventually led to the Soweto rebellion of students in 1976. Amendments were
made in 1979, limiting MTE to the first four years of school."* In 1996 “all
languages that were officially recognized in the old South Africa (...) were
also recognized by the new Constitution.””® Du Plessis contends, however, that
South Africa is a “non-active endoglossic nation,*® a view that is confirmed by
Mahlalela-Thusi and Heugh’s analysis of mother tongue and bilingual educa-
tion today: school books in African languages have now gone out of use, and
Xhosa-English biliteracy programs, for instance, lack materials in Xhosa."”

The re-implementation of MTE is commonly countered with the argu-
ments that costs would be too high; that there is insufficient terminology
in African languages and that for these reasons, publishers will not/cannot
produce textbooks in African languages. Such arguments have been refuted
by many proponents of MTE, inter alia Heugh and an international team
of researchers commissioned by the Association for the Development of
Education in Africa and other international agencies.'”® They found that L1
instruction is more economic in the long run because of high repeat and
drop-out rates in L2 instruction. They also consider many African languages
well instrumented today and observe that using the languages will encourage
further instrumentation.

Most Francophone countries teach in French from grade 1, which may (at
least partly) explain their remarkably high repetition rates (23%) compared
to Anglophone countries (7%)."* Most of them use MTE only in experimental
schools.

12 Bamgbose 1991: 71.

13 Baldauf and Kaplan 2004: 10.

14 Mahlalela-Thusi and Heugh 2010: 113.
15 Du Plessis 2000: 103.

16 Du Plessis 2000: 96.

17 Mahlalela-Thusi and Heugh 2010.

18 Heugh 2000; Alidou 2009: 108ss.

19 Wolozin 2012, data from 2001.



MTE experimentations are often supported by foreign donors, and
therefore unstable. In Burkina Faso, a five year period of bilingual teaching
in French/NL in the 1980s was abruptly stopped. From 1994-2006 Burkinabe
authorities allowed a Swiss NGO to reintroduce bilingual schools. In 2006,
forty schools gave instruction in seven of the approximately sixty NLs.
Though this alternative education lasted five instead of the normal six
years, from 1998-2006 it gave pupils a mean score of 78% success on final
exams against 66% for the monolingual French schools.*® Consequently, the
Bilingual Education Program was expanded to pre-primary and secondary
schools, and in 2007, it was transferred to the Ministry of Education. After
this date, however, it has seriously declined. Burkina Faso has also introduced
“satellite schools” in remote villages when the “mother school” is too far away.
They give three years of bilingual education before pupils join monolingual
French schools. However, they “produce very negative academic results”*
This failure is attributed mainly to the abrupt switch to French as LOI in the
4™ grade, in contrast to bilingual schools, which practice a gradual transfer
throughout primary school (10-90%, with a 50/50% distribution in the
pivotal 3 grade.?? (Both types have final exams in French, which triggers
more teaching time in this language.)

Mali is a case apart among Francophone countries, having given bilingual
education without interruption (though with ups and downs) since 1979
as part of public policy. The expansion has been substantial: from one to
eleven languages (out of the thirteen recognized as NLs and the country’s
around twenty indigenous languages), and from early to late exit. Though all
thirteen languages have been accorded the same NL status, they are actually
very different in terms of usage (number of speakers and domains of usage),
diffusion (local, regional, national, or international),® standardization (choice
of dialect, development of orthographic rules) and intellectualization (the
existence of modern terminology), dynamics (usage advancing, declining,
or remaining stable), as well as their internal relationship (dialect/language).
The differences in usage and diffusion are reflected in the order of their
introduction as LOIs along with French: Bambara (1979), Fulfulde, Songhay
and Tamachek (1980-1990), Dogon and Soninke (1995), Bobo and Syenara
(1997), Bozo, Mamara, and Xassonke (2001). Only Maninka and Hassaniyya

20 Ilboudo 2009: 18.

21 Alidou 2009: 109. See also Burkina Faso 2004.

22 Ilboudo 2009: 78.

23 Bambara, spoken as L1 in the south, functions as lingua franca at a national level, while
three languages are used as regional linguae francae: Soninke (west), Fulfulde (center), and
Songhay (north). The rest are used locally.
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have not been granted this recognition. The number of bilingual schools also
reflect the sociolinguistic status of the NLs, Bambara being by far the most
frequent LOIL* Extremely multilingual communities like Mopti and Djenne
present a special challenge to any bilingual programme. Choosing a national
language as co-medium of instruction here is far from easy. Though Fulfulde
is the regional lingua franca, other ethnic groups, like the Songhay, tend to be
more interested in sending their children to school than the nomadic Fulani.

A turning point in this evolution occurred in 1994, when Malian author-
ities decided to generalize bilingual education. By 2005/2006 it had been
extended to 2,550 primary schools (31.62% of public schools).? (These figures
bring out Mali’s exceptional policy, compared e.g. to Burkina Faso, which
counted only 40 bilingual and 260 satellite schools in 2004-2006.) Of late,
lack of follow-up and political will have however brought serious setbacks.
Thus, by 2008, the bilingual program Convergent Pedagogy (CP) had lost
ground, with 2,338 schools representing 21.1% of public schools. Besides,
Maurer criticizes CP for lack of distinction between L1 and L2 didactics,
while Skattum points to the inequalities between NLs and French: teacher
training focuses nearly exclusively on French, and education programs give
more teaching hours and more textbooks in French.”® To rectify the weak-
nesses, in 2008 Malian authorities stopped further expansion. Nevertheless,
Mali still upholds a leading position among Romance-speaking countries.

Two countries, Madagascar and Guinea, have changed abruptly from
French to NL and back to French for ideological reasons. In Madagascar,
growing discontent with continued French cultural dominance after inde-
pendence led to riots in 1972. President Ratsiraka, who took power in 1976,
introduced Malagasy as sole LOI in primary and secondary school. Declining
school results however led to negative attitudes towards this “malgachization”
— attitudes which still prevail — so French was reintroduced in secondary
school in 1990, and in primary school from grade 3 in 1992.” Today, Mala-
gasy is officially used in grades 1 and 2 but in reality longer, tests in 2005
revealing that “only 18.25% of primary education teachers were proficient
enough to teach in French”*®

The Lusophone countries have all taught nearly exclusively in Portu-
guese. In Mozambique, a five year bilingual pilot project (1993-1997) for two

24 For example, in 1989/1990, amongst the 104 bilingual schools, 83 used Bambara, 6 Fulfulde,
6 Songhay, and 9 Tamashek (Hutchison, Diarra and Poth 1990: 6). (Tamashek, the local language
of the Tuareg people, owes its early introduction to political considerations).

25 Skattum 2010.

26 Maurer 2007; Skattum 2010.

27 Babault 2006: 57-66.

28 Rabenoro 2009: 178.



primary schools with two different Bantu languages, was favourably assessed
but nevertheless stopped. Lopes claimed that “[t]he psychological and peda-
gogical arguments advanced for a hypothetical scenario of mother-tongue
(i.e. Bantu) instruction (...) are not clearly understood by parents, even by
middle-class adults”” Today, Mozambique is changing this policy. In 2015,
the Ministry of Education announced a plan to use sixteen Mozambican
languages alongside Portuguese in primary school, across the nation. This
was implemented in 2017.

In Guinea Bissau, some twenty NLs are officially recognized. Kiriol
(Creole) is spoken by 55% of the population and functions as lingua franca,
while very few speak Portuguese.® A ten-year experiment (1987-1997) was
conducted with Kiriol (Creole) as LOI for the first two years. In 1994, the
impact of this bilingual education was evaluated, comparing test results and
teacher-pupil interaction between bilingual and monolingual (ex-colonial
language) schools.

Testing included maths, reading and writing in grades 1-5, in Kiriol
and Portuguese in the lower grades and Portuguese in the higher grades,
including thirty-two schools with 1214 pupils. In maths, the ¢-tests® used
showed a slight advantage (above 0.05) to the bilingual pupils, but all students
(whether in bilingual or monolingual classes), achieved better scores when
tested in Kiriol, which suggests that “it is more the language of the tests that
influence the results** In language tests, on the other hand, results differed
significantly. Bilingual classes read better (¢-test <0.01) than monolingual
classes, where pupils often were unable to read at all in grade 1. This changed
in grade 3, when bilingual classes were left behind (¢-test <0.01). Hovens
concludes that the early and abrupt transition from Kiriol to Portuguese
hampered the learning of reading. In spite of this, he found that pupils trans-
ferred their acquired reading skills from L1 to L2, an aptitude he attributes
to Cummins’ “interdependence theory”** Other parameters under scrutiny
included gender and the rural/urban dimension. Girls and rural pupils are
normally considered more vulnerable (more repeats and drop-outs, results

29 Lopes 2004: 164.

30 Hovens 2002: 252.

31 “The t-test can be used, for example, to determine if two sets of data are significantly
different from each other. (..) The T distribution is used instead of the normal distribution when
you have small samples” (Wikipedia).

32 Hovens 2002: 264.

33 Cummins (1979) maintains that a satisfactory level of cognitive competence in L1 should be
attained before moving to L2 instruction, and also holds that concepts and vocabulary acquired
in L1 facilitate their acquisition in L2.
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below average). It turned out that the differences were smaller in bilingual
than in monolingual schools.**

Classroom observation showed that there was more dynamic interaction
between teacher and pupils as well as among the pupils themselves in bilin-
gual classes (ANOVA test®™ <0.01), and that teachers used more open-ended
questions. The teachers also seemed more free to leave the inefficient rote
learning when teaching in a language the children understood.*

After ten years, the experimentation was stopped, though as we have
seen, its results were better in many ways than the monolingual Portuguese
instruction.

Which African Language of Instruction?

Once a country decides to give mother tongue or bilingual education, the
question arises which African language(s) to choose. The risk of ethnic rivalry
is recognized even by Africans who believe in strengthening their role:

Deciding which indigenous language to promote as the national language
within [national] boundaries carries the danger of ethnic rivalry. (...) Any move
to make Hausa the national language of Nigeria could precipitate a national
crisis in Yorubaland and Igboland.”

Some multilingual states nevertheless promote one NL to the detriment
of others, with varying results. In Tanzania, Swahili is widely accepted as
a non-tribal lingua franca. But even where domination of one language is
accepted, the difference in exposure is bound to have negative effects for
many pupils:

For example, in Tanzania, where Swahili is used as a medium of instruction
in primary schools, there are four distinct categories of children for whom
the practice has different implications: a minority of native speakers, a large
majority of second language speakers, speakers of Bantu languages like Swahili,
and speakers of non-Bantu languages.®

34 Hovens 2002: 261, 263.

35 “Analysis of variance (ANOVA) is a collection of statistical models and their associated
procedures used to analyze the differences among group means” (Wikipedia).

36 Hovens 2002: 260.

37 Mazrui and Mazrui 1998: 5.

38 Bamgbose 1991: 66.



In Malawi, on the other hand, the imposition of Chewa as the sole
national language since 1968, with Chewa as LOI in grades 1-3, has met
with resistance. This is due to the choice of the first president’s own Chewa
dialect as a standard, which has created a hostile climate hampering Chewa’s
development into a neutral lingua franca.** Multiparty elections in 1994 put
promotion of lesser-used languages on the agenda. But, as Kayambazinthu
observes, a pluralistic alternative also brings pluralistic dilemmas, “politically,
economically and educationally. Where should the line be drawn? If equity
is the criterion, then all languages should be treated equally, an undertaking
that the government cannot afford”* Faced with these problems, Malawi’s
language-in-education policy is unclear.

In Botswana, policy in favour of one language, Tswana, is clearer: Tswana
instruction is given for the first four years,* while the minority languages
which were taught before independence were “banned from use in school at
independence”** They are now threatened by extinction because of a general
intolerance.” Both Malawi and Botswana pupils of course face the same
unequal exposure to the dominating endogenous language as Tanzanian
children.

In Mali, on the other hand, multilingualism is embedded in the Constitu-
tion (1992) and further strengthened in linguistic laws from 1996 and 2016.*
It is supported by the people, who take pride in their multicultural tradition
dating from the great medieval empires.** These positive attitudes prevail
despite the fact that Mali has a vigorous lingua franca, Bambara, which could
have taken on the role of a unifying symbol (it is spoken by 98% of the popu-
lation as L1 (46.2%) or L2 (51.5%).%

Multicultural policy does not necessarily stem from tolerance of other
ethnic groups but may be the result of ideological battles. Ethiopia is a striking
example. Amharic has been the country’s official language since 1270, and
is also “arguably the most advanced African language in Africa,* written
for centuries in a script unique to the country (called Ethiopic or Fidel),
and possessing a rich literary tradition. Amharic, however, comes second
in demographic terms (29.33% of L1 speakers), just after Oromo (33.80%)

39 Kayambazinthu 2004: 124, 119.

40 Kayambazinthu 2004: 136.

41 Vossen 2001: 511.

42 Nyati-Ramahobo 2004: 43.

43 Nyati-Ramahobo 2004: 57ss.

44 Conseil des ministres 2016.

45 Skattum 2008; Skattum 2010.

46 RGPH-2009, 75 (table 4.7).

47 Lanza and Woldemariam 2009: 193.
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but before Somali (6.25%) and Tigrinya (5.86%), language of the present
leadership (2007 census). The Tigrayan People’s Liberation Front installed
a new political structure of ethnic federalism which opened for MTE in any
vernacular. However, as the Ethioling project pointed out in 2011, “except for
Ambharic, the rest have mainly been spoken languages, not written. Therefore,
there are problems of implementation related to attitudes, standardization,
curriculum, teaching material, and manpower.*

Divisiveness is not restricted to multilingual contexts but may also arise
in linguistically homogenous polities. Madagascar is one of a handful (near)
monolingual African countries, and yet Malagasy people commonly consider
their country triglossic: “[T]he official variety of Malagasy dominates the
other varieties, while Standard French (...) dominates Malagasy”* Though
Malagasy dialects are mutually comprehensible, the official variety, based on
the Merina dialect and associated with the Merina kingdom, is contested.
Rabenoro proposes to introduce the main non-official varieties as media of
teaching and to train teachers accordingly, but does not specify which or how
many varieties nor discuss how teachers could be posted according to their
dialects. As Fishman observes:

[Dlifferences do not need to be divisive. Divisiveness is an ideologized position
and it can magnify minor differences (...). Similarly, unification is also an ideolo-
gized position and it can minimize seemingly major differences or ignore them
entirely (author’s emphasis).>®

Conclusion

Two main issues have been raised in this article: should education be given
in European or African languages, and in the latter case, which endogenous
language(s) should be chosen?

For answers, I have looked to African experiences from Anglophone,
Francophone, and Lusophone countries, plus the only “Afrophone” country,
Ethiopia (which however is Anglophone as concerns secondary and higher
education). Anglophone countries are the most favourable, Francophone
countries more sceptical and Lusophone countries the most hostile towards
African language instruction in primary school. Practically none use African
languages as means in secondary or higher education.

48 ETHIOLING (s.d.).
49 Rabenoro 2009: 175.
50 Fishman 1968: 45.



These attitudes are reflected in the choice of educational models. Of
the countries that give bilingual education, only seven practice a late exit
from MTE, shown by international research to be the most effective for
children’s cognitive development in a multilingual context. The trend after
independence has rather been to move from late to early exit or to stop MTE
altogether, so that fourteen countries today adopt an early exit after 2-4 years.

French and Portuguese assimilation policy has left the Franco- and
Lusophone countries with little L1 instruction, given mostly in experimental
bilingual schools supported by (foreign) donors and stopped when they
withdraw. Exceptions are on the one hand Mali, with fairly extensive govern-
ment supported bilingual education, and on the other hand Madagascar
and Guinea, who have conducted abrupt reforms changing the LOI from L2
to L1 and back to L2, with negative consequences particularly for teachers’
competencies.

The answer to the first question (should LOI be African or European?)
is that even an early exit from using a local language as LOI usually gives
higher success rates, be it in mathematics, science, social sciences or even
L2 exams, than L2-only instruction, supporting Cummins’ interdependence
theory. Classroom observation shows more dynamic interaction between
teachers and pupils, and better level of content learning. Statistic analysis
of examination results and language tests have also given better results for
bilingual than for monolingual L2 schools. However, L1 instruction in itself
is not enough, contextual and structural conditions need to be satisfied.
These are inter alia a gradual transition from L1 to L2, teacher training in
L1 didactics and in the language itself, L1 textbooks, linguistic research to
ensure lexical development and an academically sound standard orthography
as well as information to parents and teachers to promote more positive
attitudes towards L1 instruction. More than advocacy however, quality in
the implementation of MTE is what would really change the overall negative
attitudes.

The second question (which African LOIs should be chosen?) contains
a “pluralistic dilemma” Giving L1 instruction in all endogenous languages
(approximately 2,000 on the continent) is beyond the means of any country
and impossible for practical reasons. For a written code to be established,
a language needs to have a certain demographic weight, with a reasonable
readership for literature, the written press, a written landscape, etc. It also
needs to develop dictionaries and grammars. Some countries select one
major African language or dialect as LOI. This is economically efficient
but culturally inequitable. Other countries give MTE in several African
languages, chosen for demographic, political, economic, social or historical
reasons. Claims of authenticity are better satisfied, but unequal conditions

77



78

for children of other NLs remain, if not in the same proportion. This still
seems the best solution.

Neither efficiency nor authenticity considerations should however hinder
African language instruction. Not only do pedagogical and even economic
reasons plead in favour of L1 instruction, it is also a democratic issue of great
importance to the development of African societies. As one of the main
researchers in the field of language-in-education observes, official imported
European languages immediately create two classes of citizens: the included
and the excluded. The responsibility of the former in maintaining status quo
is heavy:

The included are a major stumbling block in the use of African languages in a
wider range of domains. Apart from lack of political will by those in authority,
perhaps the most important factor impeding the increased use of African
languages is lack of interest by the elite.>
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Inconsistent Language Policy and
its Implications for the Quality of
Education in Ghana

Samuel A. Atintono and Avea E. Nsoh

Abstract: The language-in-education policy in Ghana over the years has oscil-
lated between the two educational models of an early-exit medium of instruction
from the Ghanaian language to English, and an English-only model. The current
policy in Ghana, therefore, does not support the languages actually spoken by
the majority of pupils either in rural or urban areas. In fact, only eleven of the
between fifty and eighty languages spoken in Ghana are supported in educa-
tion, so that children, particularly those at elementary level, from language
communities who speak languages other than the eleven official languages are
compelled to learn in an unfamiliar language. This has negative consequences
for the quality of education. The data is based on three sources. First was our
extensive fieldwork in a School Language Mapping project (December 2016-May
2017). We conducted that work in collaboration with the USAID-Ghana Learning
in one hundred districts, and collected data on early grade and primary schools
across Ghana. In addition, we made a number of visits to schools over a period of
twenty-five years to supervise interns, and finally we drew on the many years of
experience of teaching both in the university and at lower levels of education. In
this study we report our findings, including that in many of the classrooms chil-
dren were compelled to receive instruction in a language other than the one with
which they were most familiar. The reason for this is both the non-implementa-
tion of the language policy by the educational authorities and non-alignment
of teacher posting with teacher language competence. Furthermore, although
the current policy provides for bilingual education there were no teachers with
backgrounds in multilingual classroom teaching. To resolve the challenges we
propose the introduction of a language-in-education policy with legal backing
and a clear implementation plan to ensure the delivery of quality education.



Introduction

In this article we examine the language-in-education policy in Ghana before
and after independence and consider its implications for quality education.
The language policy encourages the use of L1 as medium of instruction at
early grade (KG1-P3) and English as a subject of study from grade four to
tertiary level. The policy also determines the Ghanaian languages studied at
Upper Primary, Junior High School, Senior High School and in the Colleges
of Education.! The approved languages are also the only ones used for
Ghanaian-language subjects examined by the West African Examinations
Council (WAEC). However, in principle, any Ghanaian language may be
used as a medium of instruction in the community in which that language is
spoken. The policy also determines which languages are taught as core and
compulsory subjects at all levels of education and it is these two components
of the language policy which have seen the greatest controversy and been
most affected by the frequent policy changes. With the exception of the
Ghanaian languages along with English and French, there is no clear policy
on the use of other non-Ghanaian languages.

So historically they have attracted the least concern. This paper discusses
how these policy arrangements have serious implications for teaching and
learning in classrooms especially for the acquisition of literacy and numeracy
at the early stages of children’s development.

The changes in the language-in-education policy reflect changes in
government or political ideology which are often not motivated by any sort
of research evidence in linguistics or language.> A number of studies have
devoted attention to trace the historical trajectory of language policies in
Ghana and some have suggested ways to operate a consistent language policy
able to help deploy the more than eighty Ghanaian languages effectively in
various domains.®> However, one important component which remains unex-
plored is the effect of such unstable language-in-education policy decisions.
This article seeks to present evidence to discuss the question and suggest
ways of improving educational outcomes through the implementation of a
more sustained language policy.

Our extensive fieldwork for this study was carried out from December
2016 to May 2017 in collaboration with the USAID-Ghana Partnership for
Education Learning and the Ghana Education Service (GES). We conducted

1 Cf. National Council on Curriculum and Assessment 2016.

2 Cf. Nsoh and Ababila 2013.

3 Cf. Dzameshie 1988; Ando-Kumi 1992; Ando-Kumi 2002; Dakubu 2002; Nsoh, Atintono and
Logugye 2001; Owu-Ewie 2013; Owu-Ewie and Edu-Bandoh 2014; Ankrah 2015; Wilmot 2015.
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a School Language Mapping project to collect data on the language back-
ground of children and their teachers from early grade (KG1-KG3) to
primary school (P1-P3) levels. We chose these levels because the language
policies in Ghana for the most part require pupils in the lower grades to be
taught in Ghanaian languages while English is taught as a separate subject.
The language mapping project was also supported by the GES. Our sample
was based on approximately six thousand combined early grade and primary
schools in a hundred selected districts from across all the ten regions of
Ghana. A second source came from over twenty years’ field visits to schools
to supervise Ghanaian language teacher trainees on internships. Our own
experience of many years’ teaching and research in the university and in
lower levels of education constitute our third source of data.

The Linguistic Landscape in Ghana

When discussing language policies in Ghana it is important to mention the
linguistic landscape in Ghana for a better picture of the context in which they
are designed. Like most African countries Ghana is home to many indigenous
languages and a number of foreign languages; in fact a number of linguistic
studies conducted have suggested that Ghana has between fifty and eighty
languages, of which about seventy-three are said to be Ghanaian languages
while seven are foreign.* Admittedly, a number of them may be described
as dialects of the same language, while others, like the Guan languages, are
scattered widely across the entire country and are spoken by very few people.

As a result of the many indigenous and foreign languages, coupled with
migration and urbanisation, multilingualism is a major socio-linguistic
feature in Ghana. Children who live in monolingual communities soon
acquire English as a second language at school, while families who migrate in
search of work are obliged to learn one or more languages simply in order to
function effectively.

Such great linguistic diversity should really be considered as a valuable
resource, but is seen by many Ghanaian politicians and policy makers as
an obstacle to the design of national curricula. The multilingual context in
Ghana prompts some people to argue that there are too many languages.
Many claim that certain languages lack the terminological sophistication
to cope up with the fast-growing technological world and therefore inhibit
participation in the global space. That argument is not new and there are
similar reports from other parts of Africa. As a result, multilingualism should

4 See, among many others, Atintono 2015; Lewis et al. 2017.



be a major determining factor in the development of a language policy for the
country, but unfortunately has not always been so.

Languages in Education in Ghana

In general, the language policy in Ghana requires that after early instruction
carried out in Ghanaian languages with English taught alongside them, from
grade four onwards pupils are expected to be taught in English. Ghanaian
languages are core subjects up to Junior High School and are examined by the
West African Examinations Council, although they are optional subjects at
Senior High School level. In the Colleges of Education, Ghanaian languages
are compulsory in the first year and become optional in the next two years. In
the Education review of 1987 and its subsequent implementation, Ghanaian
languages were made core subjects in Junior and Senior High Schools. Unfor-
tunately, because of poor performances by students in the maiden Senior
Secondary School Certificate Examinations (SSSCE) they were hurriedly
dropped as core subjects at the Senior High School levels. That poor perfor-
mance was blamed partly on the introduction of the Ghanaian languages as
core subjects; as a result, most students at Colleges of Education have only
a Junior High School level of competence in Ghanaian languages which has
serious implications for the quality of education, as we shall discuss in the
next sections. Tertiary education in Ghana is exclusively in English.

Of the estimated eighty Ghanaian languages only eleven are approved
for use in schools although as observed in the introduction, in theory all
languages may be used for instruction. However, there is a tendency to
compel other communities to use one of the eleven languages as the medium
of instruction in a given area particularly when it is considered the most
dominant language. The eleven languages are Dagaare, Dagbani, Dangme,
Ga, Gonja, Ewe, Nzema, and the three Akan dialects Asante Twi, Akuapim
Twi, and Fante which are treated as separate languages. Thirteen Ghanaian
languages including Gurene and Kusaal, although not approved are neverthe-
less taught at the College of Languages Education, University of Education,
Winneba. With the exception of Kusaal, all the twelve languages are taught at
the forty-six Colleges of Education in Ghana which prepare teachers for the
early grade, primary, and junior high schools. In most cases, the languages
taught in a given college will depend on where in a particular region that
college is and its influence in the linguistic space. Thus, more widely spoken
languages like Asante Twi (Akan) may be used in other regions including
northern Ghana instead of only in the south. Gurene, which is spoken in
the Upper East Region of Ghana, specifically in Bolgatanga and surrounding
towns, is the only language yet to be approved by the Ghana Education

85



86

Service (GES) but with sufficient teachers and materials to be used at basic
and Senior High Schools.

The introduction of the new education reforms in 1987 came with the
Non-Functional Education Division (NFED) of the Ministry of Education.
The division focused on giving functional literacy and numeracy skills to
mostly adult learners in the local languages in a programme funded by the
Government of Ghana and the IMF. A number of manuals and post-lit-
eracy materials were produced and distributed across the country and the
NEFED trained facilitators and supervisors to support adult learners. The
programme not only generated interest in the local languages but also helped
in the production of extensive literacy materials in those languages. In fact
more such materials were produced than were produced for schools in the
formal sector, where teaching and learning materials in Ghanaian languages
were generally lacking.®

Over the years, subsequent governments have done very little to provide
the necessary teaching and learning materials in the Ghanaian languages.
Government officials have often argued that those languages are very many
and therefore, materials will be expensive to develop for use in schools. Iron-
ically, the same Government officials then turn round to claim that the same
languages lack adequate and appropriate teaching and learning materials and
so cannot be approved for use in schools. Even though in 2007 efforts were
made through the National Literacy Acceleration Programme (NALAP) to
bridge the gap, they proved inadequate. Much more work is needed.

Another phenomenon in Ghana is the generally negative attitude of
Ghanaians to the use of Ghanaian languages in schools in favour of English.
Some Ghanaians would prefer to see English used as the official language
because they believe that would lead to mastery of English and eventually
lead to good education overall.® There is the question too of whether or
not the use of Ghanaian languages might lead to resentment among the
various multilingual communities. Certain parliamentarians advanced such
arguments in debates on the question of a national language in 1971.7 They
argued that English served as a unifying factor among the different ethnic
groups making up Ghana as a nation state and to impose any one Ghanaian
language, in place of English, would be to risk provoking resentment or even
violent reaction, as happened in both India and Ceylon. Clearly, such an
argument is purely political since there is no evidence to suggest that homo-

5 Ankrah 2015.
6 Dzameshie 1988; Dakubu 1997; Dakubu 2001.
7 Dzameshie 1988.



geneous linguistic communities do not necessarily experience resentment or
violence.

A similar negative attitude to Ghanaian languages refers to them as
“vernacular” and perceives them as inferior and incapable of delivering good
education. Before independence the nationalists, for instance, were against
the use of Ghanaian languages in Ghanaian schools. According to Gbedemah?®
the nationalist agitation in Ghana made people begin to doubt the quality of
education derived from use of the description “vernacular” There were people
who suspected that encouragement of vernacular languages was a deliberate
attempt on the part of the British administration to give Africans an inferior
education, because the use of vernacular languages in early education was
likely to hold back advancement in secondary or university education.

Further evidence of the negative attitude to Ghanaian languages is
attested by Duah and Agbelengor who observed that teachers prefer to teach
in English than in Ghanaian languages.” They attributed the teachers’ choice
to the diverse linguistic backgrounds of pupils and argued that English would
be a good language to use since the teachers are educated in English and are
comfortable using it.

Language Use Outside Education

The landscape for local language use outside education in Ghana has not
changed significantly over the past few years except in the case of electronic
media, a subject to which we shall return. However, official transactions such
as government business, court proceedings, and general administration are
still conducted strictly in English, while informal communication between
government officials might be in any Ghanaian language. Most written offi-
cial documentation is in English.

By contrast, as we have noted, in the media, particularly radio and televi-
sion, there is competition between Ghanaian languages and English, which is
a consequence of the neo-liberal democracy embraced by Ghana in the early
1990s. It was realised that only a few people spoke good enough English to be
able to participate in governance, so the introduction of Ghanaian languages
onradio and television created the opportunity for many people to participate.
In fact, with the proliferation of radio and television stations over the last two
decades Ghanaian languages are taking centre stage in the media, and that
success is a very good indication of the important role such languages can
play in the classroom. That is especially true for the majority of children who

8 Cited in Dzameshie 1988: 19.
9 Duah and Agbelengor 2016.
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have little or no experience of the English language. Unfortunately, however,
much of the news and discussions are mostly presented orally partly because
of the poor training of broadcast journalists in writing the local languages.
From a practical point of view, studies in some African countries have shown
that the purely oral use of local languages on radio, television, and video
obviously restricts their effectiveness when compared with the advantages
of ease of reference, and permanency of written language.’® It is, therefore,
not surprising that there have been very few newspapers of regional or
national importance published in Ghanaian languages. Other print media
in Ghanaian languages such as “the drum” produced by the Non-Formal
Education Division (NFED) of the Ministry of Education, and “Labaare” by
the Institute of African Studies (IAS), Legon, are out of print. We know of
no surviving newspaper with national coverage published in any Ghanaian
language today.

Language Planning and Policy in Ghana: A Historical Overview

In this section, we provide an overview of the language policy and planning
that have been designed and implemented over the years to specify the roles
of Ghanaian and foreign languages in Ghana. We shall look at the language
policies in Ghana before and after independence to show how they have
oscillated between English and Ghanaian languages.

Before British colonial power became well established in Ghana there was
no uniform language-in-education policy in the country. Different organiza-
tions or institutions planned and used different policies to suit their particular
needs and aspirations. For example, the arrival of European merchants in
Ghana in the fourteenth century brought with it the “castle schools” They
were established and run by the merchants with the aim of training clerks
and interpreters to facilitate their businesses, using their own languages such
as English or Portuguese.

Missionaries by contrast took a different view of the languages to be used
in education. The Basel and Bremen missionaries, for instance, used indige-
nous Ghanaian languages as the most effective medium for the propagation
of their religious doctrines and so promoted the use of local languages in
their schools.

The establishment of a well-structured colonial administration marked
the beginning of attempts to standardize language policy in Ghana and
Guggisberg’s 1882 Ordinance was the first major policy statement on the
subject. That Ordinance required that the English language be used and

10 See Elwert 1988 on Benin, cited in Bamgbose 1999: 4.



taught in schools, but in 1925 it was amended to allow the use of local
languages for instruction during the first three years of schooling. Thereafter
English should be used with local languages taught as separate subjects.

The 1951 Legislative Assembly election set in place a new Legislative
Assembly. The Assembly introduced the Accelerated Development Plan
which re-iterated the position of the 1925 version of Guggisberg’s Ordinance
that Ghanaian languages be used for instruction at Lower Primary level
and later as subjects studied at the Upper Primary level. The Accelerated
Development Plan of 1951 emphasised that the primary school course was
to provide a sound foundation for citizenship with lasting literacy in both
English and vernacular languages, which were to be used for instruction in
all subjects from classes 1 to 3 with English used from class 4.

Like the pre-independence era, the post-independence era too was
characterized by policy inconsistencies. In 1957 after Ghana had gained
independence the government reviewed the Accelerated Development Plan
of 1951 to make English the language of instruction from the first year of
schooling. However, in 1960 the language policy was changed again to make
English the medium of instruction at all levels except the first year of primary
schooling.

In 1966 a new government set up a committee to review the educa-
tional system at all levels in Ghana. Prominent among the findings of the
committee was that the “English only” policy that came to be used as a result
of the review of the Accelerated Development Plan of 1951 was not working
because, in many regions, the local languages were being used for instruction
in all primary level classes. The committee thus recommended that Ghana
revert to the use of Ghanaian languages for the first three years of primary
school education and that English be used for teaching in the fourth year,
with Ghanaian languages continuing from that level as a subject of study.

However, that policy was not implemented in full until the 1970’s, when
the military government handed over power to an elected government. In
1970, Ghana reverted to the policy of the 1925 Guggisberg Ordinance by
re-introducing Ghanaian languages during the first three years of education.
During that same period the School of Ghana Languages was established at
Ajumako in the Central Region of Ghana, to train teachers to teach using
Ghanaian languages. The college is currently called the College of Languages
Education and is part of the University of Education, Winneba.

As we noted earlier, the Education Review Committee in 1987 made a
significant recommendation in terms of the status of indigenous languages
for school curricula. Ghanaian languages were made core subjects together
with Mathematics, English, Social Studies, and Integrated Science. They
were also made compulsory in the Colleges of Education where teachers
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are trained. Those significant changes were in addition to maintaining
and sustaining the importance of using indigenous languages for teaching.
Such giant steps would have ensured a significant improvement in access
and quality of education, especially in remote areas, if they had not been
reversed a few years later in 1993. As observed earlier, poor performances
in the maiden examinations and the protests that followed compelled the
government to remove local languages as core subjects at secondary school
level. Thus, a gap was created between the basic level of education and the
Colleges of Education, because students were no longer compelled to read
indigenous languages at that level.

That policy remained unchanged until 2002, when the “English only”
policy was re-introduced, so that English was to be used as the only medium
of instruction in schools at all levels. The policy was motivated in part by
the attribution of the perceived poor performance of pupils and students in
English Language and other subject areas to teaching in Ghanaian languages.
Two years after the implementation of the “English only” policy, the govern-
ment set up the Educational Review Committee to review it, which recom-
mended that subjects should be taught in Ghanaian languages from early
grade to P3. However, English could be used where the multilingual nature of
a classroom made it difficult to use Ghanaian languages. That was in effect
a bilingual policy. In October 2004 the Government issued a white paper on
the committee’s report, the purpose of which was to give legitimacy to the
practice of teaching in either a child’s first language or English.

It must be pointed out that in most cases the policy on the use of L1 for
teaching was barely implemented, largely because of a lack of political will
and the reluctance of educational authorities. It could also be attributed
to poor understanding of the policy by teachers and negative attitudes of
parents to both the teaching and learning of local languages.

Currently, there is a draft Language-in-Education Policy written in 2016 by
experts from academia, educational, and civil society organisations under the
initiative of the Ghana Education Service (GES) and the Ministry of Educa-
tion (MoE) with support from USAID-Ghana Partnership for Education
(Learning). The key pillar of the draft policy is a bilingual education model
which proposes the use of Ghanaian languages for teaching and English as
a subject of study from early grade with a gradual transition to English in
upper primary. It was a programme motivated by poor reading skills among
early grade pupils, and the draft policy has been reviewed a number of times
by academics and education experts. The draft is with the National Council
for Curriculum and Assessment (NaCCA) awaiting legislative backing before
final approval by government. A significant component of the policy is that it
includes a detailed implementation plan which was lacking in earlier policies.



There is goodwill also from government and determination on the part of
the Ministry of Education, the Ghana Education Service and stakeholders to
ensure its successful implementation.

It is interesting to note that planned language policies in Ghana are
generally based not on well-informed linguistic and language-related consid-
erations but on the unjustified assumption that use of a foreign language is
a pre-requisite for good education and development.' In many instances,
local languages are introduced into the school system only with reluctance
and for the first three years at lower primary level to prepare the ground for
smooth adoption of former colonial languages.'? Despite the number of pilot
projects and promising research findings from various experiments in the
use of Ghanaian languages, such as the School for Life (SfL)"* and Education
Quality for All (EQUALL),"* language choice favours European languages like
English or French. Efforts have even been made to make French compulsory
in all Ghanaian Schools from primary level. The recent pronouncement on
the subject by the President of Ghana, made without due consultation and
planning, is a classic example of an official attempt to influence policy. In
June 2017 while he was on an official visit to Togo, the President announced
that French was to be made compulsory in Ghana, his argument being that
Ghana’s neighbours are French speaking countries.

In general, language policy and practice in education have followed the
same trend in most African countries where foreign languages are promoted
at the expense of the local languages.”® That is often attributed to similar
colonial experiences, which promoted French, English, or Portuguese for use
in school and government business while indigenous languages were rele-
gated to informal contexts such as the home, casual encounters and the local
market. That approach was continued into post-independence Africa where
the former colonial languages are still consciously promoted by governments,
with the excuse that it would be politically and economically unwise to use
any of the local languages in education since they are spoken by diverse

11 Cf. Djité 2008.

12 Cf. Bamgbose 2004.

13 The SfG was experimented with in Tamale, Northern Ghana, in the mid-1990s with an
emphasis on using the local language (Dagbani) to teach children who for any reason could not
attend formal schools. Instructions were carried out purely in the local language for about six
hours a week, usually under flexible time arrangements. The products after nine months made
a smooth transition into upper primary or Junior High Schools, performing very well.

14 EQUALL project was a USAID project that also used local languages in training basic
literacy in selected districts throughout Ghana.

15 Kembo 2000; Trudell 2010; Alexander 2012; Nkuna 2013; Trudell and Ndunde 2015; Trudell
and Nyaga 2015.
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ethnic groups.'® It has been argued that the real reason is to avoid conflict
where one language group will claim supremacy over another because of the
promotion of their language.

The result of that situation is the institutionalization of the low status
versus prestige dichotomy between indigenous Ghanaian languages and
colonizing European languages.’” Consequently, the African elites who are
the direct beneficiaries of the arrangement and who occupy positions of
political power not only deny indigenous African languages resources such
as teachers, teaching and learning materials, but have also failed to show any
political will to implement policies and programmes in those languages.'®
They have also failed with such policies to realise the link between literacy
in one’s first language and development. Since there is a perception that
grasp of a foreign language is the key to a child’s future, the attitude of the
elites and rich parents tends to be that they should enrol their children in
private “foreign-language-only” schools. The elites therefore pay little or no
attention to publicly-funded schools attended by the majority of children. It
is not surprising that performance in state schools in many African countries
is far below average.

In the particular case of Ghana we consider it to be most appropriate to
describe the language-in-education policy as an “English-only” programme
even though it has a bilingual or multilingual outlook. Ghanaian languages
are to be used in solely monolingual situations, while English is used in more
cosmopolitan city communities for lower primary education (from primary
1-3).

Implications for the Quality of Education

Before discussing the implications of these inconsistent language policies for
the quality of education it is important to define what we mean by “quality”
in education. There are a number of definitions which suggest that it is a
complex concept which might be interpreted differently to include efficiency,
effectiveness, equality, and equity.” Nevertheless, in the literature there is a
consensus on the elements that should constitute quality in education. They
include learners, learning environment, content, processes and outcomes.
In other words, good education according to UNICEF presupposes learners
who are healthy, well-nourished and ready to participate and learn and who

16 Webb and Kembo-Sure 2000.
17 Kembo 2000: 286-287.

18 Bamgbose 2004.

19 UNICEF 2000.



are supported in learning by their families and communities. Environments
must be healthy, safe, protective and gender-sensitive and must provide
adequate resources and facilities. Educational content should be reflected in
relevant curricula and materials for the acquisition of basic skills, especially
in the areas of literacy, numeracy and “life-skills,” with knowledge and under-
standing of such things as gender, health, nutrition, HIV/AIDS prevention
and peace.

Education requires well-tested processes through which trained teachers
will use child-centred teaching approaches in well-managed classrooms and
schools and will apply skilful assessment to facilitate learning and reduce
disparity. Outcomes must include knowledge, skills and attitudes and are
linked to national goals for education and positive participation in society.
Among those components we consider curricula that foster the acquisition
of literacy, numeracy, and life-skills to be an important aspect of education
for which a well-designed language policy is essential.

In defining “good education” there is no doubt that education in the
mother tongue contributes significantly by facilitating children’s learning
and improves their ability to learn other languages as well as other subjects.
UNESCO said as much in their agenda 2030 document on Sustainable
Development Goal 4. Unfortunately, in Ghana, in spite of efforts to formulate
a language policy that supports early learning outcomes especially, incon-
sistency and lack of implementation guidelines have negatively affected the
quality of both teaching and learning.

Between December 2016 and May 2017 we conducted linguistic fieldwork
in collaboration with USAID Learning (an international NGO on literacy).
We collected data on the language situation in classroom in 100 out of 216
districts across Ghana in order to inform the revision and development of
a comprehensive language-in-education policy for Ghana, and the findings
show a number of problems associated with Ghana’s inconsistent language
policies and quality of learning in the classroom.? First, there is an almost
complete lack of any implementation plan or guidelines on language policy,
so that teachers decide for themselves which language to use in their class-
rooms. We found out, for instance, that teachers mostly rely on using only
English at early grade levels, which leads to poor teaching and learning.
Children are compelled to learn in a language that not only the pupils under-
stand poorly but in which their teachers themselves lack the requisite skills
in content and pedagogy for classroom use. We observed too that the eleven
languages approved for educational use in Ghana are not representative of
linguistic situations on the ground. As a result many children at early grade

20 Cf. USAID 2018.
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level cannot access the learning they are offered because it is in a language
they are not familiar with. If the Sustainable Development Goals equate good
education to participation, then we cannot claim that learning is even taking
place when children do not understand the language they are being taught in
or understand it only poorly, as is the case in many lower primary classrooms
in Ghana.

The situation was made worse as most classrooms did not have teachers
capable of teaching in indigenous languages. The main reasons suggested
were two-fold. First was the non-alignment of teacher posting with teacher
language background and secondly, the non-collaboration between the
Ghana Education Service and the Ministry of Education, and Tertiary
institutions. That mismatch has led to non-recruitment of trained Ghanaian
language teachers. Moreover, there are many instances of teachers’ being
posted to areas in which they do not speak the mother tongue of most of
the pupils. Meanwhile, qualified Ghanaian language teachers are posted to
schools where their specialism is wasted because Ghanaian languages are not
approved there. That has resulted in teachers teaching in English believing it
to be the lingua franca.

We observed in particular that many classrooms were in fact multilin-
gual, especially in towns and cities. Regrettably, early grade teachers are
not trained in multilingual language teaching methods to facilitate early
teaching. Because local languages are not compulsory at Senior High School
level, teacher trainees therefore enter Colleges of Education with Junior High
School-level language skills. As a result of the inconsistent language policies,
as we noted above, the curricula of Colleges of Education have changed very
often, which has led to the current situation in which the curricula of Colleges
of Education permit trainee teachers to learn the basics in one of the twelve
Ghanaian languages only during their first year.

Also, in most classrooms visited by our research assistants it was clear
that teaching and learning materials were not only inadequate but were
inappropriate for instruction in the local languages. The USAID-Ghana
Partnership for Education (Learning) project therefore recruited consultants
and experts in Ghanaian languages mostly from the College of Languages
Education, Ajumako. Their job was to help develop teaching and learning
materials appropriate to the teaching of literacy at early grade level. Similarly,
there were no teaching and learning materials written in Ghanaian languages
for teaching subjects such as Mathematics, Science, and Environmental
Studies. All such materials are produced in English.

Another major challenge is the lack of political will to implement a
concerted and focused language policy. Indeed, there have been many
moments in the history of Ghana when politicians have lacked the courage



to implement the recommendations made by committees they themselves
commissioned.

As noted by Spolsky, the mere existence of a language policy does not
necessarily mean that it will be implemented effectively. Any such policy will
require nationwide stakeholder consultation and legal backing by a national
parliament to ensure that an institution such as the Ministry of Education or
some other authority can see to the implementation of policy. Equally, such a
policy must clearly specify the various domains in which Ghanaian languages
might be deployed.

Conclusions and Recommendations

It must be emphasised that good education can be assured only when
learning is interactive and participatory. The fundamental principle under-
lying participation in the classroom is children’s ability to listen to the teacher
and to share the learning experience in the classroom. That can be achieved
only if the teacher teaches in the children’s first language. In line with that,
we have demonstrated in this article that the inconsistent language policies
in Ghana have had serious implications for the quality of education in Ghana.
That is because it has been impossible for children to receive instruction in
the languages they find it most comfortable to learn in. We saw that in the
current linguistic situation in Ghana good education is inextricably linked to
appropriate development and use of local languages for both teaching and as
subjects of study, especially at elementary school level. Until all communities
in Ghana speak English as their L1 and the language and cultural environ-
ments drastically change we cannot guarantee good education by using what
is after all a foreign language, and alien in all respects.

Since good education can be assured only if there is a well-developed and
legally established language-in-education policy document, the first thing to
do is to secure a parliamentary act or legislative instrument or any form of
legal backing for such a policy. Ghana has never had a language-in-education
act with policy directions on its use. Almost all the language policies we have
examined have lacked legal backing. Rather, they consisted of government
directives and committee reports, sometimes supported by government
white papers.”? They were correspondingly vulnerable when it came to
implementation and it was effectively left to schools to decide whether or not
to implement them. Government, therefore, pretends that there is a policy
in place but is not very deeply committed to ensuring that there is support

21 Spolsky 2009.
22 National Council for Curriculum and Assessment 2016.
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to see it through. That approach has enabled frequent policy changes and
facilitated non-compliance by the Ministry of Education, Ghana Education
Service, and educational authorities at various levels of education. There
is urgent need for parliament to promulgate a Language Policy Act which
will compel the Ministry of Education and the Ghana Education Service to
institute an implementation programme.

The current draft language-in-education policy which is now undergoing
review is based on the school language mapping report® and extensive consul-
tations among most stakeholders in education. It also seeks to introduce
a bilingual policy to give support both to local languages and English, and
most importantly that was an initiative of the Ghana Education Service and
the Ministry of Education. The current political and educational leadership
should allow it to be completed, passed into law, adopted and implemented
across the country.

The language policy should make the teaching and examination of
Ghanaian languages core subjects from early grade to the Colleges of Educa-
tion. That would ensure continuous development of skills by students of
Ghanaian languages, which currently are not compulsory at the Senior High
School level. As a result there are knowledge and skills gaps as many prospec-
tive college students lack Senior High School competence in Ghanaian
languages.

In addition, language policy must make room to increase the number
of approved Ghanaian languages for use in the classroom, and as subjects
of study at the various levels of education. The current eleven approved
Ghanaian languages are not representative of the complex linguistic situa-
tion in Ghanaian schools, especially at the early grade level, as our school
language mapping report shows. For example, in the entire Northern Region
of Ghana only Dagbani and Gonja are approved Ghanaian languages, despite
the fact that there are more than fifteen mutually unintelligible Ghanaian
languages spoken in the region.

Again, itis very important that teacher posting is based strictly on language
qualification and experience. In general however and especially at the early
grade level, teacher posting in Ghana is informed by the availability of vacan-
cies without consideration of the language background of the teachers. It is
therefore no surprise to find that teachers with Ghanaian language speciali-
sation are teaching subjects other than what they have specialised in, such as
Social Studies, English, Mathematics, and Science.

As stated earlier, bilingualism and multilingualism in Ghana are the norm
rather than a choice and that is directly reflected in the classroom. Clearly

23 USAID 2018.



then, pupils can receive appropriate instruction only if their teachers have
been given training in the multilingual and bilingual skills needed to manage
such classrooms. The language policy must also be bilingual or multilingual
and school authorities should be made aware of that.

It has been proposed too that a coordinated review be carried out of
the curricula of the Ghanaian languages, from early grade level to the
Colleges of Education and universities. The focus should be to ensure that
languages approved for use in the classroom and as subjects of study reflect
the linguistic backgrounds of pupils or students. That would ensure that
children will receive good education in the languages they actually speak.
Indeed, universities should be encouraged to align their pre-service curricula
with those of the Colleges of Education, Senior and Junior High Schools,
and Primary Schools since their graduates are expected to possess the skills
needed to teach pupils and students at those levels.

Again, good education depends to a large extent on the availability and
appropriateness of the materials used in classrooms. There must, therefore,
be a determined effort on the part of the Ghana Education Service and
the Ministry of Education to develop appropriate teaching and learning
materials in local languages as well as in other subjects such as mathematics
and science. Furthermore, materials produced locally must be inexpensive
and must be able to be replicated in many other languages.”* To that end,
the Bureau of Ghana Languages (BGL) must be restructured and given the
resources it needs to support the production and accreditation of teaching
materials in all the Ghanaian languages.
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Literacy and Development in
Senegal: From Colonial Roots to
Modernization Efforts

Ekaterina Golovko

Abstract: This article takes micro and macro perspectives on language policies
and practices in Senegal. It explores how colonial relations, development
agenda and current language policies in the country are connected. The article
consists of four main parts dedicated to the local realities in Casamance, to a
wider national and regional context, to development questions, and to critiques
of development. The final part of the paper illustrates an innovative approach
to literacy, which overthrows colonial relations currently at play in the Franco-
phone education sphere and suggests how local actors can produce knowledge
relevant to the needs of the population in local contexts.

Introduction

Formal education can be defined as “the process of receiving or giving system-
atic instruction,” but in reality it has much more complex and far-reaching
implications. It is a way to exercise power and mould new citizens to certain
types of ideals through the actions of government and non-government actors
such as (I)NGOs and IOs. On the one hand it is considered that education,
literacy, and development are constitutive of the idea of “modernization” of
the African continent. On the other hand and looking at the process from
a different angle, those concepts are central to the promotion of what has
been called “liberal peace” Besides the ideological perspective taken from
which to examine this subject, it is undeniable that the complex combination
of languages, education framework, and “the colonial matrix of power™

1 The term has been widely used in the literature after its the introduction in the work of
Walter Mignolo 2011: xxvii.



together create an obstacle to that in the region, certainly for the time being.
In the following pages I will discuss those aspects in order to evaluate criti-
cally connections and links between the concepts in the Senegalese setting. I
shall try to demonstrate that the “development” agenda is strongly shaped by
Eurocentric ideological premises and consequently political choices prevail
over practicality and guide all spheres of action.

Brock-Utne defines the question of language as one of the most complex
topics that leads to heated debates on the continent: “What should be the
language of instruction at schools?”* The question is not exclusively educa-
tional but is psychological, socio-cultural, and political too. In the matter
of education it concerns the quality of instruction, school persistence, and
effective learning, while politically it deals with power distribution between
elites and the rest since the colonial times.? For instance, knowledge of French
has guaranteed to elites in Senegal important positions first in the colonial
administration and then in the state apparatus. Cissé saw in the opposition
of elites to the introduction of national languages their desire specifically
to guarantee their own positions for themselves and their families, thereby
making language too a vehicle of social stratification of society.* There has
been little discussion of the incompatibility of language of instruction within
sociologically complex communities as the question relates to African educa-
tion systems. Donor communities, meanwhile, have rarely demonstrated any
interest in matters of language.®

One of the main topics of this paper will be literacy and its conceptual-
ization seen within a larger development framework. Literacy is the ability to
read and write which is the basis of the Western epistemic system, education
model and knowledge transmission. In the African context, first of all through
missionary activities, colonial administrations and then in the framework of
“modernization,” literacy has begun to acquire more and more relevance in
society.® The process may be correlated with the influence of colonial rela-
tions” and the introduction of European education models. That centrality of
formal education institutions as the main vehicle of knowledge transmission

2 Brock-Utne 2000: 141.

3 Brock-Utne 2000: 154; Dlamini 2008: 6.

4 Cissé 2005: 121; Brock-Utne 2000: 154.

5 Dlamini 2008: 6; Taylor-Leech and Benson 2017: 351.

6 Itis incorrect to think of precolonial societies as “oral” and without writing systems. In West
Africa Arabic, Ajami, and other alphabets were widely used and they co-existed with others.

7 T use this term following Benoit de 'Estoile and his work on anthropology of colonial legacies.
With this term de I'Estoile proposes “to designate a set of related forms that have structured
the interactions of Europe with a large part of the rest of the world between the 15" and 20"
centuries” (de I'Estoile 2008: 268).
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had not been characteristic of West African societies which had had different
education and societal cultural strategies. My aim is to discuss the choices
that were made, especially about language of instruction, and from a wider
political perspective to link them to the development logic. The topic has
great relevance to West African countries given a context of low literacy rates
and low secondary and tertiary education attainment. In fact, such organ-
izations as UNESCO are currently trying to find ways to adapt education
systems to local realities within their global project “Rethinking Education”
and the more Africa-focused “Rethinking education in Africa”®

This article draws on empirical data and experience of working in Senegal’s
development sector. The data was collected in Lower Casamance, Southern
Senegal, specifically in a village called Agnack Grand where I conducted
fieldwork with Friederike Liipke’s project (SOAS, London). The objective of
the fieldwork was to observe and discuss with stakeholders (parents, tutors,
teachers) the current situation of education provision and their views of it.
The fieldwork data does not constitute the main focus of this paper but is
the starting point for reflection on certain of the crucial aspects that guide
education and language policies in postcolonial countries. I shall begin by
trying to combine micro and macro dimensions, starting with a concrete
example of a local situation. I shall then turn to a wider perspective on educa-
tion, literacy and development before returning to consider solutions at the
micro level. First, I shall discuss local realities in Casamance. Second comes
consideration of the wider national and regional context, characterized by
similar features but with a specific focus on language policies. Third, I shall
pass from the local to the global dimension and discuss and offer critiques
of development matters. Finally, and returning to the Casamance context, I
have given a few illustrations of ideas and offered solutions to planning ques-
tions at local level using information on the project currently being piloted
by Friederike Liipke’s team.

It seems appropriate to start with something said to me by one of the
villagers of Agnack Grand during an interview:

Here in Senegal it is important that everyone speaks French and understands
French because we are the French colonies and we need to speak French other-
wise you can’t get anywhere.’

8 http://www.unesco.org/new/fileadmin/MULTIMEDIA/HQ/ED/ED/pdf/RethinkingEduca-
tionNov2015.pdf

9 “Il faut qu’au Sénégal tout le monde parle le frangais, comprend le frangais puisque nous
sommes des colonies francaises. Il faut parler le francais sinon tu niras pas”
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Those words include certain crucial affirmations about language policies and
language ideologies that will be examined in the course of this article.

Local Realities in Casamance

Casamance is in the South of Senegal and comprises the three provinces
of Ziguinchor, Kolda, and Sédhiou. There are 1,664,000 inhabitants of
Casamance and more than thirty languages are spoken within an area of
29,000km?. The area is separated from the rest of Senegal by The Gambia
but shares its southern border with Guinea Bissau. Casamance forms part
of a zone that, historically, politically, culturally and even climatically is very
different from the North of Senegal and has suffered from a longstanding
secessionist conflictled by the MFDC (Mouvement des Forces Démocratiques
de Casamance). The MFDC has demanded independence of the region since
1982. Lower Casamance is a cross-border region shaped by three different
colonial powers and has a legacy of three different official languages, French
in Senegal, English in The Gambia and Portuguese in Guinea Bissau. There is
too a high concentration of frontier communities, that is, of small-scale, clan-
based settlements spanning national borders and populated by inhabitants
with high mobility and intense social ties to neighbouring villages. Internal
and external migration is significant for a variety of reasons from social
exchanges through child fostering and marriage exchanges, to economic
mobility and fleeing from conflict, the Casamance conflict and the Guinea
Bissau independence war being the most recent.

Casamance is home to speakers of over thirty languages, many spoken
in only one village or perhaps a small group of villages. Examples of such
languages include the Bainounk, Joola, and Bayot languages. More commonly
spoken languages and larger language clusters such as Balant, Mankanya,
Manjak, Pepel, and Fula co-exist with Portuguese-based Creole, Wolof, and
Mandinka, which are used as languages of wider communication. Every
inhabitant of Casamance is multilingual either in languages acquired during
personal trajectories through migration whether internal or external, or
because of deeply rooted social exchanges which have resulted in small-scale
multilingualism.'® Marriage links often transcend linguistic and national
borders, child fostering is widespread and brings children with very different
linguistic repertoires together into one household, and ritual and religious
mobility is pervasive.

Casamance is a small area ofland, strongly connected through cross border
links to other communities, all belonging to the same cultural continuum

10 Lipke 2016.
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so that all members of its extended communities have dynamic identities.
For example, all my interlocutors spoke many languages, for instance Wolof,
Joola, Mandinka, Gujaher, and Creole, which represent the most common
set of languages in the repertoire. They themselves described their linguistic
choices as follows: “I choose which language to speak according to whom
I'm speaking to. If they want to speak Mandinka, I would speak that. If they
speak Joola, I respond in Joola,” and so on. That creates what Liipke calls
small-scale multilingualism, balanced multilingualism practised in mean-
ingful geographical spaces sustaining dense interaction and exchange at their
interior.!! That sort of multilingualism naturally has a strong influence both
on the languages and social identities of the inhabitants of the region, but also
on the process of language acquisition and language learning among commu-
nities. Each child is able from an early age to speak a number of languages,
some of them learnt at home (conventionally called by my interlocutors “la
langue paternelle”) and some, such as Wolof, used for wider communication
variously at regional, Islamic, and national levels. Such linguistic ability is not
taken into consideration in the formulation of language policies and literacy
programmes which tend to be based on views of the context taken through a
monolingual lens. Although Casamance is characterized by higher levels of
multilingualism than the rest of the country, the difficulty facing such envi-
ronments is obvious. The number of spoken languages would never allow the
training of enough teachers for each language, with the required preparation
of teaching materials and ensuring of at least partial avoidance of exclusion.
I will return to the specific case of Casamance in the final section which is
dedicated to context-based solutions intended to satisfy the needs of multi-
lingual speakers. But first, in the following section I will discuss Senegalese
language policies in detail.

Language and Education Policies in Senegal

Language in Senegal

Senegal is a multilingual country but with French as its single official
language. There are twenty-eight Senegalese national languages that have
been gradually codified by the national commission. According to the OIF
(Organisation Internationale de la Francophonie) there are 4,277,000 French-
speakers in Senegal. The most widespread language in the country instead is
Wolof, spoken by 80-90% of the population; native speakers of Wolof make
up 44% of Senegalese, while the percentage of people using Wolof on a daily

11 Lipke 2016.



basis is much higher,'? and its use extends beyond ethnic groups and specific
linguistic zones. In fact the Wolof language is predominant in the country and
the term “Wolof” is nowadays a blanket term for post-ethnic urban identity.'®

The current linguistic situation in Senegal is a consequence of the French
colonial policy of assimilation and widespread use of the French language,
with mastery of French as the ultimate goal. French colonial rule was “direct
rule” characterized by a system of economic and political integration with a
general idea of cultural and particularly linguistic assimilation. The choice
after independence to use French in Senegal was justified by the idea of
maintaining the integrity of the country and was considered to be a provi-
sional policy. However, French has never become the language of mass
communication and nor has any other single African language ever replaced
it. During Abdoulaye Wade’s presidency (2000-2012) a three-tier system was
established consisting of a) the official language b) national languages c) all
the other languages. While that is the official representation of the language
situation in Senegal, the true situation is different. McLaughlin compares the
large informal economy of Senegal with the informal language sector. She
talks of “linguistic activity that goes on unregulated, either wholly or partially
beyond the reach of the state,” where Wolof, a national lingua franca, and
other national languages dominate.'* From that perspective the role of French
is marginal, being little used in day-to-day life. French has never penetrated
family and private life which remain domains of national languages. As Cissé
underlines, French is considered by Senegalese as an L2 and is associated
with the State, elites and school as an institutional instrument of social
advancement.”> Meanwhile Wolof has the status of a vehicular language in
the entire country and occupies a central place at the national level as an
urban vernacular and national lingua franca. Wolof might indeed play a
more problematic role in certain areas of Casamance, in particular where
the more acute phases of the separatist conflict took place. There, Wolof is
perceived as a language of Northern domination and thus negatively judged.
Instead, what I have seen in practice during fieldwork is the overwhelming
use in public of Wolof by everyone, children, parents, adult men and women,
teachers, and so on. That complex hierarchy is very significant to the under-
standing of gaps between education, existing policies, and students’ needs.
The difference between real practice and stated values is the gap between
language ideology and language use.

12 Cissé 2005.

13 See, for instance, McLaughlin 2018.
14 McLaughlin 2018.

15 Cissé 2005: 105.
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Language repertoires'® are extremely important to an understanding
of the ecology of language use in a given community. Language repertoire
connects language with both the social and the cultural, and at the same time
with the individual."” It is also crucial for the comprehension of processes of
language acquisition and the acquisition of writing and reading skills, espe-
cially in a multilingual setting. Each of the spoken languages bears opinions,
ideas, values, and a certain level of prestige in the language ideologies of its
speakers, extending power relations to the domain of language use. In the
Senegalese case, the complex hierarchy of languages in the repertoires is not
based exclusively on the relationships among official, national, and other
languages but should be seen through the lens of language ideologies, which
very often do not correspond with actual language use. For instance, the
official language, French, is associated with formal employment and social
mobility but the majority of the population do not speak it — neither to each
other nor to their children. Despite the widespread presumption that French
is crucial to children’s life trajectories, the job of teaching and speaking French
is given to schools. In fact, Table 1 well illustrates the current situation in the

Table 1 Completion rates and literacy rates in West Africa.*

Country Primary Secondary Youth Adult
education education literacy rates literacy rates
completion completion 2005-2014 2005-2014
rate (%) rate (%) (%) (%)
Burkina Faso 30 25 50 35
Mali 42 33 47 34
Mauritania 49 29 56 46
Niger 28 13 24 15
Nigeria 72 - 66 51
Senegal 51 40 56 43
Sub-Saharan Africa 55 42 71 60

* There are no statistics for Guinea Bissau and there is very limited data for Guinea which could
be interesting to compare with the rest of the region.

16 Gumperz (1964: 137) defined linguistic repertoire a “totality of linguistic forms regularly
employed in the course of socially significant interaction”
17 Liipke and Storch 2013: 349.



region, where people actively speak other languages in their everyday lives
and use of French remains marginal.'®

As illustrated above, repertoires in Casamance rarely include fewer than
four local languages and although such languages are widely spoken the
population does not consider them prestigious.’ I have encountered various
explanations for that. For example, the fact that African languages are locally
distributed, even if in some cases they are spread over more than one country,
and are in all cases limited to the African continent. They are therefore not
considered “international languages” which seems to play an important role
for their speakers. Moreover, national institutions do not use such languages
as official means of communication. Very often the fact that since coloniza-
tion education has been transmitted in one or other European language of
the various colonizers is never critically analysed as a means of resisting such
an imposition. Moreover, as is clear from the opening quotation in this paper,
that particular circumstance is often taken as something that demonstrates
the intrinsic value of the language. It is very often the point of view of African
elites who have access both to the official languages of instruction and to
widely spoken local languages. Changing perceptions of the roles and the
importance of African languages to African societies would be an important
step towards the decolonization of culture and education.

Literacy in Senegal
Senegal’s population is 15,412,000 with an annual growth rate of 2.9%. People
under 24 years old make up 62.5% of that figure and the youth literacy rate is
56% while adult literacy rate is 43%.* In 2016 gross enrolment rate in primary
education was 83.09%, in secondary education 48.11% and 10.58% in tertiary
education. Only 62.37% of students manage to “survive” until the final year
of primary school.

In order to address that state of affairs, in recent years the main institu-
tional effort — supported by the international community in the framework of

18 In the Table 1 data is reported on several countries in the region in order to demonstrate
that the trend (low literacy, high level of school drop-out) is specific to all the countries and not
exclusively to Senegal.

19 The table was compiled with the data from UNESCO Institute of Statistics (UIS) available
online: http://uis.unesco.org/

20 “Prestigious” stands here for a language that give any social or economic advantage to the
speakers, as for instance, French that can guarantee social and economic mobility and formal
employment. Different languages have different types of values attached to them, as Wolof is
an urban language, language of street culture, etc. Other languages have different networks of
associations related to them.

21 All data from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2017.
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Millennium Development Goals and, since 2015, Sustainable Development

Goals — was related to “universal enrolment rate”?

with the goal of reaching
100% enrolment in primary and secondary school. While the numbers
have certainly increased in recent years, the initiative has failed to take into
account either school drop-outs or the effectiveness of the learning outcomes
for those who do remain in education. The data shown in Table 1 indirectly
signal many potential problems and shortcomings of the current education
system of which a number of interrelated causes may be highlighted. First of
all, as a consequence of the language problem many children fail to acquire
the language of instruction and so for them the entire process of knowledge
acquisition is blocked. Secondly literacy, as a construct at a practical and
conceptual level, remains a paradox for West African societies for which
there are still no durable solutions.” Furthermore, the existing school and
knowledge systems enjoy a complex relationship with everyday practices,
opportunities, and activities. The gap between the needs of the people, their
capacities and institutional offer is not new, but is a structural feature of such
societies. I interpret the mismatch to be a consequence of a complex system
of domination, the “colonial matrix of power,” that began during colonization
and has never ceased to exist. It is characterized by the legacy of the French
colonial presence, the use of French as the national language and language
of instruction, and other specific aspects. My aim in this article is to link the
existing structural gap to the colonial roots of education and development
policies.

The Colonial Roots of Education

The majority of West African countries gained their independence in the
1960s, and while their current state is very often defined as “postcolonial,” they
are in fact on a trajectory, emerging from the structural violence of the rela-
tionship with their colonizers. “Postcolonialism” is a pluralistic concept, with
its own specific signs and styles, its ways of multiplication, transformation
and circulation of identities summed up against a background of corporate
institutions and political violence.** The colonial legacy of education systems

22 As formulated in Goal 4 “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities” and in the specific target 4.1: “By 2030, ensure that all girls and
boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary education leading to relevant
and effective learning outcomes.”

23 See, for instance, Liipke et al. (forthcoming).

24 Mbembe 2001: 102.



cannot be overlooked and must in fact be seen as a sort of continuum which
began in the colonial past and has been extended into the present.

All across the African continent the colonial education systems remained
in place after independence with no substantial reforms anywhere. Indeed,
Makuvaza and Shizha refer to political and economic neo-colonialism rein-
forced by Western education systems in the majority of African countries.? It
is quite clear nowadays that such systems have not yielded significant results
nor do they deliver the desired level of development. Looking at statistics
is the best way to demonstrate the condition of education and compare its
outcomes with those in Europe and Africa. For example, while an average
96% of children in Western societies are enrolled in schools, about half of
African children of school age are unable to secure places in primary schools.
Additionally, while an average of 62% of qualified candidates in OECD coun-
tries achieve university places, the gross enrolment for tertiary education in
Africa stands at a paltry 7%.%

Many scholars agree that this situation is strictly related to the promo-
tion of education not rooted in African realities.”” Very often governments
adopted and relied on foreign best practices that were in many ways incom-
patible with people’s needs and aspirations.?® That view was expressed by
Paulo Freire in his seminal work in which he stated that “one cannot expect
positive results from an educational or political action program that fails to
respect the particular view of the world held by the people”® Radical change
can be made only through the deconstruction of the myth of “development”
and referring to local, traditional, and indigenous cultural knowledge.* There
is therefore a specific need in postcolonial Africa to rethink education from
the position of its postcolonial existentiality.?!

Recent Senegalese history is an example of a situation in which the colo-
nial style of education was not eradicated, with the result that its essence still
exists after decades after independence. Immediately after independence the
new President Senghor initiated a project that had even been designed by
the colonial France — the use of French as the language of formal education
and functional literacy. A monolingual project, for a multilingual country

25 Makuvaza and Shizha 2017: 3.

26 Data from the OECD (Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) 2012;
Tilak 2009 in Dipholo and Biao 2013: 49.

27 See, for instance, Kupferman 2013; Occiti 1988; Dipholo and Biao 2013: 49.

28 Bouhali and Rwiza 2017: 17.

29 Freire 2005: 95.

30 Dei 2008 in Dlamini 2008: 229-248.

31 Makuvaza and Shizha 2017: 4.
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with 15% literacy® at independence in 1960, the plan was supported by the
old French administration. The decision to maintain French as the official
language is often explained as originating from a wish to maintain strong
economic, political, and cultural links with the former colonial power, as in
other former French colonies in the region. However, at the beginning of the
1980s when Senghor was succeeded by Abdou Diouf a decision was taken to
make a drastic and radical reform of education. One of the main ideas was
reform of teaching that imitated the French education model. The aim was
to democratize the school system and make it more accessible and one of
the main statements of the reform was that the project “Pour parler francais”
would be abandoned in Senegalese schools, which would then be adapted
to local and national reality. It was a genuine attempt at “decolonization” of
the Senegalese education system, although lack of space and the different
main topic of this paper mean that I am unable here to illustrate how events
unfolded in the following years.* In short, however, an unfortunate economic
situation in the 1980s proved unfavourable to the application of the reforms,
as like many other African states in that period Senegal came under pressure
from the World Bank and International Monetary Fund. In the end, Senegal
was subjected to a structural adjustment programme (SAP) that has had
negative effects on the state of the national education and health systems,
as their budgets were cut severely, making the proposed education reforms
impossible. Negative effects of SAPs are still visible and up to the time of
writing there has been no great change to national education polity which
remains the continuation of the colonial and post-independence system
imitating the French system. A clear link between international financial
institutions and the development trajectories of countries suggests that
ontologies of development thinking need to be examined carefully in order
to understand the nature of those interventions.*

32 Literacy in French, data on other types of literacy such as literacy in Ajami or Arabic has not
been considered as a functional skill.

33 For a detailed account please see Cissé 2005; Sané 2010.

34 A recent historiographical study (Hodge, Hodl and Kopf 2014) of colonial documents
demonstrated the “developmental” logic of colonial relations. The study examined the initial
stages of the development programme in the times previous to the Cold war and Truman
speech. The results provided by those researchers help to directly trace colonial roots of modern
development policies in Africa.



Development Matters: Developmental Logic and the Global Approach
to Education in Former Colonies

The single term “Development” stands for “the process of developing or
being developed” which could signify a process of growth or advancement,
an event constituting a new stage, a new product or an idea, for example, all
of which meanings can relate to social and historical, or natural processes.
Notwithstanding the multiple possible meanings of the word, the related
phenomena are not all of the same nature. First of all, we may refer to the
development of natural organisms, like plants or animals, which pass from
one stage to another such as birth, growth, death, and so on. It is crucial to
underline that in such cases all or at least most stages are known before the
start of the process. Social change or transformation, which might occur also
in stages although imperceptible and progressive, is nevertheless different
and can be only metaphorically associated with the natural phenomenon. It
is not simply linear and not always predictable because it depends on specific
backgrounds and context. The pairing of the two distinct processes has its
roots in positivism and the Enlightenment, which saw history as a linear
process, equal in all societies. In the course of the twentieth century that
vision has grown into the idea of international development and cooperation
related to the development of countries, populations, or individuals.

The same definition of development creates separation between geograph-
ical spaces and human beings. In the African context the colonial past and
development aid cannot be disentangled. The asymmetrical relationships
and imbalances of power generated during colonial rule divided the world
population into two categories as colonizers and colonized.*® After political
independence that distinction was transformed into the new categories of
developed and underdeveloped nations. Those two phenomena are strictly
related to each other, where development represents a remodelled relation-
ship between metropolis and colony, or between centre and periphery. There
is therefore an epistemic shift, for while colonizer/colonized is an opposition
that presents those subjects as being in opposition and belonging to different
universes, developed/underdeveloped suggests a different form of opposition
in that “catching up” is always presented as possible.*® That means therefore
that underdevelopment is a passing stage which will then logically at some
point allow underdeveloped societies to join the ranks of the developed.

Colonialism was essential to the practice of coercive modification of
non-Western populations to fit frameworks of modernity, “enlightenment,’

35 Cf. Anievas and Nisancioglu 2015: 56.
36 Rist 2014: 74.
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and scientific knowledge that depreciate local epistemologies and modes of
development.® First of all, during their colonial rule in Sub-Saharan Africa
European countries combined political domination, economic exploitation,
and mission civilisatrice. Then, after gaining political independence, rela-
tionships between colonizers and formerly colonized has not transformed
in terms of power hierarchies although it did change, and the development
paradigm duly emerged from that change. There was a perceived need for
the former colonies to develop and catch up, and that has become a priority.
There is a relationship amounting to a kind of duty that “developed countries”
are obliged to “develop” others. They must find solutions to inequalities and
they must manage hierarchies in world markets.*® Development trajectory
implies both the Westernization of others and Western cultural homogeny.
However, in contrast to the restitution of lands, decolonization of knowledge
and institutions has yet to take place.

There are however alternative interpretations of development which
are useful for a different understanding of the framework and to suggest
alternative solutions, and a number of aspects that need to be taken into
consideration. First of all, there is the diversity of human societies with their
enormous variety in size, culture, political organization, and material and
non-material productivity. Anievas and Nisancioglu appeal to that diversity
as a trans-historical feature of human history which cannot be reduced to
a linear development path. That is one of the central presumptions of the
theory of uneven and combined development formulated by Leon Trotsky.
Trotsky considered human development to be a multilinear, causally polycen-
tric and co-constitutive by virtue of its interconnectedness. That constitutes
another major difference between natural and social development which
can be defined as a “multiplicity of differentially developing communities
that came to interact with one another in causally significant ways in their
own collective reproduction”® With that statement the authors intended to
underline that relationships and pressures among societies define human
existence. That means that the outcome of each situation is unique and could
not have been foreseen without site-specific analysis. Another concept used
by Trotsky in his theory is “combination” which means no pure or “normal”
model of development has ever existed. Instead, every society’s development
has always been “over-determined” by its interactions with others, creating
a plurality of variegated sociological amalgamations. Trotsky’s theory postu-
lates that “historical processes are always the outcome of multiplicity of

37 Abdi 2009; Abdi and Gou 2008; Shizha 2008.
38 Bouahali and Rwiza 2017: 16; Chandler 2012: 117.
39 Anievas and Nisancioglu 2015: 45, 47.



spatially diverse nonlinear causal chains that combine in any given conjunc-
ture”® In fact, in the following section a concrete situation in Senegal will
be addressed and a solution proposed that is modelled on a local context for
which it is elaborated.

Education is one of the main items on the “development agenda” which
includes goals centred around universal youth literacy, universal primary
and secondary education, gender equality and inclusion, early childhood
development and other targets. Those things are considered a means to erad-
icate extreme poverty, eliminate avoidable child deaths and guarantee more
inclusive growth and gender equality. Education shapes lives and is a key to
improvements in both health and material welfare. Ever since the presence of
the European imperial powers on the shores of the African continent and the
religious missionary efforts which were the first forms of “development aid,’
education has had an important role as a field of external intervention. In a
secular domain, Western education was promoted in order to create workers
and indigenous colonial officials who could perform the tasks necessary for
the functioning of the colonial system. After independence, and as illustrated
in the previous section for Senegal, the general course of countries has not
changed. Dlamini underlines the need for new visions and counter-theoret-
ical perspectives of education and development to disentangle “development”
and “education” from the grip of dominant paradigms.* While it is suggested
generally in the literature that the success of education in improvement of
basic conditions can take place only if it is informed by African worldviews,
that means it could elaborate an education model that would serve people and
their own context. In the following section I shall demonstrate an approach
to literacy that could bridge those gaps by looking at local linguistic context,
making use of it rather than attempting to circumvent it by using a foreign
language for teaching purposes.

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization
(UNESCO) undoubtedly has the leading role in this. While for many years
it has promoted multilingual and bilingual education, UNESCO has also
focused on the understanding of education. A recent policy paper focused on
the difficulties of learning in non-familiar languages and expressed a number
of key messages that should become essential for policy-makers:*

+ Speaking a language that is not spoken in the classroom frequently holds
back a child’s learning, especially for those living in poverty;

40 Anievas and Nisancioglu 2015: 61.
41 Dlamini 2008: 9.
42 Global Education Monitoring (GEM) 2016.
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+ At least six years of mother tongue instruction is needed to reduce
learning gaps for minority language speakers;

+ In multi-ethnic societies, imposing a dominant language through a school
system has frequently been a source of grievance linked to wider issues of
social and cultural inequality.

Education specialists agree that children need to learn in a language they
speak outside the school environment. Being taught in an unfamiliar language
hampers the chances of learning, the GEM report argues, especially in the
initial stages of acquisition of literacy and numeracy skills. Restoring African
languages and giving them space and dignity as languages of instruction
would also be a better way of “decolonizing” children’s minds and ensuring
African children’s right to education.*?

Solutions to Planning - A Practical Example: Language-Independent
Literacies for Inclusive Education in Multilingual Areas (LILIEMA)*

Returning to the starting point of this paper, the Casamance region, I will
now discuss an existing experimental approach to literacy conceptualized
from a multilingual perspective and piloted in Lower Casamance. The inno-
vative method I shall present here links all the parts of this paper, touching
as it does on various institutional, historical and social aspects of education
and literacy in Senegal. In the education sphere there are numerous flaws as
illustrated above, among them the circumstance of being taught in a foreign
language, the practical impossibility of learning the language of instruction
during the first years of schooling and the inadequacy of outside programmes
in the face of local realities. A new method, called LILIEMA, tries to bridge
the structural gaps between language ideologies, practices, and formal educa-
tion. It was conceived as the result of evaluation of the real-life situation in
Casamance and its purpose is to suggest an alternative approach to literacy,
different from those approaches currently on the development market.
LILIEMA is a method for the learning and teaching of basic literacy skills
in highly multilingual areas that has been developed by Friederike Liipke and
her local team of transcribers. It is based on her longstanding research on
West African multilingualism, in particular within the on-going Crossroads
Project funded by the Leverhulme Trust. It starts from the presumption

43 Brock-Utne 2000: 172; Babaci-Wilwhite 2014: xv.
44 This section is based on the policy brief of the LILIEMA project available here: https://
soascrossroads.files.wordpress.com/2017/06/crossroads-policy-brief-1-liliema.pdf jointly
written by Ekaterina Golovko and Friederike Liipke.
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that a language-based approach is inapplicable to Casamance because
certain languages and especially small groups of speakers of them would be
excluded. LILIEMA is based on the teaching of sound-letter associations that
can be applied to entire repertoires rather than being taught for a particular
language. It allows inclusive literacy teaching in areas where participants
are highly multilingual, particularly in languages spoken by few people. It
is practically impossible to prepare teaching materials to include all existing
varieties of language. LILIEMA was inspired by UNESCO’s acknowledge-
ment of the need to develop inclusive and multilingual literacy strategies in
order to reach the Sustainable Development Goals in education. LILIEMA
is not intended to become a substitute for school programmes, but rather
is a complementary educational training that acknowledges the validity of

local knowledge and those parts of learners™

repertoires that are not repre-
sented in the formal school curriculum — or in fact anywhere in the public
sphere. LILIEMA reflects the linguistic realities of learners in highly multi-
lingual settings that are normally overlooked by institutions and form part of
what has been called the “structural gap” through which learners’ language
practices and skills are not reflected in the formal system so that they cannot
attain the desired results in the formal sector. Those skills are highly valuable
and should not be underestimated.

LILIEMA introduces the sound values of letters based on examples from
all languages present in the classroom to allow pupils to recognize letters
and their sound values and read and write words and short texts in all the
languages in their repertoires. LILIEMA is based on official alphabets, but
not on official orthographies. It does not introduce standard versions of
languages nor does it insist on standard spellings. Variation is tolerated, and
it is expected that conventions will develop through use over time, as they
have in indigenous writing in other contexts in Africa, for instance in Ajami
writing or digital writing practices. LILIEMA is therefore a solution that
overcomes prescriptive monolingual context as well as the language-based
monolingual mother-tongue literacy courses very often promoted by NGOs.
LILIEMA allows teachers to integrate the repertoires of all learners flexibly
and because it uses the official alphabet of Senegal it is compatible with the
more resource-intensive standard literacies developed and sometimes taught
for larger West African languages. LILIEMA creates cultural and linguistic
awareness based on actual practice and regardless of how many people speak
them it recognizes African languages as a central form of cultural expression
and an important part of intangible cultural heritage. LILIEMA thereby

45 Learners can be of any age and LILIEMA can be used as a programme of functional adult
literacy, primary (pre-school) literacy and as an initial approach to literacy at schools.
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increases consciousness of the lived multilingualism of heterogeneous soci-
eties. By acknowledging and respecting diversity it provides strategies for
conflict prevention and building of resilience in Frontier societies.

This strategy has a number of benefits crucial for local sustainable devel-
opment:

+ LILIEMA makes all the languages in an individual’s repertoire usable for
personal literacy, thus contributing to personal autonomy and develop-
ment relevant to the local economy;

+ LILIEMA reaches groups excluded from language-focused literacy activ-
ities. All language-centred literacy programmes struggle to cope with
mobility;

+ It reaches women, who often marry into different linguistic environments
and are excluded from formal education;

+ LILIEMA uses local means by training and employing local teachers.

LILIEMA is currently being piloted in two villages in the Lower Casamance
area of Senegal. All classes are developed and taught by community members
familiar with the multilingual environments of their villages. Teachers at both
sites have participated in two training workshops during which they have
learned the official alphabet of Senegal, experienced language-independent
writing and have developed their own learning resources. Liipke presents the
programme in more detail and describes the progress of this new teaching
and recent developments.*

LILIEMA is context-specific but can easily be adapted to different realities
such as hotspots of rural or urban multilingualism and linguistic diversity,
and hotspots of mobility such as refugee or diaspora communities.

Concluding Remarks

In this paper I have sought to link monolingual approaches to literacy, formal
education, and development thinking. I wished to emphasize the Eurocentric
nature of development policies and their direct connection to current educa-
tional practice in former colonies. The prevailing state of affairs causes what I
have referred to as a “structural gap,” that being a situation in which language
use, language ideologies and languages of instruction in formal education
create a complex relationship which does not result in successful “modern-
ization” outcomes. My aim was to underline that development policies are
part of colonial relations that were established between the Global South

46 Liipke et al. (forthcoming).



and the Global North and which have continued to the present day. That
situation is part of a dual global narrative opposing the European historical
and development path to that of the rest of the world and emphasizing its
translatability into non-European cultures.*” As far as education is concerned
relations of that type are embodied in wholesale adoption of European
education models with little or no attention given to the local context. In
the final section of the paper I have presented an inclusive approach which
addresses multilingual communities through knowledge creation by local
actors and which may be expected to overcome monolingual logic. This new
method allows recognition of forms of cultural wealth that are not part of the
Western conceptual universe and can build tools for knowledge creation that
are better aligned with the needs and aspirations of the populations working
with them. LILIEMA overcomes the donor-receiver dichotomy by giving
agency to local actors and disentangling them from historic colonial relations
in the education sector.
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Literacy Education in Northern
Nigeria: Issues, Resources, and
Training

Mary Anderson

Abstract: There are innumerable reports that Nigeria has the greatest number of
out-of-school children in the world, and these claims resonate with press reports
within Nigeria that the educational system is in crisis. Drawing on her experience
of researching and co-writing primary-school literacy materials in the Hausa
language, and delivering teacher-trainer training in the North of the country,
this chapter provides an overview of the challenges and the realities that lie
behind such doom-laden claims. Key factors include the need for recognition of
Islamic education as a powerful force in northern Nigeria, and the rich heritage
of Islamic literature (in the ajami script) and of oral folklore in the region. Whilst
these realities sit uneasily with the power of the English language as a vehicle for
economic and educational aspiration, hope lies in the sheer energy, optimism
and enterprise that are evident in so much of everyday life in Nigeria.

Introduction?

Northern Nigeria presents a complex mosaic of languages and cultures, with
Islam and the Hausa language providing a certain coherence to the picture.
In recent years, since the kidnap of the Chibok girls in 2014, the plight of
people living in Borno in the Northeast has hit the international headlines.
The association of that abduction with poverty and Islam has been particu-
larly strong, and these are major issues for education in Nigeria.

1 T'am grateful to Anneke Breedveld, editor of this volume, for suggestions and help in creating
the published version of this paper.

119



120

An overview of secular educational policies in northern Nigeria must
consider several important issues. Chief amongst these are the Islamic faith
and culture, which in recent decades have become stronger. To these must
be added the politics of Boko Haram, and problems of poverty, health and
hunger.

This chapter aims to offer an overview of the issues, resources and training
for literacy education in northern Nigeria. It is based on several visits to the
region as a consultant for the development of roman-script literacy books for
primary schools, and for training teachers under the Teacher Development
(TDP) programme, which is funded by the British government’s Department
for International Development (DFID). First I describe some of the factors
that influence educational issues in northern Nigeria. Then I review a range
of resources, followed by a description of some of the training undertaken by
the TDP. My conclusion hints at further challenges.

To help focus on the most important issues, I will begin with two vignettes.
Firstly a report from Kaduna state, which lies just north of the Nigerian capital,
Abuja, and on the southern edge of what is conventionally called northern
Nigeria. In a 2017 article in Nigeria’s Daily Trust newspaper, the journalist
Jibrin Ibrahim reported that many teachers in Kaduna state are not qualified
to teach. That article resulted in a significant public debate about teacher
recruitment, remuneration and training.? It is generally acknowledged that
the issues teachers face are compounded by the sheer numbers of pupils,
many of whom are hungry. The state government decided to solve the latter
problem by providing meals, but that exacerbated the situation since — in
one case at least — the teacher-pupil ratio rocketed to 1:300. These reports
are corroborated by anecdotal evidence from a friend.?> As well as noting the
overwhelming numbers of school-age children, she observes: “Poverty and
lack of quality education certainly are intimate relatives. (...) [There is] lack
of education on so many levels”

My second vignette relates to Kano, the commercial hub of northern
Nigeria. With a population of over 3.5 million, this bustling city is the capital
of Kano State and seat of one of seven traditional emirates. Historically, the
Emir of Kano is an elite leader, who holds spiritual power in the Sufi Islamic
tradition. When Sanusi Lamido Sanusi, former Governor of the Central
Bank of Nigeria, was appointed as Emir in 2014, this was seen as offering the

2 https://www.dailytrust.com.ng/more-on-teachers-failing-while-their-students-pass-exams.
html, accessed 5 September 2018; https://www.dailytrust.com.ng/kaduna-beyond-sacking-in-
competent-teachers.html, accessed 5 September 2018.

3 Private correspondence (2017) between the author and Sister Rita Schwarzenberger of the
Hope for the Village Child Foundation in Kaduna State.


https://www.dailytrust.com.ng/more-on-teachers-failing-while-their-students-pass-exams.
https://www.dailytrust.com.ng/kaduna-beyond-sacking-in-

potential for a very real dialogue between the Islamic and secular forces that
coexist in northern Nigeria.

At the SOAS Africa Conference in July 2017, Emir Sanusi gave the keynote
speech, in which he made two significant points.* One is the shameful fact
that many international agencies only report on secular, roman-script
literacy, whilst completely ignoring and discounting attainment in Islamic
education at the madrasas — Islamic schools — attended by many children
in northern Nigeria. The other is that just as in medieval Europe churches
and monasteries were hubs of education, so mosques in Nigeria could or
should be seen as centres of learning in the present age. Emir Sanusi was
deliberately referring both to learning in the Islamic sense and to the western,
secular model of education. His message was that mosques have the potential
to offer the facilities for secular as well as Islamic learning.®

Many in the educational establishment may respectfully disagree with
the Emir, but it cannot be denied that whilst depicting some of the tensions
in northern Nigeria, his vision offers the possibility of helping to bridge the
secular-Islamic divide and re-envisioning education in the North.

Issues at Play in Literacy Education

For a revealing overview of the realities of the Nigerian educational system, it
is worth watching the BBC Minute series entitled Why Nigeria’s educational
system is in crisis.® In what follows, I will focus only on the North of the
country.

Islam

Islam is a dominant force in northern Nigeria, and the perceived teachings of
Islam influence much of day-to-day living, such as regular ablutions, Friday
prayers, and women and girls wearing the hijab.” Islamic styles of teaching
have a huge influence on secular schools. For example, with specific refer-
ence to the city of Kano, Bano reports:®

4 https://www.youtube.com/watch?list=PL1z_PGhPjwcqlUKkaU-fxw5sLCiMzZdqZ&-
time_continue=154&v=ciV5Vi-3Adw, accessed 5 September 2018.

5 For a much deeper reflection on the relationship between Islamic education and modernisa-
tion, see Bano 2009.

6 http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/3RbFXDdBw3g0HQGOfpyDOxF/why-nigerias-
educational-system-is-in-crisis-and-how-to-fix-it, accessed 5 September 2018.

7 A useful explanation about how Islamic schools operate in west Africa can be found in
Tamari 2016.

8 Bano 2009: 6.
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The Islamic schooling system in Kano is (...) very old. Even today, there is a high
demand for religious education, with the result that the Islamic is larger than
the secular schooling system: out of the total 3.7 million people in the age group
between 5 and 21 years of age, over 80 per cent are estimated to attend some
form of Islamic school, either in addition to attending a regular school or as their
sole educational experience.

With a sizeable proportion of non-Hausa minorities, Kaduna state
(mentioned in the first vignette above) is not as homogenous as Kano city
or Kano state, but the above quotation nevertheless presents the nub of the
problem faced by much of the secular educational system. The latter is oper-
ating side-by-side with an educational culture that is barely acknowledged
in most official statistics, but which is successfully claiming the time and
energy of students.

Government and Private Schools

The Federal Government of Nigeria officially controls secular educational
policy, but each State Universal Basic Education Board (SUBEB) — especially
the chairperson — exercises huge power. Secular primary education is offi-
cially free and compulsory (despite the official figures) and lasts for six years.
In years 1-3 official policy dictates that the medium of instruction is the
“language of the immediate environment,” and thereafter English. This policy
is rarely implemented, partly because there is an almost complete dearth of
teaching materials in local languages, and because teachers do not have the
relevant training.

It is an accepted fact that private schools flourish alongside state schools:
some are expensive and for the élite, but there is a burgeoning market for
lower-cost private schools, especially in and around major conurbations.

The magisterial model of teaching prevails, with teacher at the front
and — if he or she and the pupils are lucky — blackboard and chalk. Printed
books and exercise books are a luxury, and may be locked in a cupboard
for “safekeeping” The main methodology is shouting, repetition and rote-
learning. I have watched many lessons where the ba, bi, bo, bu, be system of
teaching the five Hausa vowels and consonants is used,’ and this is replicated
in some standard set texts, which are normally marketed and supplied by the
Nigerian publishing industry.

In the government school system classes may consist of 100+ children,
and in the words of Sister Rita Schwarzenberger (mentioned in the Intro-

9 I am grateful to Tal Tamari, who pointed out to me that the ba bi bo bu be system is derived
from Islamic teaching in the madrasas (personal communication, 20 May 2017).



duction above), they are “bored out of their minds” As Edem et al. observe,
“most primary school leavers in Nigeria constitute Okedara’s (1989) class of
‘newly-created illiterate Nigerians’ (italics added).”*°

Economics

The majority of people in northern Nigeria are poor, and large families
abound. My friend Hassan Moturba Pullo, who worked at Bayero University
Kano, estimated that he had nineteen children. His particular family has
prospered and manages to see many of the younger generation through both
Islamic and secular education; but this is the exception rather than the rule.
Islamic education is very highly valued, and many parents send their children
to learn in the Qur’anic schools, where the mallam teaches basic Arabic
literacy using time-honoured Islamic methods. The teacher is invariably a
man and he is not paid, for he is expected to earn a living elsewhere as a
farmer or tailor, for example."

Teachers in the government educational system are not highly paid, if
at all. The majority of teachers, and especially those in the rural areas, lack
proper training, and they have little motivation to teach effectively. Unlike
those in the Islamic schools, theirs is not a highly-regarded profession. The
low esteem and low salaries of teachers in government schools do little for
the quality of teaching, and bright minds will seek their fortune in other fields
such as trade and government. In towns and cities, the many private schools
on the whole do have properly paid and trained teachers.

Girls’ Education

Although huge value is placed on education, both religious and secular, for
girls the norm of early marriage and the cost of a dowry are inclined to mili-
tate against keeping them at school beyond primary 6. At secondary school,
lack of toilet facilities and the concomitant problems associated with puberty
and menstruation add to the pressures. It is far easier, and more economically
rewarding, for a family to let a daughter trade at the market and then marry
at an early age. A useful overview can be found in David Archer’s 2014 report
entitled “Nigeria’s girls and the struggle for an education in the line of fire,’

10 Edem et al.: 16, referring to J.T. Okedara (1989) “Adult Literacy in Nigeria: Policies and
Programmes,” in: T.N. Tamuno and J.A. Atanda (eds.), Nigeria Since Independence: The First 25
Years (Volume 3, Education) (Ibadan: Heinemann Educational Books): 3-8.

11 Bano 2009: 10.
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and there are useful statistics in the 2014 British Council report entitled
“Girls’ Education in Nigeria: issues, influencers and actions.”*?

Language

“Nigeria is an English-speaking nation” insists a northern Nigerian friend
and academic. This is of course true, in the sense that English is the offi-
cial language of Nigeria. However, the picture on the ground is extremely
complex — Nigeria has approximately five hundred languages — and whilst
the lingua franca of the South is Pidgin, in northern Nigeria it is Hausa.
At home, a northern family will use their mother tongue, and whilst at the
local market they may use another language, such as Fulfulde, Kanuri, Nupe
or Gwari. When dealing with government agencies, there is a fair chance
that most communication will be in Hausa. In rural areas, English is almost
certainly the last choice. However, a huge amount of translanguaging happens
in almost all spheres of life, a reality that is a challenge to the educational
establishment."

The linguistic situation necessarily impinges on educational policy and
practice. In many northern Nigerian schools over the past few decades, the
reality has been that Nigerian English, Pidgin, or Hausa are the de facto
medium of instruction. In theory and in much government parlance, any
mother-tongue, whether Hausa or a different local language, is regarded
as providing inferior education. In reality, Pidgin or a variety of Nigerian
English is used alongside and mixed in with local languages. Code-switching
abounds.

Since the majority of parents perceive English as the means to economic
advancement, they expect it to be used as the medium of instruction. This
demand is made regardless of whether teachers and pupils can communicate
in the language. Initiatives such as Universal Learning Solutions introduce
the Jolly Phonics method of teaching basic letter-sound correspondences in
English, which provides lots of fun in the classroom, backed up by simple
readers (primers) and other pedagogical materials."* At the time of writing,
these are all in English, despite the fact that most children have no under-
standing of th