
5ADEA Newsletter July - September 2004

Secondary Education 

In 2002 the World Bank’s Africa 
Human Development Department 
(AFTHD) began a regional study, 

Secondary Education in Africa (SEIA). 
This multi-year study (2002-2005) is be-
ing undertaken with sub-Saharan African 
countries and public and private African 
educators and stakeholders. SEIA study 
outcomes have been presented at re-
gional conferences attended by some 40 
African countries and representatives of 
NGOs, governments, 
civil society and de-
velopment agencies. 
The fi rst conference 
was organized by 
the AFTHD SEIA 
core team, ADEA, 
the World Bank 
Institute (WBIHD), 
and the Academy 
for Educational 
Development (AED). 
The second confer-
ence was held in 
Dakar, Senegal, in 
June 2004 and was 
organized by the AFTHD SEIA core 
team, ADEA and WBI. A fi nal regional 
conference is planned for next year. 
It is intended to mobilize politicians 
and stakeholder organizations. SEIA 
activities are financed by the World 
Bank and by trust funds managed by the 
World Bank from Norway (Norwegian 
Education Trust Fund), Ireland (Irish 
Education Trust Fund), France and the 
Netherlands.  

The messages from these events have 
been clear: Although primary Education 
for All (EFA) remains top priority, it is 
not enough to respond to the need for 
economic and social growth in Africa. 

As most countries are struggling with 
serious shortages of qualifi ed teachers, 
achieving the goals for primary EFA re-
quires reinforcing secondary education 
as the last step before teacher training. 

Reform is essential

OECD countries are continuously 
reforming their education systems. 

The pace of these 
reforms is rapid, since 
economic changes, 
increasing globaliza-
tion of labor markets 
(which causes in-
creasing competition 
for quality and effi-
ciency in all aspects) 
and demands for a 
secondary education 
curriculum that relates 
to these changes force 
countries to face up to 
more flexibility and 
higher quality and rel-
evance of outcomes. 

Africa cannot stay behind. 
Secondary education systems in Africa 
have remained virtually unchanged over 
the past 20 to 30 years, and secondary 
completion rates are low. Old syllabi are 
still in effect. National norms and stan-
dards, expressed through curriculum 
goals and targets, have not been devel-
oped. Both junior and senior secondary 
education programs are overloaded, 
because most changes have been sim-
ply to add more content. New subjects, 
including ICT and civic awareness, must 
be introduced. Education systems in 
countries successfully approaching EFA 

goals are unable to deal with the fl ood of 
primary graduates knocking at the doors. 
Regulating access into secondary school 
through a selection process at the end of 
primary is incompatible with the goal 
of having all children complete primary 
education. In some countries (South 
Africa, Uganda and Tanzania) there are 

“waking up” signs, but a crisis is brewing 
in most countries. 

Donors are part of the problem. 
Many continue to hammer exclusively 
on primary-level EFA, without recogniz-
ing the need for access to secondary 
school. One might ask how donor agen-
cies of countries where systems have 
nine to ten years of compulsory school-
ing are reluctant to fund a reasonable 
expansion of secondary education in 
Africa. In some cases donors even agree 
to fund higher education activities but 
not secondary. 

Including junior secondary educa-
tion in the definition of basic educa-
tion is a logical step, but it may require 
restructuring the post-primary tiers of 
the education system and adding to the 
grade levels that aim to reach universal 
enrolment. Education systems cannot be 
expanded on their current ineffi cient ba-
sis. High repetition and drop out rates, in-
effi cient use of the allocated school time 
rates, comparatively short time-on-task, 
convoluted syllabi and overloaded pro-
grams, ill-equipped teachers, and weak 
management capacity and communica-
tion all contribute to the weak and costly 
sector performance. Public fi nancing is 

The Time 
for Reform is Now
By Jacob Bregman, Lead Education Specialist, Africa Region, 

World Bank

In most African countries, secondary education systems have remained virtually 
unchanged over the past 20 to 30 years. It is time to initiate sweeping reform, 
with a clear defi nition of competencies as the key to success.

The time has come for sub-Saharan 
Africa to renew its secondary education 
programs and to create the critical mass 
of skilled workers and youth necessary 
for the continent’s economic and social 
development. Education for All at the 

primary level should remain the priority, 
but it is not enough. Enlarging the focus 

to include secondary education will 
require national debates, intensifi ed 

regional cooperation, and a fundamental 
restructuring of current systems.

2nd SEIA Regional Conference poster.
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constrained and will remain so for many 
years to come.

Many countries have not yet aban-
doned the practice of selection in favor 
of certifi cation. The move from selecting 
primary graduates based on norms rath-
er than on competence has taken place 
in Asia and Latin America. Why should 
the majority of African youth fail their 
junior secondary school exams, while 
their counterparts in OECD countries 
succeed at the rate of over 60 to 70 %? 

Review the programs, 
build a new model

What are the goals of secondary educa-
tion, and why is the public investing in it? 
Stakeholders include not only communi-
ties and parents, but also enterprises and 
industry. NGOs, churches and special 
interest groups representing non-re-
ligious cultural, ethnic and scientific 
interests also have a stake in secondary 
education.  

Sub-Saharan Africa needs a model 
of sustainable primary and junior sec-
ondary education. A high-quality junior 
secondary education should include 
subjects in four areas of knowledge and 
skills: science and mathematics; social, 

life, and “geo-world” skills; ICT and tech-
nology; and language and communica-
tion. At the senior secondary education 
level the picture becomes more complex, 
and a menu of demand-driven provisions 
needs to be established. Lessons from 
South Korea, Chile, Scotland, Denmark, 
and the Netherlands can be applied to 
the African context. In these countries 
vocational and technical education and 
training have merged into fl exible path-
ways, where the student can choose an 
orientation based on emerging job or 
professional needs and interests. The 
concept of key skills or competencies 
is now generally accepted in OECD 
countries. These countries have also 
answered the question of “what degree 
of vocational orientation?” Junior sec-
ondary education should allow students 
to master general pre-vocational skills. 
Training for specific jobs should take 
place later and be directed by employers 
and enterprises. Senior secondary school 
should be close to the world of work and 
prepare youngsters for the transition. But 
this is not identical to “job-training.” 

This debate has just started in Africa, 
and there is a need to adapt the OECD 
model of secondary education to the 
specific needs of the region. African 
secondary schools should begin by mak-
ing more fl exible the transitions between 
levels and by developing structured and 
relevant curricula. International trends 
indicate the need for vocational and 
technical options, using modern and 
cost-saving ICT technologies. These 
changes will have a signifi cant impact 
on the market for textbooks and learning 
materials and equipment in Africa. 

Promote national 
consultations and debate

Instituting these reforms will require na-
tional debate and training and support 
for teachers, school managers and non-
teaching staff. They will not succeed if 
teachers and parents have not bought 
into the change. Africans will need to 
rethink their approach to education and 
disconnect from traditional post-colo-
nial systems. This is no easy task. For 
example, achieving scientifi c and tech-
nological literacy requires more than 
understanding concepts and processes 
of science and technology. Students 
need to gain an understanding of how 
science and technology shape their 

environment and life. This means that 
these subjects should be learned in dif-
ferent ways. Simple memorization and 
factual learning do not lead to scientifi c 
and technological literacy. The most 
common approach in OECD countries 
is to focus on science- and technology-
related social and economic problems, 
such as environmentally sustainable 
strategies, healthy lifestyles, HIV/AIDS 
and disease risks, public resource use, 
and population growth. This includes a 
general understanding of the nature and 
history of science and technology. 

The physical school environment 
requires our specifi c attention as well. 
Most boarding facilities in Africa’s sec-
ondary schools are neglected. When ad-
olescents live in undignifi ed conditions, 
it is unlikely they will gain self-respect 
and respect for others, develop healthy 
life styles, and make a smooth transition 
to the world of work. 

There is also a need to institute new 
teaching and learning mechanisms for 
the large proportion of sub-Saharan 
Africa’s out-of-school youth, who require 
alternative pathways to productive lives. 

The time has come for sub-Saharan 
Africa to renew its secondary education 
programs and to create the critical mass 
of skilled workers and youth necessary 
for the continent’s economic and social 
development. Education for All at the 
primary level should remain the priority, 
but it is not enough. Enlarging the focus 
to include secondary education will 
require national debates, intensified 
regional cooperation, and a fundamen-
tal restructuring of current systems. It 
will also require all African countries 
to revisit their systems’ cost-effi ciency, 
quality, and relevance of output. These 
reforms will take time, probably no less 
than eight to ten years. Therefore we 
must start now and not wait until the 
numbers of primary graduates swell 
even more. 

The SEIA study aims to help this 
process and to stimulate the dialogue 
between African stakeholders and the 
donor community. ▼

For more information on SEIA: 
www.worldbank.org/afr/seia

www.worldbank.org/afr/seia
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Until now the goal of secondary 
education has been simply 
preparation for tertiary educa-

tion, which in the minds of most people 
means strictly a university education. 
Even though most of the post-indepen-
dence reforms of education in Africa 
recognized the need to move away from 
the grammar school type of secondary 
education to something more compre-
hensive, caring for the diversifi ed needs 
of more learners and supported by a dif-
ferentiated curriculum, not much real 
change was effected. 

Contemporary realities, including 
the on-going focus on primary educa-
tion (in the context of EFA), the need to 
provide secondary education for a great-
er number of adolescents, the changing 
profi le of the African adolescent popula-
tion, the dynamic nature of the world of 
work, new demands on higher educa-
tion, and the exigencies of globalization 
call for a radical redirection of second-
ary education in Africa, both in its goals 
and in the learning opportunities that it 
offers to Africa’s youth. 

Within the overall context of “life-
long and life-wide education,” second-
ary education in Africa will continue to 
prepare adolescents for further educa-
tion. The only difference is that “further” 
education will no longer be limited to 
formal university education. Secondary 
education should address the three “P’s” 
identifi ed at the fi rst conference on sec-
ondary education in Africa (SEIA), held 
in Kampala in June 2003. 

The three Ps are:
]Personality development;
] Preparation for life;
] Preparation for formal tertiary 

education.

These goals are not 
mutually exclusive. Taken 
together they ensure that 
adolescents who have 
benefi ted from secondary 
education can continue 
the process of self-devel-
opment and self-directed 
learning. They can also be better pre-
pared to adapt to life’s challenges. If they 
do continue on, they should become 
prepared for the intellectual and other 
demands of higher education. 

A new curriculum

In the coming years, with most African 
countries adopting a nine-year basic 
education cycle, there will be the need 
to devote the lower secondary years to 
consolidating the basic life skills so dear 
to the Jomtien and Dakar EFA declara-
tions. This would require a broad-based 
curriculum, with due emphasis on life-
related skills and basic competences, in 
the following distinct but closely inter-
woven areas:

] Intra-personal skills:  Self- knowledge, 
self-awareness, assertiveness and con-
fi dence-building ;
]Inter-personal skills: Team spirit, de-

veloped through group activities as a 
method of teaching and learning, not 
a distinct subject area;
]Language and communication: Stress-

ing the communication dimensions of 
existing language programs;
] Quantitative reasoning: Empha-

sis on the reasoning aspects of existing 
mathematics programs, with teaching 
and learning closer to life situations;
] Technical aptitude development: 

An awareness-raising  program, not a 
technical specialization  program;

] IT-fluency: Familiarity with and 
interest in the workings of IT;
] Social sense: Learning to sur-

vive in the social milieu; 
] Scientific literacy: emphasis on 

the ways and methods of scientifi c 
enquiry, closely related to life situa-
tions;
] Physical development and 

personal health.
Upper secondary 

school should continue 
to reinforce these skills 
at the same time as it 
lays the foundations for 

“academic” studies. World 
Bank-sponsored studies 
in Nigeria have drawn 
attention to the need for 
non-academic alternative 
curricula to cater to the 
needs of students who 
may not be academically 
inclined. This does not 

necessarily mean a vocationally-orient-
ed curriculum for “those who cannot.” It 
simply means a judicious combination 
of the following: 
] A less overloaded curriculum, 

in terms of the sheer number of sub-
jects and topics to be studied;
] A more integrated and broadly 

based curriculum organization;
] A more active curriculum, in 

terms of the range of activities;
] An assessment method that em-

phasizes what is most needed today: 
creativity, adaptability, team spirit, 
analytical skill, open-mindedness, 
and communicative competence;
] A stronger emphasis on devel-

oping the person, through improved 
personal counseling;
] Doing away with specialization 

at the secondary level.

Challenges ahead

The major curriculum challenge for the 
immediate future is how best to effect 
a shift in attitudes—how to ensure that 
stakeholders realize the need for new 
curricular goals that respect today’s 
realities and prepare adolescents for 
contemporary and future challenges 
and opportunities. Then all stakehold-
ers should join forces in translating the 
new goals of secondary education into 
school, community, and classroom  

“ do-ables,” a hard but ultimately a 
 rewarding task.▼ 

New Goals, 
New Curricula 
by Pai Obanya, Education Consultant 

What is secondary education’s ultimate goal? To prepare students 
for life? For higher education? Contemporary reality clearly calls 
for a complete overhaul of both the objectives and the content. 

The major challenge for 
the immediate future is 

how best to effect a shift in 
attitudes—how to ensure 

that stakeholders realize the 
need for new curricular goals 
that respect today’s realities 
and prepare adolescents for 
contemporary and future 

challenges and opportunities.




