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Conclusion and recommendations: Education can be Africa’s development leveller

Education can provide improved opportunities to poor people and the relationship between better education and
improved income levels is strong. The Education scenario would have a transformative impact on African economies and
societies, but the results will not be achieved without great effort and new ways of thinking. Africa not only needs to get
the basics right but should also ensure very rapid uptake of modern technology to help compensate for deficits in teaching
capacity and for governments to invest appropriately.

Beyond basic levels of (primary) education and literacy, an education system must evolve to respond to many
requirements, including changing education demands to help prepare students for the job requirements of the future. By
2030, about 230 million jobs in Africa will require digital skills.[1] The world of work requires more skilled and fewer semi-
and unskilled workers.

There is clearly a powerful relationship between citizens' level of education and the prosperity of nations, but it is also
quite complicated, as the example by Ricardo Hausmann shows:[2]

In 1998, Ghana's workforce had an average of about seven years of education and its per capita income was about
$1 000. When Mexico's workforce first achieved an average of seven years of education—in 1993—its income was
over $10 000, while France’s per capita income when its workforce first got to an average of seven years of
education (in 1985), was over $20 000. These figures tell us that rich countries are rich not just because of
education, and, conversely, that investing in education alone won't make you rich.

Hausmann attributes the ability to translate education and technology into growth to the ability to apply knowledge. That,
he argues, comes through imitation and repetition of tasks—learning by doing. For a country to develop and grow, it needs
to provide the opportunity for learning while doing. What he does not examine, however, is the matter of the quality of the
education provided in Ghana, Mexico and France, pointing to the need to dig deep when considering key relationships.

Because of colonialism, most African countries still adhere to the outdated Prussian model of rote education. It has often,
and rightly so, been criticised for being overly rigid and inflexible. In Africa, overcrowded classrooms, poorly educated
teachers and limited educational facilities are the norm. Many children are poor, undernourished and have to walk far to
attend school every day. Looking at the rather dismal state of education in Africa, the continent could clearly do with much
greater order and a sense of educational purpose. This is particularly important when it comes to improving children’s
reading, writing and arithmetic skills, ensuring teachers’ attendance, and in finding ways to manage the large classes that

are typical in so many schools.

Effective education requires students who are sufficiently nourished, stimulated and cared for, capable teaching, skilled
management and a government and education system that pulls all of this together. Many countries in sub-Saharan Africa
do not have these four key components in place and face a crisis in education that the World Bank describes as a
low-learning trap.[3] It is possible to escape this trap, as is demonstrated by the advances made in South Korea, China and
Vietnam, but it requires a tremendous effort, political leadership, societal engagement and the use of modern technology.[
4]

With the right kind of education and skills formation, the large young population can be a powerful contributor to growth
in Africa. However, it can also be a drag on growth and cause social and political upheaval if the continent does not create
the right opportunities to realise their potential. By 2050, 40% of all children (one billion people) and adolescents below the
age of 18 years will be in Africa.[5] This is an opportunity for Africa to build the largest human capital in the world and
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leverage it for growth. Achieving this requires significant investment in the education and training of children and
adolescents on the continent to acquire the relevant knowledge and skills that can drive the development agenda of the
continent and achieve a demographic dividend.

As a starter, governments need to fix education systematically, working their way through the education funnel from the
starting point: by investing in ECD, ensuring primary school enrolment and completion, developing literacy and using
modern technology in the process. Once progress is achieved in primary education, the priority should shift to improving
enrolment and completion in lower secondary schools, then to fixing upper secondary and, eventually, tertiary education.

Specifically, the government must pay special attention to pre-schools to improve foundational learning for basic reading
and mathematics at early stages of pre-primary and primary levels. In this regard, school authorities can dedicate extra
hours to numeracy and literacy at pre-primary and primary levels. Also, there is the need for greater inclusion of and
critical attention paid to dropouts in the educational funnel. Governments need to eliminate barriers to higher education
starting from secondary school levels. Policies such as free secondary education and school feeding programmes targeting
needy and vulnerable households can increase enrolments and survival rates among school children.

The quality of education is important, together with offering vocational and technical training as opposed to the singular
focus on academic teaching so evident across many African countries. Simply pushing children through school is not a
solution if their education does not comprehensively and fundamentally address the basics of reading, writing and
arithmetic, and then allowing them to build the skills required for the Fourth Industrial Revolution. Thus, governments
need to recognise and prioritise technical and vocational education especially at the lower secondary levels. This is to
ensure that students who choose technical and vocational lines of education at higher levels have the sufficient grounding
to excel. It is also imperative to find ways to channel many more students towards vocational training programmes that
benefit from broader integration into the educational system and enable informal, virtual self-empowerment.

African states cannot abdicate their responsibility to provide an essential public good to millions of poor citizens in favour
of a profit-seeking private sector. However, this is not to say that private schools should not play a role. The development
of carefully crafted regulations to prevent predatory practices by the private sector, as well as the continued need for
states to properly fund, manage and regulate their public education systems, are needed in parallel.[6] With the decline in
donor support coupled with governments’ competing spending priorities, there is a need to raise additional funding
through innovative financing. Particularly, governments need to rope in the private sector to finance technical, vocational
and higher education that has a direct link with industries and private sector growth.

As discussed earlier, digital connectivity is critical for learning and skills development. New teaching technologies and
methods must be exploited to help meet the challenges of the future, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic. There is the
need to partner with telecommunication firms and Internet service providers to bring down the cost of broadband services
and mobile data that impede virtual learning. This will facilitate innovation in teaching and learning methods and expand
virtual learning platforms. Furthermore, capacity building, skills upgrading and further training for teachers is essential to
building a quality educational system. Accordingly, countries need to periodically redesign their teacher development
programmes to cater for new teaching and learning skills including digital education.

Each African country faces different challenges, but more parental involvement, upskilling teachers and designing teaching
and learning methods that are sensitive to local conditions are central to creating functioning education systems
throughout Africa. Not all of this requires sophisticated technology,[7] but once the basics are in place, technology in the
forms of 5G and AR could be a key facilitator to drive the progress modelled in the Education scenario. Clearly, strategic
planning, innovation, investment and, most of all, leadership are required to address the continent’s education backlog.
Africa’s likely prospects in the Current Path forecast are depressing. If the continent fails in this dimension it will fail in all
others.
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Chart 18: Key recommendations
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