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Abstract 

An emerging global development has indicated clearly that knowledge 
capability and capacity rather than natural resources is the greatest 
determinant of a country’s effective participation in global competitiveness. 
Higher education does not only contribute significantly to the economic 
development of any country, it also serves as a means of developing 
knowledge, skills and productive capacities of the labour force, encouraging 
modern attitudes and aspiration. Therefore, the relevance of higher education 
for sustainable economic development in Africa – a continent characterized 
with ravaging poverty, huge debt burden and high illiteracy rate cannot be 
over-emphasized. This paper therefore analyses the role of education in 
development, the present status of higher education and the challenges of 
higher education on economic development in Africa. The paper recommends 
among others the following: harmonization of institutional and national 
quality assurance systems among African tertiary institutions, adoption and 
adaptation of ODL and ICT as instructional delivery mechanisms, adopting 
the principle of competitive advantage in developing disciplines and providing 
opportunities for collaboration and partnership with other world universities. 
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Africa is plagued by perennial economic, political and social crisis where growth 
remains unsustainable and development elusive. The poor performance of most African 
economies has become a matter of great concern. According to Ezekiel-Hart (2006:4): 
 

Sub-sahara Africa as a whole has witnessed almost a decade of falling per 
capita incomes, increasing hunger and accelerating ecological degradation. 
The earlier progress made in social development is now being eroded. 
Overall, Africans are almost as poor today as they were 30 year ago 

 
This crisis warranted the convening in 1986 of a special session of the General 

Assembly of the United Nations to devise ways to retard the decline and initiate the 
recovery in the continent. Despite several efforts made by most African governments 
and the interventions of the United Nations, African nations have remained in the 
shadow of this deepening crisis. Examples of African most recent problems include a 
severe decline in agriculture and food production; the inability to keep pace with 
natural population growth and urbanization; an increase in food imports in most 
countries; a disastrous fall in export commodity prices coupled with a crushing dept 
burden which is the highest per capita in the developing world. As a result, most 
African governments had to forgo many development activities particularly education 
and other social and cultural development programmes, with a corresponding vicious 
spiral of growing political, economic and social instability. According to Kwapong 
(1995), Africa’s total external dept is estimated by the UN Economic Commission for 
Africa to have risen to US $ 218 billion, equivalent to three times the continents export 
earnings, and were it not for debt rescheduling, 35.8 percent of the continents’ export 
earnings (47.3 percent in the case of sub-saharan African) would have gone to dept 
servicing. Low income African countries whose real GDP growth declined in per capita 
terms are particularly vulnerable to dept problem and in 17 “distressed nations” which 
annual dept servicing requirement are estimated to triple. 

 
 Africa’s recovery and sustainable development therefore, depend on many 
important factors first of which is the expansion – both quantitatively and qualitatively 
– of the continents stock of human capital through education. As the president of World 
Bank, Barber Conable cited in Kwapong (1995:2), in his World Bank policy study on 
education stated “Without education, development will not occur. Only an educated 
people can command the skills necessary for sustainable economic growth and for a 
better quality life”. The key role of education, despite the political difficulties in most 
African countries and vagaries of development theories and fashions during the past 
decades, is now accepted as indispensable for any effective development. No wonder 
Carnegie cited in Jegede (2012) commented that “upon no foundation but that of 
popular education can a man erect the structure of an enduring civilization”. Every 
African government was certainly convinced of this key role of education in the early 
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years of independence which was why most African governments placed heavy 
emphasis on the expansion of educational opportunities from primary to university 
levels in the two or three decades since their independence. At independence, Africa 
inherited systems of education which were inadequate to meet the needs for self-
governance and rapid economic growth. Literature is replete with the negative impact 
of western education as evidenced in the theory of alienation and the production of 
cultural Mulattoes (Ezekiel-Hart, 2006). From this disadvantaged starting point, Africa 
has achieved a remarkable progress in the development of its educational system. The 
impressive nature of this progress is particularly reflected in the quantitative expansion 
registered since the 1960s. For instance, between 1960 and 1963 according to 
Kwawong (1995) and Ezekiel-Hart (2006), the number of students enrolled in African 
institutions at all levels quadrupled to about 63 million. Enrolment increased at about 9 
percent annually between 1970 and 1980, doubling the rate in Asia and tripling that in 
Latin America. The substantial expansion of education in Africa after independence has 
increased the participation of some groups who had little or no access to formal 
education. The expansion of primary education enrolment in Africa, particularly in the 
1960s and 1970s, may have been unparalleled at any other time in history. Despite this 
impressive record, however, education in Africa has not been able to tackle the 
prevailing crisis afflicting the continent. It has therefore become imperative that the 
challenge of education in Africa be reassessed. What is this challenge? The main 
challenge of education is how to develop the human resources that will ensure 
accelerated development and modernization without compromising Africa’s cultural 
identity. Education should be able to expand the knowledge base of Africans to enable 
them undertake the socio-economic, cultural and political transformation necessary to 
achieve development. 
 
The Role of Education in Development of Africa 
 Several reasons have been given to highlight the role of education in African 
development. Education satisfies a basic human need for knowledge, provides a means 
of helping to meet other basic needs which help to sustain and accelerate overall 
development. It provides essential skilled manpower for both the formal and informal 
sectors of the economy, provides the means of developing knowledge, skills and 
productive capacities of the labour force, and acts as a catalyst in encouraging modern 
attitudes and aspirations. Education also helps to determine not only the income of the 
present generation, but also the future distribution of income and employment. It 
should not be forgotten that education influences social welfare through its indirect 
effects on health, fertility and life expectancy and helps to increase the profitability of 
other forms of social and physical investment. For education to realize its key role in 
development, its major development objectives must be achieved. First, education 
should be provided to the younger segments of African society as quickly as human 
and financial resources permit, with the ultimate goal of developing a comprehensive 
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system of education at all levels and for all age brackets. Secondly, emphasis should be 
placed on a more equitable distribution of educational opportunities and on the 
reduction of existing inequalities based on sex, economic status, and geography. 
Thirdly, the attainment of greater internal efficiency of the educational system as a first 
step towards improved quality should be a priority in order to reduce the misapplication 
of resources as a result of students drop out or repeating grades. Fourthly, a greater 
external efficiency of the educational system through an increase in the relevance of 
schooling to the job market is also desirable for students to be adequately equipped 
with the knowledge and skills needed for employment. Finally, African states should 
work towards the development and maintenance of an institutional capacity to 
formulate and carry out educational policies and to plan, analyze, manage and evaluate 
education and training programmes and projects at all levels. 
 
 Education can no longer be simply regarded as a means of raising political and 
social consciousness. It is an integral component of an overall development effort. 
Having recognized that the development of country’s human resources is essential to its 
prosperity and growth and to effective use of its physical resources, African 
governments have strived to extend education to all segments of the society particularly 
the younger generation. This has been accomplished through an effort to improve 
educational opportunities. Many successes have been registered in this direction but 
there is still room for more. Educational opportunities in Africa could still be improved 
by making it easier for all people, particularly in the rural areas to attend school and by 
equalizing the enrolment ratios between rural and urban dwellers, poor and wealthy and 
between sexes. These efforts are often hampered not only by limitations on financial 
and human resources but also by geographical and demographic conditions which make 
it difficult and costly to construct schools, supply learning materials and provide  
qualified teachers. 
 
The Status of Higher Education on Economic Development in Africa 
 Development in higher education in Africa have continued to be as tremendous 
as they have become challenging for the continent to various governments and all other 
stakeholders. Nevertheless, the challenges have never been as profound as they have 
become in recent times. The catalysts for educational reforms such as massification, 
equity and social justice, inclusiveness, expansion, employability, globalization, skills 
and competencies shortage and national development according to Jegede (2012) have 
continued to multiply. At the same time, within the continent, between and within 
countries, differences in areas such as demography, funding physical infrastructure, 
levels of academic support, qualified academic staff and local challenges have 
continued to increase rather steeply. This is apart from the doubled-edged effect of 
brain drain which stands apart as an issue of major occurrence affecting higher 
education in Africa. All these are happening in an environment which demands that 

World  Educators  Forum, Volume 5 No. 1, November, 2014, ISSN: 2350 - 2401 



 

5 
 

higher education in Africa should be focused on global competitiveness while striving 
to be locally relevant and centrally placed to contribute meaningfully to sustainable 
total development of the continent, countries and individuals. The emerging global 
landscape being drawn by recent developments has indicated very clearly that 
knowledge capability and capacity, rather than natural resources, is the greatest 
determinant of a country’s entry into, and effective participation in global 
competitiveness. Higher education therefore, contributes significantly to the political, 
scientific, technological, economic, social and human development of any country. This 
is more so for the developing countries of Africa, a continent of about one billion 
people characterized by the poorest countries in the world, with the world’s highest 
illiteracy rates, lowest participation rates in higher education, huge capacity 
development needs, over 20 million seeking employment annually with the youth 
constituting 60 percent of the unemployed, and a massive demand for tertiary education 
(Jegede, 2012). 
 
 The immediate post-independent era in Africa regarded higher education as a 
“public good” offering knowledge and social justice through fair access to knowledge 
resources, as well as offering a broad range of skills and capabilities through research 
to accelerate the continent’s development (Sawyer, 2004). The various social and 
economic challenges that plagued Africa, beginning from the 1980s and the subsequent 
structural adjustment reforms undertaken by many African countries resulted in gross 
underfunding of higher education which had hitherto been mainly supported by public 
funds. As the demand for higher education expanded significantly on the continent as a 
whole, many. 
  

African higher education institutions have responded by admitting greater 
number of students each year. The students’ population according to World Bank 
(2010) tripled from 2.7 million in 1991 to 9.3 million in 2006. A projection of the 
recent trends in individual countries according to Jegede (2012) suggests that the entire 
continent will have between 18 million and 20 million students by 2015. Partly, as a 
result of globalization, an increasing number of private universities have been 
established in Africa to, among others, absorb the spill-over from the pool of fully 
qualified but unsuccessful applicants to the public institutions and to offer a limited 
range of programmes which appear to be market-driven. According to World Bank 
(2010), from an estimated 7 private universities in 1960 to 27 in 1990 by 2006, this 
education service sub-sector had accounted for 22 percent of higher education students 
on the continent, a percentage close to levels observed in Europe. By Jegede (2012) and 
World Bank (2010) estimates, Africa now has about 800 universities and over 1500 
institutions of higher learning in which the percentage of private universities is on a 
sharp increase, especially in the past couple of years, an indication that in the next 5 
years, Africa could have more for-profit private universities than the public ones. 
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 The contributions of private higher education institutions to the 
internationalization of higher education in Africa is derived from the changing 
landscape of higher education provision. For instance, according to Wikipedia (2012), 
in Uganda, there are currently 7 public and 27 private universities whereas in Somalia 
all the 40 universities are privately owned. Ethopia has 22 public universities and over 
30 private institutions, while South Africa has 21 public universities and 87 private 
ones (World Bank, 2009). Ghana has six public and 42 private universities while in 
Nigeria, there are 36 federal universities, 37 state universities, and 45 private 
universities (National Accreditation Board, 2012: National Universities Commission, 
2012). The above statistics show that higher education contributes significantly towards 
enhancing international profile of the institution; strengthening research and knowledge 
production and diversification of staff and faculty. As indicated in figure 1. below, 
higher education can equally lead to economic growth through both private and public 
channels. The private benefits for individuals are well established and include better 
employment prospects, higher salaries and a greater ability to save and invest. These 
benefits may result in better health and improve quality of life thus, setting off a 
virtuous spiral in which life expectancy improvement enables individuals to work more 
productively over a longer period of time thereby boosting further lifetime earnings. 
Public earnings are less widely recognized which explains why many governments 
neglect of tertiary schooling as a vehicle for public investment. Individual gains can 
also benefit society as a whole. Higher earnings for well-educated individuals raise tax 
revenues for governments and ease demands on state finances. They also translate into 
greater consumption, which benefits producers from all educational backgrounds. 
 
 In a knowledge economy, tertiary education can help economies keep up or 
catch up with more technologically advanced countries. They are also likely to develop 
new tools and skills themselves. Their knowledge can also improve the skills and 
understanding of non-graduate co-workers, while the greater confidence and know-how 
inculcated by advanced schooling may generate entrepreneurship, with positive effects 
on job creation. 
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Fig 1: Conceptual Framework 
 
Source: Adapted from Pasacharopoulus, G & Patrinos, H. (2002): “Returnsto 
investment in Education: A further update”. World Bank Policy Research Paper 
2881, Sept.   
 
Tertiary schooling can also have less direct benefits for economies. By producing 
properly trained teachers, it can enhance the quality of primary and secondary 
education systems and give secondary graduates greater opportunities for economic 
advancement. By training physicians and other health workers, it can improve a 
society’s health, raising productivity at work and by nurturing governance and 
leadership skills, it can provide countries with the talented individuals needed to 
establish policy environment favourable for growth. Setting up robust and fair legal and 
political institutions and making them part of country’s fabric and developing a culture 
of job and business creation, for instance, call for advanced knowledge and decision-
making skills. Addressing environmental problems and improving security against 
internal and external threats, also place a premium on the skills that advanced education 
is best placed to deliver. 
 
 Conventional rate of return analysis shows higher education in a less 
favourable light than it shows primary and secondary education. Pasacharopoulus & 
Patrinos (2002) reviewed 98 country studies from 1960-1997 and discovered that the 
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typical estimates of the rate of return from primary school were substantially higher 
than those for advanced schooling. The average public rate of return for the former 
according to Pasacharopoulus & Patrinos (2002) was 18.9 percent, while for tertiary 
education, it was just 10.8 percent. Such studies have had a major influence on 
international development policy. However, more recent studies cast some doubts on 
the applicability of the former. Traditional rate of return analysis focuses solely on 
financial rewards accrued to individuals and the tax revenues they generate. It neglects 
the broader benefits of advanced education manifested through entrepreneurship, job 
creation, good economic and political governance and the effect of highly educated 
cadre of workers on a nation’s health and social fabric. It also ignores the positive 
impact of research – a core tertiary education activity on the economy. According to 
Pasacharopoulus & Patrinos (2002), series of studies have taken into account the 
broader impacts of higher education and they include: 
1. In a cross sectional study, Baro and sala-i- Martin (1995) found that male 

educational attainment, particularly secondary and tertiary education had 
significant growth effects. An increase in average male secondary schooling of 
0.68yrs raises annual GDP by 1.1 percent points, while an increase in tertiary 
education of 0.09yrs raises annual growth by 0.5 percent points. They found an 
interaction between initial GDP and human capital (including health and 
education), such that countries that lag behind tend to grow faster if they have 
high levels of human capital. 
 

2. In a time series analysis of the United Kingdom, Jenkins (1995) looked at an 
index of total factor productivity and its relationship to different levels of 
educational attainment. When higher education qualifications (including 
undergraduate, post-graduate, and other tertiary graduate stock) increased by 1 
percent, annual output grew between 0.42 and 0.63 percent.  
 

3. A study in Taiwan according to Lin (2004), indicated that higher education 
played a strong role in the countries economic growth. It discovered that a 1 
percent increase in higher education led to a 0.35 percent rise in industrial output, 
and that a 1 percent increase in the number of graduates from engineering or 
natural sciences led to a 0.15 percent increase in agricultural output. This study 
further examined the effects of concentration in different disciplines and 
concluded that graduates of the natural sciences and engineering had the largest 
effect on output. 
 

4. Wolff and Gittleman (1993) also indicated that university enrolments are 
correlated with labour productivity growth. The number of scientists and 
engineers per capita is also associated with economic growth. 
 

World  Educators  Forum, Volume 5 No. 1, November, 2014, ISSN: 2350 - 2401 



 

9 
 

5. In a study of six developed countries, De Meulemecester & Rochat (1995) 
showed that higher education had a strong causal impact on economic growth in 
France, Japan, Sweden and the United Kingdom but no impact in Australia and 
Italy. It is vital that the social, political and economic structures and the 
technological level of the society to which the educational system belongs are 
such that, graduates can actually make use of their accumulated knowledge. 
 

6. Bloom, Hartley & Rosovsky (2006) showed that workers in US where the 
proportion of college graduates is higher earn significantly more than those in 
states with few graduates, whether or not they have received tertiary education 
themselves. Unfortunately, there is no such comparative study investigating such 
spill-overs in developing countries of Africa. 
 

7. The same study by Bloom et al (2006) showed a positive correlation between 
higher education and entrepreneurship. The authors used Babson Colleges Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitors Total Entrepreneurship Activity (TEA) Index, which 
uses information from 17 countries to measure the share of adults involved in 
new firms or start-up activities. Individuals with higher education levels were 
more likely to engage in entrepreneurial activity and more educated 
entrepreneurs created more jobs than less educated ones.  
 

8. Another channel for improvement is through research and development (R&D) 
which can boost economic and productivity growth. In a recent World Bank 
study, Lederman & Maloney (2003) conducted a cross-country regression 
analysis that indicated that the rate of return on R&D was 78 percent. 
 

9. Bloom et al (2006) found a positive and statistically significant correlation 
between higher education enrolment rates and governance indicators, including 
absence of corruption, rule of law, absence of ethnic tensions, bureaucratic 
quality, low risk of repudiation of contracts by governments, and low risk of 
appropriation.        
   

 The analysis so far suggests that increase in tertiary education is important to 
promote faster technological catch-up and improve a country’s ability to maximize its 
economic output. Technological catch-up plays a prominent role towards production 
possibility. Tertiary education may improve technological catch-up and by so doing, 
help to maximize Africa’s potential to achieve its greatest possible economic growth, 
given current constraints. Investing in tertiary education in Africa may accelerate 
technological diffusion which would decrease knowledge gaps and reduce poverty in 
the continent.  
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Challenges of Higher Education in Africa 
 Higher education, however, may not make the envisaged difference in Africa if 
other barriers to development play a determinative and negative role. For example, 
without sensible macroeconomic management, new graduates are less likely to find 
productive work. Good governance is another sine-qua-non. Openness to trade-with 
provisions to ensure that Africa actually benefits from such openness and with 
increased cooperation from developed countries is likely to be the key. Debt relief for 
some African countries may also allow governments to institute programmes that take 
better advantage of well-educated workers. According to the Global Education Digest 
(2006), tertiary education students in Sub-saharan Africa are the most mobile in the 
world. Several African countries have as many or more students abroad than at home. 
Most have to leave because of limited access in local universities or due to poor quality 
of instruction. The result of such mobility is capital flights from Africa. The amount of 
money expended on these students can be utilized to develop Africa. This may be 
regarded as a type of brain-drain which does not augur well for productivity in Africa. 
Further more, it is obvious that some of them may not come back and even where they 
come back after graduation, they may not be culturally-oriented enough to understand 
and relate to the culture of their respective countries. While the ruling class emerges 
from these culturally alienated people, it becomes difficult to make the necessary 
connections for productivity and economic development. 
 
 The proliferation of private higher education institutions in Africa according to 
Sawyer (2004), has created some challenges that need to be addressed. These include; 
i) shortage of resources, infrastructure and funds; 
ii) their over-reliance on part-time faculty from public institutions with implication 

both for quality of delivery at the private universities and for effective 
performance in the public institutions; 
 

iii) the concentration of for-profits private institutions on directly marketable courses 
and programmes, thereby out-competing the public institutions in respect of high-
paying courses and programmes that the latter could use to augment their income 
earning capacity; and 
 

iv) the absence of research in private higher institutions as a necessary part of the 
higher education enterprise. According to Jegede (2012), in national systems 
where the public universities are already weak and vulnerable, these negative 
features could have an exaggerated distortionary effect. Faced with the huge 
unmet demand for higher education, governments’ inability to fund higher 
education properly amidst the opening up of the terrain of higher education, 
Africa is faced with students seeking admissions into institutions with varying 
and questionable quality profiles. Stakeholders, including businesses increasingly 
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demand better and relevant curricular, state-of-the-art infrastructure and 
graduates that are better prepared for the job markets. Needless to state that all 
the above would have significant impact on universities’ local and international 
agenda, including their responsiveness to the demand of delivering quality higher 
education to Africa. As African universities struggle to become notable players in 
the global arena, they should grapple with a number of salient issues which 
include the need to rethink what higher education means to Africa in the 21st 
century, address issues of balance between enrolment and quality of education, 
reassess the place of private universities and comparability, consider the tension 
between existing model of fixed campus environment and the emerging concept 
of ODL (Open and Distance Learning), vigorously embark upon curriculum 
change and review key skills to be acquired in undergraduate studies and 
properly situate postgraduate and research studies. 
 

Conclusion     
 Without education, development cannot occur for only the educated can apply 
skills and expertise necessary for sustainable economic development. In recognition of 
this fact, most governments all over the world have made strong commitments for 
citizens to have access to education. African nations continue to be under-developed 
partly because they lack good quality tertiary education that is capable of bringing 
about sustainable economic development and productivity. With limited human and 
other essential resources and poor level of infrastructure and development, the way 
forward for African higher education is collaboration and working within a continental 
framework. Africa’s answer to higher education in the future should be properly 
grounded in the effective implementation of the 2006 Plan of Action for the Second 
Decade of Education for Africa which has been endorsed by the African Union. 
 
Recommendations 
The following recommendations were suggested:   
1) Mechanisms should be put in place to encourage greater mobility of academics, 

researchers, staff and students and to recognize the qualifications from and by the 
different regions of Africa through the harmonization of degree structures. These 
could be achieved under the umbrella of Regional Convention on the recognition 
of academic qualifications in African states, commonly known as the Arusha 
Convention which was developed in 1981 (Jegede, 2012). 
 

2) Establishing an African Higher Education and Research Space that will 
harmonise institutional and National Quality Assurance systems and promote 
high level relevant research and postgraduate training tailored towards solving 
problems that plague African communities. 
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3) Adopting and adapting Open and Distance Learning (ODL) as instructional 
delivery mechanisms in sub-saharan Africa as is common in other continents of 
the world if Africa is to raise its tertiary education enrolment ratio from the 
current 6 percent (achieved through the face-to-face mode) to at least 50 percent 
within the next 5 years. 
 

4) Using information and Communication Technologies (ICT) effectively for 
instructional delivery, professional communication; to develop, produce, acquire 
and distribute knowledge, skills and competencies across the continent as far as 
they are available. 
 

5) Building human resources base that will seek newer and effective ways to 
combat diseases, reduce energy costs and address climate change. 
 

6) Creating centres of excellence within each region of the continent to develop 
robust postgraduate studies and strong research base with global competitive 
edge. 
 

7) Providing opportunities for collaboration and partnership on equal and mutually 
beneficial platforms with the international world including universities in other 
continents, development partners, organizations and agencies genuinely 
interested in higher education in Africa. 
 

8) Proper implementation of the principle of competitive advantage in developing 
disciplines in tertiary institutions in Africa have become imperative. That is, 
universities should be streamlined according to programmes in which they excel 
and this is the only way to improve the quality of output/graduates. 
 

9) Heads of African governments should develop the political will to invest in 
quality higher education for it is by so doing that Africa will be protected from 
depending forever on expatriates for the exploration and exploitation of her 
natural resources, while serving as a dumping ground for the technologically 
advanced countries. 
 

10) There should be greater accountability, better degree of financial and budgetary 
discipline among university leadership, effective management of both human and 
material resources and reduction of conflicts for greater development. 
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