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Abstract
This study aimed at identifying practical strategies
to improve education in sub-Saharan Africa. Using
written questionnaires, the data of this study were
collected from three new Canadians who were born in
sub-Saharan Africa and who now work in the
Canadian educational system at primary and
university level. The educational challenges we
examined concern girls’ enrollment in schools, the
development of schools in rural areas, the
ineffectiveness of teaching and, finally, parents’
influence on their children’s schooling. The
juxtaposition of the participants’ experiences in the
African educational system and in the Canadian
educational system provided practical strategies that
we divided into four categories: educational, social,
legal, and financial. The notion of “progress” is
discussed in light of our results.

1. Introduction
Sub-Saharan Africa is the part of the African
continent south of the Sahara. It is also known as
Black Africa, as its populations are predominantly
black in color, as opposed to North Africa (called
White Africa), which is predominantly white-skinned
or tanned (e.g., Egyptians, North Africans). The
territory of sub-Saharan Africa is divided into four
subregions. These are West Africa (commonly
known as West Africa), East Africa, Central Africa,
and Southern Africa. In all, there are 48 countries in
sub-Saharan Africa according to the World Bank.
When one is interested in sub-Saharan Africa, it is
difficult to ignore the demographic explosion that
characterizes this part of the planet [15], [21].
According to Henri Leridon, director of research at
the National Institute of Demographic Studies, the
population of Africa will double by 2100, and this
demographic transition will be out of proportion with
that of other nations on the planet. In fact, in only one
century, from 1950 to 2050, the African population
will be multiplied by nearly eleven.
This growing demographic invariably brings
pressure on governments, including the need to
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provide accessible education for all children.
However, the current educational context of sub
Saharan Africa is so difficult that millions of children
today do not even receive basic education despite the
1948 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which
states that access to education is a fundamental right.
Considering this problem, the World Bank works
toward the development of programs and strategies
aimed at improving several sectors of activity, such
as education, basic health services, the safety of water
and its treatment, agriculture, business climate,
infrastructure, and institutional reforms. It is in this
context that the World Bank has recently announced
massive investments (57 billion US dollars over the
next three years) to address the many challenges
facing sub- Saharan Africa [2].
Although the quality of education has improved
around the world in recent decades, more than 617
million children still cannot reach a minimum level of
reading and math skills. Overall, six out of ten
children and adolescents do not learn the minimum
skills in reading and math. Of the 617 million children
and adolescents in this situation, there are 387 million
elementary school children and 230 million high
school adolescents. In sub-Saharan Africa, 202
million children and adolescents leave the education
system without mastering the minimum skills [25]. In
that same region of the planet, estimates show that
more than 30 million children do not even receive a
basic education [24]. Several problems are
interrelated to explain the lack of schooling of
millions of young Africans. Not intended to be an
exhaustive list, we can mention: (1) the lack of access
to schools making it impossible for young people to
develop academic skills; (2) the inability to keep all
children in school and to keep them persevering; (3)
the poor quality of educational provision and teaching
(e.g., qualified teachers, basic equipment, teaching
materials, etc.); (4) household vulnerability [6], [11],
[25]. This list raises the need not only to understand
the obstacles to children’s schooling, but also the
urgency of identifying strategies to improve
education in these countries.
In light of the above, this article aims at
identifying practical strategies that can respond to
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already identified problems (as we will see in detail
in the next section) related to the education of
thousands of young Africans who fail to begin or
pursue their schooling. In more specific terms, the
objective of this research is to identify practical
strategies in order to:
1) Support girls’ education;
2) Improve both the educational availability in
rural areas and the quality of teaching;
3) Support students’ parents;
4) Assist sub-Saharan governments in addressing
the challenges of education in their countries.

2. Literature review
A large number of studies and reports have identified
factors that increase school dropout rate and the
inability of young people in sub-Saharan Africa to
attend school. Indeed, challenges are numerous and
refer, for example, to violent conflicts [13], to
educational policies [16], or to individuals’ poor
health [27], to name a few. Given the complexity of
these challenges, solutions are not necessarily
straightforward to develop, and practical strategies are
sometimes difficult to find. In this perspective, the
present conceptual framework of this study is based
on recent work by Inoue, di Gropello, Taylor, and
Gresham [11] that sought to illustrate the prevailing
situation in the education of young people in subSaharan Africa. More precisely, these authors present:
an overview of the situation of out-of- school
children in sub-Saharan Africa that examines
the factors that determine young people’s
decisions either to stay or leave school […].
This overview examines the main factors
underlying out-of-school children and […] it
focuses on the cohort of 12–24-year olds,
which are those who are most likely to drop
out of high school. (p. 21) (loose translation)
According to this study, six factors constitute the
essence of the problems of schooling among young
people living in sub-Saharan Africa who are unable to
begin or pursue their schooling. We grouped these
factors into three categories: (1) girls’ enrollment in
schools; (2) rural schools and quality of education; (3)
parental influence. These three categories corroborate
the work of other authors who have examined school
dropout in Latin America (more precisely in Brazil).
These researchers suggest an interdependence
between family, children, and school characteristics
[11]. Although we must not lose sight of the particular
context of sub-Saharan Africa, it is interesting to note
that the phenomenon of dropping out of school shares
common explanatory axes with Brazil.
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2.1. Category 1: Girls’ enrollment in schools
Before examining the precarious situation of girls
in terms of schooling, let us briefly review some data
to have a picture of the situation of young Africans
(aged 12–24 years) living in sub-Saharan Africa.
Currently, more than half of them are out of school
and one in five children have never been enrolled in
school. These alarming data add to the fact that more
than 43% of out- of-school children in the world live
in sub-Saharan Africa [11]. In more precise terms,
many young people do not enroll in school or leave
school before they reach high school. Despite this,
access to education in these countries has improved
significantly. Indeed, school enrollment rate at the
elementary level has increased by one-third and the
gap between girls and boys has narrowed. In addition,
there is an increase in children moving from
elementary to high school [23]. Nevertheless, the
needs of children in sub-Saharan Africa remain
considerable and the situation of girls is still worrying.
The above-mentioned improvements should not
overshadow the marital status of thousands of young
girls living in sub-Saharan Africa. In fact, child
marriage is a major element that favors dropout
because many girls are just unable to attend an
educational institution. To date, almost 40% of girls
in sub-Saharan Africa are married before the age of
18, and 12% are married before the age of 15 [8]. In
fact, girls who marry at a young age have fewer years
of schooling [12], show more health problems
(especially when they give birth at frequent time
intervals), and report more unwanted pregnancies
than girls who marry as adults [19]. In a context of
cohabitation, the domestic work of married girls takes
precedence over getting a proper education [11]. If
major changes are not made to this problem, the
number of married girls in Africa will double by 2050.
As a result, it will become the region of the world with
the largest number of child marriages [26].
The current situation in which thousands of young
people drop out or never attend school is unacceptable
in the twenty-first century. This is particularly the case
for thousands of girls who, faced with the
responsibility of maintaining a marital relationship at
a very young age, see their probability of receiving
proper education diminish very early in life.
Therefore, the low level of girls’ education remains a
complex challenge in this part of the world.

2.2. Category 2: Rural schools and quality of
teaching
In addition to the problematic situation of young
girls, which certainly deserves our full attention, the
fact of living in rural areas and the inability of schools
to provide quality education in sub-Saharan Africa are
major obstacles to school perseverance (and even for
school attendance) [11], [14]. In fact, young people
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living in cities are more devoted to schooling than
rural children. More specifically, seven out of ten
young people living in rural areas have never been to
school [11]: “Thus, a young urban in the age group
12– 14 years old is 8% more likely to be in school than
a rural youth of the same age group.” This undeniably
represents a major challenge for society and
government authorities wishing to develop their
territory. In addition, living in rural areas in subSaharan Africa is a major constraint, particularly
because of the complex logistics involved in
constructing buildings and maintaining schools, as
well as the difficulty of retaining teachers in these
areas [1].
In addition to the difficulties accessing school,
especially for young people living in rural areas, the
quality of the educational provision remains deficient.
Indeed, the characteristics related to this ineffective
education refer to factors such as insecurity, low
salaries, demotivation, as well as the quality of initial
and continuing training that do not meet the needs of
the teaching community [14]. The above factors are
combined with other elements such as the lack of clear
and rigorous objectives from the school
administrators [11]. In addition, the lack of support
from teachers is also a factor that plays a role in
students’ dropping out: “Students who drop out of
school consider that teachers are not interested in
them and hold school discipline for inefficient and
unfair” [14]. Despite the lack of good quality
educational provision, it is important not to lose sight
of the important challenges teachers face in subSaharan Africa on a daily basis, and that educational
effectiveness depends on several external factors. As
Lauwerier and Akkari point out [14]:
[...] we find that the teaching profession in
Africa is caught between two important
imperatives.
The
first
concerns
macroeconomic balances and the need for
countries in the region to have their budgets
under control. The second concerns the desire
to ensure minimum conditions for teachers to
work. However, these two imperatives are
contradictory, since the former favors
contracting, which negatively influences the
attractiveness of the profession and teachers’
motivation. (loose translation)
In sum, access to school is difficult for a very large
number of children living in rural areas of subSaharan Africa. In fact, the logistics are complex both
for the retention of teachers and for the construction
of new schools. At the same time, the quality of
education is lacking and teacher training is
problematic, which contributes to students’ school
dropout and non- attendance.
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2.3. Category 3: Parental influence
Parental influence is considered as an element that
may affect the engagement of young people in school
[7], particularly because of the support that parents
can offer to their child [7], [5]. As Alexander,
Entwisle and Horsey [3] point out: “The family guides
children’s development in their schooling.” In an
African context, researchers indicate that parents’
level of education has a positive influence on the level
of education of their children [4]. According to Inoue,
di Gropello, Taylor, and Gresham [11], there is a
“transmission in the sense that schooling and quality
of life are correlated from one generation to the next.”
Data make it possible to fully appreciate this
observation. In African families where one parent has
completed high school, children would be 20% more
likely to persevere throughout their schooling
compared to African families with parents who have
not completed high school [11].
In addition to the impact of parental education, the
household’s earning capacity is another factor
influencing the education of African children. More
specifically, the household’s earning capacity – that is
the number of adults working in the family – is a
factor that influences whether or not young people
choose to go to school [11]. For these researchers,
children living in a family where adults work are more
likely to attend school, while being more likely to
finish primary school and continue to high school
level. In fact, the probability of going to school
increases by 21% for young people with working
parents and increases by 14% to 15% the chances of
the child going to school without having to be
employed at the same time [11]. The need to work can
possibly be explained by the high costs of education
and the State’s disempowerment in this regard. As
noted by Hillman and Jenkner [10]:
Because basic education is a recognized right
and the education of children is beneficial to
society as a whole, it is the State that must be
in charge of it, including the cost of educating
children. Yet in many poor countries the State
do not fulfill this obligation. (loose
translation)
All things considered, parents’ level of education
and earning capacity, as measured by the number of
adults working in the household, are significant
barriers to children’s schooling. These factors are in
addition to other obstacles related to the children’s
schooling, such as the proximity of schools, the
quality of education, or the girls’ enrollment in
schools. This literature review is in line with the
standard input-process-output approach that was
presented in the 2002 Global Monitoring Report [22],
which stresses the importance of examining specific
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components when looking at school improvements in
sub-Saharan Africa:
• Classroom factors (e.g., instructional strategies,
etc.)
• School factors (e.g., leadership, etc.)
• System factors (e.g., vision, resources, etc.)
• Community factors (home environment,
support for education, etc.)

3. Scientific relevance of this study
The current study is very important for several
reasons. First, sub-Saharan Africa faces many
challenges related to educational provision that
inevitably have negative consequences for the
development of African countries. In fact, many
economists and social scientists have quantified the
costs of inadequate education. These researchers have
identified multiple repercussions affecting several
sectors of activity in a context where the academic
requirements remain high for individuals. These
studies identified broad categories of social
repercussions that are associated with dropping out of
school, such as tax and financial losses [20], declining
health quality [18], as well as increased crime rates
and higher costs related to the justice system[17].
Hankivsky [9] corroborates these observations by
emphasizing that: “Directly or indirectly, high school
non-completion has enormous fiscal implications in
terms of expenditures on health, social services and
programs, education, employment, criminality, and
lower economic productivity.”
Providing quality education enables nations to
develop fully. It is therefore essential to overcome the
obstacles to school dropout in sub-Saharan Africa,
which is a fundamental and complex task. Thus, we
believe it is essential to give an opportunity to
participants to share their experiences because they
know the educational context in sub-Saharan Africa.
Moreover, it is relevant to better understand the
points of view of those participants who know both
school systems. The juxtaposition of the participants’
academic experiences in both African and Canadian
contexts seems important to us because of the gap

5. Results
5.1. Sociodemographic information
Conducted in the summer of 2017, the data were
collected from three professionals (Table 1) who
studied in sub-Saharan Africa as well as in North
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between the two school systems. On the one hand,
there is the effectiveness of the Canadian school
system and, on the other, the innumerable challenges
facing sub-Saharan Africa in this sphere of activity.

4. Methodology
We used a qualitative survey method to collect the
data for this research. We have specifically opted for
a written questionnaire for two reasons: first, it was
not easy to find participants of African origin with a
rich academic experience in both Africa and North
America (Canada). When we found the participants
(who lived in different parts of Canada (e.g.,
Montreal, northern Alberta)), it was easier for us to
send them the questionnaire via email than to meet
each one of them face-to-face. Besides, the type of
questions required allowing the participants time to
think carefully. Thus, the use of a written
questionnaire greatly favored the participants’
opportunities to deepen their thoughts. We therefore
thought that it was more appropriate to proceed by
means of a written questionnaire.

4.1. Questionnaire development
To overcome the challenges associated with this
type of survey, a few factors were considered in the
elaboration of the questionnaire. Following the
clarification of the research objectives, as well as the
conceptual and theoretical framework, we developed
a comprehensive questionnaire encompassing all
facets of this study. To enable all participants to fully
understand the questions, we wrote them in a simple,
clear, and precise way so that we avoided the use of
ambiguous terms or specialized terminology. To help
participants understand the context of the study, we
made sure that the questionnaire began with a section
explaining the parameters of the study, such as the
objectives of the research. In addition, the
questionnaire was divided into two sections: the first
section aimed at obtaining the participants’
sociodemographic background, and, the second, the
participants’ answers regarding the three categories of
challenges.
America. The participants now teach in Canada, either
at primary or university level. Participants (two men
and one woman) are all from Africa (Cameroon, Côte
d’Ivoire) and are aged between 45 and 52 years. Two
of the participants have PhDs while the third
participant has a Bachelor of Education from a
Canadian institution.
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Table 1. Information on participants

5.2. Results analysis
In the analysis, we focused on drawing from the
data the main themes related to the objectives of this
research. We were specifically interested in
identifying practical strategies and recommendations
that the participants proposed in their answers, and
which of course aim at improving education in subSaharan Africa. To analyze the collected data, we will
use the content analysis method.
The participants suggested, in order to improve
education in sub-Saharan Africa, strategies in
response to the objectives of this study (support the
education of young girls; improve both the
educational availability in rural areas and the quality
of instruction in its schools; support students’ parents;
assist sub-Saharan governments in addressing the
challenges of education in their countries). For our
part, we divided the participants’ strategies into four
categories: educational, social, legal, and financial,
which encompass the elements of our conceptual
framework (classroom factors, school factors, system
factors, community factors). Regarding the
participants’ recommendations, they will be presented
in a table following the analysis of the collected data.

5.3. Educational level
With regard to specific educational strategies
related to support for girls’ education, the participants
(Sitamze and Balin) focused on improving existing
school structures. For Balin, it is crucial to have
single-gender schools where women will play a
greater role, particularly in terms of the education
offered to young girls. In this context, specific values
should be conveyed, such as independence and
autonomy. For his part, Sitamze indicates that
“schools should be less formal (not structured like
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Western schools), but rather structured to correspond
to the values of the local populations.” Educational
innovation is therefore at the heart of what this
participant said; indeed, the latter proposes the
development of a “mobile” educational structure, that
is schools and teachers that can accompany nomadic
tribes, as is the case in several African countries.
Thus, this participant gives as an example the nomadic
pastoralists from Niger, Cameroon, Mali, Libya, and
Algeria. In this context, the creation of new schools in
the regions which are greatly affected by the low
enrollment rate of young girls would be essential and
beneficial. To this end, individual, community, and
social parameters should be considered while taking
advantage of public and private actors: “A partnership
could be set up between the State (public) and the
private sectors (promoters) as well as other
international bodies.” Schools, on the other hand,
should create better conditions (less stressful and
more flexible) that would offer students more freedom
in a less “constraining” environment. As far as
teaching practices are concerned, Sitamze suggests
that they should be more effective in order to create a
better learning climate that takes into account local
cultures. Also, the choice of pedagogical practices
should be based on convincing and conclusive data
aiming at fulfilling students’ basic needs. These
comments echo those of Sam who indicates that the
effectiveness of pedagogy should be comparable to
that found in North America, while taking into
account the local cultures, values, and beliefs.
To improve both the educational provision in rural
areas and the quality of teaching, the various African
governments have a great role to play in terms of
infrastructure, training, and schools’ supervision.
Sitamze suggests that we should build new
infrastructures and pay attention to their geographical
location. In other words, the geographical scattering
of schools does not favor the maximization of
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educational provision in sub-Saharan Africa. As this
participant suggests: “Schools should be located at the
points of conjunction of several communities.” These
new schools, of course, should be of superior quality,
and built with sustainable materials while providing
students with the necessary materials for quality
learning (e.g., books, computers, Internet, etc.).
Besides these new school infrastructures located in
more suitable places to serve as many young people
as possible, this participant believes that it would also
be necessary to improve schools’ supervision located
in rural areas: “It would be necessary to have a better
follow-up by the State (e.g., ministries of education)
of rural schools that are generally not taken care of.
There needs to be constant monitoring, evaluation,
and coaching [...].” In addition, the professional
training of teachers should be improved: “We must
also provide training and professional development;
most rural teachers are not sufficiently well trained
and are not up-to-date with the latest education
trends.”

5.4. Social level
With regard to the social level, Balin and Sitamze
think that raising awareness among African
communities is key to encourage girls’ education. As
Balin points out, urbanization has caused (and still
causes) the exodus of young people to the cities and,
by extension, encourages girls’ education: “The main
thing would be [therefore] to carry out public
awareness campaigns in cities [to promote the
importance of students’ education].” Balin said the
campaign should aim at increasing the safety of
young girls: “One of the main strategies is to prevent
sexual abuse of girls in African schools.” Sitamze
adds that this awareness campaign should be
conducted with parents to promote the importance of
girls’ education and its contribution to the economy.
For the latter, in addition to parents, the awareness
campaign should be conducted with community
elites, groups of women and men, hunters, farmers, or
by regional area (e.g., from pygmies’ camp to camp).
This participant says that this awareness campaign
should be extended to several African countries in
which girls are generally destined for marriage,
procreation, and housework; Sitamze cites, as an
example, the Kirdi tribe in northern Cameroon, the
pygmies found in Gabon, Cameroon, Equatorial
Guinea, and the Central African Republic.
To improve both the education provision in rural
areas and the quality of instruction in schools, Balin
says that parents need to encourage children’s
education in such a way that they do not require them
to work long hours instead of going to school: “It is
also necessary to educate parents to let children who
are old enough to go to school, and avoid taking them
to work in fields or farms while other children
continue their schooling.” To put it differently,
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Sitamze adds that “it is well known that rural people
use child labor while minimizing the importance of
education which has no direct and rapid impact on
their income.” Sitamze suggests that it is imperative
to find solutions based on collaborative discussions
between school entrepreneurs, parents, communities,
and governments: “Work must be done to raise
awareness and the involvement of people and rural
communities.”
In order to support parents to take a more active
role in the education of their children, Balin and
Sitamze believe that it is essential to carry out
awareness campaigns with parents to raise the
importance of school with them. In this context,
Sitamze explains that “in Africa, many parents only
set foot in schools for the registration of their children
(the first registration), and [after that] never again
return. Many are not interested in school life or even
in their child’s behavior at school.” This participant
mentions that parents “first and foremost need to
understand the why and how of school.” In the same
vein, Sam, says that “parents need to be more involved
in school and extracurricular activities by informing
them of their children’s academic achievement [...].”

5.5. Financial level
At the financial level and with the aim of
strengthening the education of young girls, political
action should be taken by government authorities.
Specifically, Balin raises the importance of effective
government lobbying to increase girls’ education. For
Balin, governments’ financial contributions are
indispensable and should increase in the coming years
through, for example, scholarships that encourage the
pursuit of higher levels of education. For his part,
Sitamze believes that governments should ensure that
developers (public or private) pay for the costs of
children’s education, while effectively overcoming
resistance to change. With regard to educational
provision in rural areas, Balin raises the importance of
supervising those responsible for financial expenses
in these areas. He insists that “we must not let villages
themselves make the expenditures of creating
schools.” Sitamze adds that the improvement of
education in rural areas will greatly depend on the
standard of living of the inhabitants. This participant
said that it is important for parents living in rural areas
that their economic situation is comfortable enough so
that they can invest a large part of their income in their
children’s education. Sam, for her part, indicates the
importance of giving financial support to parents.

5.6. Legal level
To support girls’ education, Balin emphasizes the
safety of young girls by highlighting the role that
governments could play, particularly in improving
laws and rules on sexual harassment; laws still
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penalize a large number of young girls. Another legal
element derives from another of Balin’s answers, this
time with regard to parents’ support for the schooling
of their children. Balin believes it is important to pass
laws that will encourage governments to invest in
parents’ support. More specifically, Balin considers it
important to favor the economy as being of service to

the parents: “it is necessary to reduce, if not eliminate,
the impoverishment of peasants, villagers, and
students’ parents. This also goes through the
participation of the government in school
investments; helping parents is of paramount
importance as well as the valorization of agricultural
products through their purchase at fair prices.”

Table 2. Recommendations

policies without knowing whether, beforehand, the work teams display the capacity to complete the educational

6. Discussion
In this study, we reviewed some of the challenges
that hinder youth education in sub-Saharan Africa.
More specifically, this study aimed at identifying
strategies to support young girls’ education, support
students’ parents, improve both the educational
availability in rural areas and the quality of teaching.
All this is an effort to assist sub-Saharan governments
in addressing the challenges of education in subSaharan Africa. This research has
raised strategies that we have grouped into four
categories: educational, social, financial, and legal.
Beyond these strategies, the fundamental element
that embraces these strategies refers to the notion of
“progress” that reflects the need to evolve collectively
and positively in terms of the necessary
transformation that local communities in Africa
desperately need. However, at first glance, a surface
analysis of the many educational challenges in Africa
could lead to the wrong conclusion that this
“progress” is mainly dependent on the level of
funding provided (e.g., building new schools,
purchasing school materials, conducting effective
awareness campaigns, etc.). Without downplaying the
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importance of funding, we believe that this thesis
remains rather simplistic, if not incomplete, and that
the funding granted is only one component in the
equation of this desired transformation.
In our opinion, this “progress” could be largely
dependent on three interdependent axes of action: (1)
the quality of the policies put in place; (2) the level of
competence of the actors concerned; and (3) the
capacity of the teams to get the work done. In this
context, we argue that this educational transformation
will be partly the result of the quality of the policies
put in place for and by the people, that is to say
policies aimed at supporting the interests of everyone.
Despite their great importance, effective policies and
financial resources are just two ingredients of the
“progress” envisioned. Skilled human capital should
not be overlooked (e.g., public servants, teachers,
principals, etc.) in this equation; this should lead
intellectuals in targeted African countries as well as
G7 leaders (France, Canada, Germany, Italy, Japan,
United States, United Kingdom) to better define their
respective contribution and commitment to training
future leaders in sub-Saharan Africa.
Ultimately, the capacity to get the work done
cannot be overlooked considering the complex
strategies envisioned in this study. It is obvious and
inconceivable to give large sums of money and vote
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for effective project or the mandate of the Ministries
of Education. The effective implementation would be
facilitated, in our view, by many factors such as
adequate funding, effective education policies, and
the active involvement of many highly qualified
professionals as well as by intellectuals committed to
social change. It is therefore essential to identify the
levers of success and to target the obstacles ahead, in
particular by consulting experts and consulting firms.
We reaffirm the importance of encouraging local
communities to participate in the process of change
and invite the international community to invest
massively in the future of our greatest collective
wealth: our children.
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