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Abstract 

The global access to education irrespective of race, sex and 
geographical location, is the foundation for all other development 
goals. In Africa, there are more than 40 million children, almost half 
the school age child population who are receiving no schooling. The 
main reasons for the low education rates in Africa are the lack of 
proper schooling facilities and unequal opportunities for education 
across countries, emigration leading to a loss of highly educated 
people and financial loss, corruption in education and armed conflict 
which is the biggest threat to education in Africa. However, this paper 
will focus on these areas of education dilemmas in Africa: education 
for all, girls’ education, mother tongue, indigenous education, African 
graduates, brain drain and corruption in education. Recommendations 
were made to promote and enhance sustainable educational 
development in Africa. 

 
 

The widespread preoccupation with education is not difficult to demonstrate, 
given the rapidly growing commitment to individual and mass education throughout the 
world. Education is widely regarded as the route to economic prosperity, the key to 
scientific and technological advancement, the means to combat unemployment, the 
foundation of social equality, and the spearhead of political socialization and cultural 
vitality. Education in a definitional context can generally be thought of as the 
transmission of values and the accumulated knowledge of a society. Thus, it is  
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essentially a social instrument for the expansion of human culture. In contrast, 
knowledge is a state of knowing or understanding gained or retained through 
experience or study. For the purpose herein, these short definitions provide a functional 
seed to the cultivation of an African educational and pedagogical discourse. And 
retrospectively, the transmission of values and the state of knowing or understanding 
gained or retained through experience or study in Africa began in ancient Egypt about 
3000BC years ago, at the beginning of the history of civilization. The nature of this 
early education was predominately in the hands of priests and the intellectual elites 
within ancient Egyptian theocracy. Thus, they instructed in the humanities and all 
subjects of the sciences, including medicine, mathematics, and geometry, and also in 
the more applied sciences of architecture, engineering, and sculpture (New 
Encyclopedia Britannica 2003: 2). 

This early pedagogical activity in ancient Africa has perplexed many then and 
even today, and thus quiet discussion about Africa being introduced to formal 
education upon the arrival of Islamic and Western schooling or other external means of 
schooling. However, in a rush to negatively judge Africa and her contributions to 
human civilization, some have continued to circulate incorrect information to give 
support to false assumptions.  This backdrop thus, points to the dilemma of African 
education and knowledge. To this end, this paper will examine issues surrounding 
education dilemma in Africa. 
 
Education in Africa 

Education in Africa began as a tool to prepare the local youth to take their 
place in their respective societies and not necessarily for life outside of Africa. In some 
areas, the pre-European colonialism schooling system consisted of groups of older 
people teaching aspects and rituals that would help them in adulthood. In other areas, 
education in early African societies included such things as artistic performances, 
ceremonies, games, festivals, dancing, singing and drawing. Boys and girls were taught 
separately to help prepare each sex for adult roles. Every member of the community 
had a hand in contributing to the educational upbringing of the child. The high point of 
the education experience in certain societies in Africa was the ritual passage ceremony 
from childhood to adulthood. 

When European colonialism and imperialism took place it began to change 
many indigenous education systems. Schooling was no longer just about ritual and rites 
of passage, school would now mean learning in education that would allow Africans to 
compete with countries such as the United States and those in Europe. Africa would 
begin to try producing their own educated students as other countries had. Education 
participation rates in many African countries are low. School often lack many basic 
facilities and African universities suffer from overcrowding and staff being lured away 
to Western countries by higher pay and better conditions (Wikipedia, 2012). 
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In 2005, the inventory and trends showed a definitive risk of not reaching 

universal primary enrollment by 2015. 14.7% of the World’s population is in Africa. 
The education systems inherited from the colonial powers were designed for the formal 
sector and public administration. However, Association for the Development of 
Education in Africa (ADEA) has become aware of the informal sector’s relevance in 
developing countries, and thus recognized the need for increased vocational school 
training as a way to help the formal sector. 
 
Education Dilemmas in Africa 

A. Education for All 
Education for all is a relatively new ambition for human societies. It was not 

until the 18th and 19th centuries that countries began to take seriously the idea of 
educating the whole population. This idea did not feature in the international agenda 
until the Universal Declaration of Human Right was promulgated in 1948. Article 26 of 
that declaration included the following statements: 

1. Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the 
elementary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. 
Technical and professional education shall be made generally available and 
higher education shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit. There 
is another proviso in that article that is often forgotten by governments: 

   2   Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given   to 
their children.  
Education generally helps countries to develop faster once they put in place 
economic policies that are favourable to growth. Sequel to this, Education for 
all is now a requirement for most countries in Africa, that is while Universal 
Primary Education is being established throughout the nations of Africa. 

 
B. Girls’ Education 

There are beautiful children all over Africa as you find in Japan and the rest of 
the World, but most of them are still hoping for what many take for granted and have 
really enjoyed for many, many years. In 1990, the world had come together to look at 
certain targets that should really be set in order that everyone , every child, youth and 
adult is given an opportunity to access education of quality. By 2000, it was realized 
that not much progress had been made, and as a result two global agendas were set. 
One was the Millennium Development Goals which among others set goals to attain 
universal primary education and gender equality. The other global agenda is Education 
for All (EFA). The debate that was held in Dakar 2000 came out again with six goals. 
Three are directly linked to gender issues, and the other three indirectly so. Again, more 
or less similar to what we have for the MDGs, Universal Primary Education (UPE), 
gender equity, literacy and skills development for youth and adults. So this is an  
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indication that the world is not just sitting quietling and watching developing countries 
go by without help. Mid-term, Nigerians have attained some progress, but not as far 
reaching as the country would have loved to have it. Nigeria still has a long way to go. 
Gender disparities have been reduced in the region but not eliminated. And there is also 
a General initiative for girls’ education lead by United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) which mobilizes all the development partners, NGOS and civil society to 
work together and support governments so that parity would be reached. Recently too, 
the international community has looked at the issue of aid effectiveness. Probably, they 
are doing a whole lot but are not very efficient at really ensuring that the resources 
mobilized at the global level get to the recipients at the local level.     

At the regional level also, member states have been trying to act together. The 
African Union (AU) has pronounced a Second Decade of Education action plan, which 
has as one of its seven pillars promotion of gender. There is also a special agency of 
AU which is the Centre for Education of Girls and Women in Africa (CIEFFA). Part of 
its role is to conduct studies and research that could inform policies for enhancing 
parity and gender equality. Another very outstanding initiative is found in the regional 
NGO the Forum for African Women Educationalists (FAWE) which works with 
member states to promote investment on girls’ education through demonstration of 
what works. All these are indications of actions taking place in Africa.  

 
C. Indigenous African Education 

Indigenous African education and knowledge has generally been understood as 
a simplistic process of socialization involving the preparation of children for work in 
the home, the village and within a select ethnic domain. Thus, almost all contemporary 
discussions on indigenous African education rest in the shadow of Western 
globalization ideas about structural adjustment, etc and congruently, it is projected as a 
stagnant, limited, and inoperative paradigm which pushes some to conclude that any 
serious discussion about the indigenous transmission of values and its accumulated 
knowledge in Africa is a waste of time (Zulu, 2006). However, via an African centered 
synthesis one can begin to appreciate the particulars of indigenous ways of knowing 
and their epistemologies. 

For example, in examining indigenous African education and knowledge 
closely, one sees that it evolves understanding education as: a means to an end; social 
responsibility, spiral and moral values; participation in ceremonies, ritual, imitation, 
recitation, demonstration, sport, epic, poetry, reasoning, riddles, praise, songs, story-
telling, proverbs, folktales, word games, puzzle, tongue-twisters, dance, music, plant 
biology, environmental education, and other education centered activities that can be 
knowledge and examined. Hence, some of the particulars of African culture and 
knowledge production that would otherwise educate the Africans remain hidden, unless 
pro-active communities of scholars rescue it, and give it a new meaning and  

World  Educators  Forum 



5 
 

 
significance in the committee of nations. And the people of Africa should rethink 
education and schooling as new path which departs from foreign interpretations of what 
is important at the local level. 

 
D. Mother Tongue 

Most academic researchers in South Africa are unanimous that the mother 
tongues should be at the core of bilingual programmes (Alexander, 1995; Heugh, 
1995,, Lucketh, 1995; Pluddemann, 1996).The present situation in which English is the 
preferred medium of instruction is thought to impede learning, and that it will only lead 
to poor mystery of both English and the mother tongues. In fact the poor matric results 
and the general lack of academic skills and intellectual growth among blacks at high 
school and tertiary levels, have most often been attributed to the use of English as a 
second-language medium of instruction in South Africa (Heugh, 1995,, Lucketh, 1995; 
Pluddemann, 1996). Research also shows that increasingly black and coloured parents 
(the disadvantaged group during apartheid), are demanding English medium of 
instruction for their children (Pluddemann, 1996). This begs the questions: why, then, 
do black and coloured children and their parents still insist on English medium of 
instruction? That South Africa is a multilingual country with more than twenty 
languages  is no longer in dispute (Pemmer, 1993). There is little doubt that the 
apartheid nationalist government took its belief in preserving ethnic identities too 
seriously to the extent of attempting to create monolingual societies out of multilingual 
South Africa. Apart from separating people according to race and language group, the 
apartheid regime also insisted on mother-tongue education. However, recent literature 
shows that typically, a South African uses at least two languages depending on context 
(Banda, 2000). 

 
E. Brain Drain            

Human capital flight, more commonly referred to as “brain drain”, is the large-
scale emigration of a large group of individuals with technical skills or knowledge. The 
reasons usually include two aspects which respectively come from countries and 
individuals. In terms of countries, the reasons may be social environment (in such 
countries: lack of opportunities, political instability, economic depression, health risk, 
etc.; in host countries: rich opportunities, political stability and freedom, developed 
economy, better living conditions, etc). In terms of individual reasons, there are family 
influence (overseas relatives), and personal preference: preference for exploring, 
ambition for an improved career, etc. Although the term originally referred to 
technology workers leaving a nation, the meaning has broadened into: “the departure of 
educated or professional people from one country, economic sector or field for another, 
usually for better pay or living conditions (Cervantes and Guellec, 2002). Brain drain is 
usually regarded as an economic cost, since emigrants usually take with them the  
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fraction of value of their training sponsored by the government or other organizations. 
It is a parallel of capital flight, which refers to the same movement of financial capital. 
Brain drain is often associated with de-skilling of emigrants in their country of 
destination, while their country of emigration experiences the draining of skilled 
individual. Brain drain is common amongst developing nations, such as the former 
colonies of Africa, the island nations of Caribbean, and particularly in centralized 
economies such as former East Germany and the Soviet Union, where remarkable skills 
were not financially rewarded. In Africa, conservatively speaking, according to UNDP, 
Ethiopia have 75% of its skilled workforce between 1980 and 1991, in Ghana, 68% of 
the country’s trained medical staff left between 1993 and 2000, while South Africa has 
been experiencing a brain drain in the past 20 years, and this is believed to be 
potentially damaging for the regional economy. Nigeria, Kenya and Ethiopia are 
believed to be the most affected. 

 
F. African Graduates 

The commodification of Africa’s universities and the policies of mass 
recruitment of new students are alarming given the limited number in institutions to 
accommodate the mass influx of learners from secondary schools to tertiary institutions 
and into labour market. With the whole cohorts of graduate students entering the job 
market, the unexpected precariousness of job opportunities has given rise to relatively 
divergent viewpoints within government ranks and the world education at large. 
History has made the writer to understand that the term “unemployment” first became 
significant in the time of Great depression in the United States and since then 
successive governments have taken notice of unemployment rates exporting their 
understanding across the World, North America to Europe and Africa. 

 
If the people are unemployed, there is bound to be social unrest in the state and 

even those who are employed are on constant strike for higher wages to keep up with 
the steep price in the cost of living due to wavering trends currently affecting the 
world’s economy. Governments in general do not want social unrest so invariably the 
pressure is on them to create new jobs to match the rising number of graduates from 
tertiary institutions into the labour market. It is natural they try to find solutions to the 
problem to unemployment. But at the same time finding the root causes of 
unemployment and addressing them is also a priority if government are not to have a 
repeat of the situation for the future generation of university graduates. Unemployment 
in Africa is one of the challenges that the continent is currently facing. To stay abreast 
of the modern economy and the present trend towards globalization, the Africa’s 
economy, like many other countries in the developing world, is on the part of natural 
development with structural shift in production towards more skills and capital 
intensive industries (Bello, 2011). 
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G. Corruption in Education 

In 2012 Transparency International report, with research gathered from 8,500 
educators and parents in Ghana, Madagascar, Morocco, Niger, Senegal, Sierra Leone, 
Uganda, found that education is being denied to African children in incredibly large 
numbers. A lack of parent involvement, especially as an overseer of government 
activities also leads to enormous corruption. This was most often found to be because 
parents and communities feel as though they lack any kind of power in regard to their 
child’s education. In Uganda only 50% of parents believe that they have the power to 
influence decisions regarding the education of their children. In Morocco, just 20% of 
parents believed they held any sort of power(Guardian, 2011). 

 
The unavailability and incompleteness of records in schools and districts 

prevent the documentation and prevention of corrupt practices. The African Education 
Watch conducted surveys all over the continent and identified the three most common 
practices of corruption: 

a. Illegal collection of fees: One part of their research focused on the so-called 
registration fees. Parents from all countries surveyed reported paying even 
though, by law, primary schooling is free. The report found that the number of 
parents forced to pay this illegal accounting fees ranged from 9% in Ghana, to 
90% in Morocco. An average of 44% of parents still report paying skill fees in 
the study. The average fees cost $4.16, a major expense for families in 
countries like Madagascar, Niger, Sierra Leone. 
 

b. Embezzlement of school funds: In the study, Transparency International (TI) 
found that 64% of the schools surveyed in the continents published no financial 
information at all. 
 

c. Power abuse: Another major problem is incompetent management. The report 
found that in many schools the little resources they did have were being wasted 
or lost. Overall, 85% of schools across all countries had either deficient 
accounting systems or none at all. In Morocco, just 23% of head teachers 
received training in financial management, despite being responsible for 
budgets. The TI report found that there was sexual abuse in schools from 
teachers. The TI report also found out that many schools were plagued by 
teacher absenteeism and alcoholism. 
 
Without this basic education, the report found that it was nearly impossible to 

go on to high school or college. African children are missing this link that allows them 
to have a chance in trade or to go beyond their villages. 
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Conclusion 

Education helps countries to develop faster once they put in place economic 
policies that are favourable to growth. Development is freedom. Freedom is both the 
measure of development and the means of development since free people do more to 
develop their families, communities and nations than those that are not free. Africans 
need education freedom that is free from any type of dilemma, for her to compete 
favourably with other developing and developed nations of the world. Today, the 
enrolment rates into all levels of education in Africa have increased significantly. The 
average net enrolment rate rose from 54% to 70% between 1999 and 2006 in Africa. 
This represents a tremendous input of resources and the elimination of some dilemmas 
in education by the governments of African nations. However, many children are still 
not in school. The current figure is about 70 million. Earlier this was projected to drop 
to 30 million by the target date of 2015, but recent UNESCO figures are more 
pessimistic, suggesting that 50 million children will be out of school by then 
(UNESCO, 2010). The success story is that, Africa has overcome some of these 
education dilemmas, and is now advancing educationally, technologically, 
economically and politically, and competing conventionally with other nations of the 
world. 
 
Recommendations 

1. The forum for African Women Educationalists should ensure that quality 
education for all and the goal for gender parity and equality in African 
education are achieved in the shortest time possible. 

2. Governments should review regulatory financial records of schools at all levels 
to check funds embezzlement in the system 

3. Government should empower and mobilize local watchdog organizations such 
as parent-teacher organizations and school-management committees for 
effective and efficient supervision of classroom instructions and extra-
curricular activities. 

4. The condition of service for teachers in educational institutions in Africa must 
be improved upon in order to retain professional teachers in the system. 

5. The teachers in African educational system should be exposed to other 
environment so that they can learn more about the different ways of teaching. 
Some of the teaching systems used for instance in Africa are not all that good 
compared to European schools where the students are allowed a bit more 
independence to explore and solve problems on their own. The writer thinks 
that, the exposure to European schools will be positive as long as those teachers 
returned back to Africa to contribute their quota to the development of their 
educational system. 
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