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Literacy in Africa:

It’s In our own hands

Gorgui Sow

Abstract - In this article, the author presents a
fundamental problem, which is the lack of
interest on the part of many African govern-
ments vis-a-vis the literacy of their young
adult population. This is a population where
more than 50% is usually illiterate. It is not
only a problem of lack of political will, but a
lack of political consciousness: African lead-
ers must be conscious of the fact that illiteracy
in youth and adults is the most formidable ob-
stacle to growth and sustainable development
of African nations.

For the author, the discussion on what
should happen after 2015 shows that the
attention of education providers on the issue
of successful learning in primary school may
make adult literacy even more of a problem.
For a long time to come, Africa is likely to
remain one of the richest continents with the
poorest people.

Post 2015

Education specialist, Senegal

Illiteracy is one of the biggest challenges for Africa. First
of all because it is one of the largest regions of the world
burdened with the highest illiteracy rate — over 40% of the
population over 15 years of age. Africa is also where the
factors contributing to illiteracy are most present: the
highest proportion of children who do not have access to
primary education or leave school early (40%), or who
have not even mastered basic skills at the end of primary
school (560%), with a high risk of falling into illiteracy.

The United Nations declaration Literacy Decade
(2003-2012) reaffirms the role of literacy at the heart of
the fundamental human right to education. The human
right has a number of key characteristics: It is inseparable
from the recognition of human dignity and, therefore, it
is universal in that it is acknowledged for all people irre-
spective of social origin, gender, race, ethnicity or age.

These principles of inseparability and universality remain
empty words when the law is ineffective. Mr. Mamadou
N’doye, the former Executive Secretary of the Association
for the Development of Education in Africa (ADEA), re-
minded us of this during the first ADEA triennial in February
2012 in Ouagadougou. The ethical obligation of States is
therefore not just about formally recognising these principles
but above all to create the conditions for effective literacy
for all.
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Africa’s rendezvous with 2015

The year 2015 will be a very critical rendezvous for gov-
ernments and the partners of education in Africa. Two
important processes will eventually meet their deadline
(the agenda of Education for All — EFA, and the Millen-
nium Development Goals — MDG). 2015 will also be the
midpoint after the last UNESCO World Conference on
Adult Education (CONFINTEA VI and the Belém Frame-
work for Action).

In the same year, Africa will also rendezvous with a
large number of political and budgetary deficits in literacy
for youth and adults. This situation is the result of several
factors, some of which are endogenous (economic hard-
ship, political and institutional instability, civil war, etc.),
and others which are exogenous (marginalization of EFA
Goal 4 of the Dakar Framework for Action in favour of uni-
versal primary education).

In February 2012 the first ADEA Triennial in OQuaga-
dougou attracted over 1,000 education stakeholders
from the national and international level. | had the privi-
lege to ask a question to the panel of three heads of
state — Burkina Faso, Niger and Ivory Coast — invited to
this event.

My question was: “Excellencies, as you so well reaf-
firm, education is a fundamental right, and if you consider
that the basic education of citizens in your countries is a
priority for your governments, why then do you all put so
little money into literacy for youth and adults?” (Less than
1% of the education budget.)
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Jeff Koinange, the famous Kenyan journalist enlisted by
the ADEA to animate this unusual panel, had a smile

on his lips and seemed surprised to see the three heads
of state look at each other and writhe with embarrassed
laughter in the face of the applause from an audience
that apparently shared my concerns.

We remained hungry for an answer even after the
responses given successively by our honourable guests.
Indeed, the three countries mentioned above are
among those with the most illiterate youth and adults in
West Africa. We see the slowest rate of political struggle
against illiteracy in those countries, and as a result they
will not even reach EFA Goal 4 in 2020 (that of reducing

the adult illiteracy rate by 50% in 2015).

Ivory Coast has a population of nearly 22 million, of
whom nearly 50% are illiterate (or nearly 11 million). Even
if the government was capable of bringing literacy to
500,000 adults per year through projects funded by the
Ivorian state and by donors, it would mean that the Ivory
Coast would not reach Goal 4 until 2023.

Regarding Niger and Burkina Faso: despite the bold
policies of the last decade to fight against illiteracy, the
two countries will not meet Goal 4 before 2025, unless
these states triple the resources allocated to this sector
by 2015.



The promotion of literacy for the people -
political consciousness of African leaders.

Prioritisation of literacy for youth and adults in the context
of poverty and socio-political crisis goes beyond political
will, but it is a constituent part of the political conscious-
ness of African leaders. A democratic and egalitarian
Africa will be created only with well educated African cit-
izens, aware of their rights and responsibilities. In the
words of Professor Cheikh Anta Diop: “The African citizen
should be armed to the teeth with science” in order
to make Africa a sovereign and developed continent.
Unfortunately the scarce resources allocated to
the literacy sector show the willingness of African govern-
ments to relegate literacy for youth and adults to the
background.

A lot has happened since Dakar

During the last two decades, NGOs and some African
governments have done a lot of useful things in the
sub-sector LNFE (Literacy and Non-Formal Education).
Take for example Burkina Faso, where the foundations
have been put in place to promote LNFE. In Mali, YELEM-
BOU, a large popular movement, was launched to eradi-
cate illiteracy among youth and adults. In Senegal, the

so called “Faire-faire” policy (working through partners)
was able to mobilise all the civil society stakeholders,
the communities and the state to reduce the illiteracy rate
by 5% each year.

It is unfortunate that very little has been documented
in an attractive way or otherwise used as examples. This
inability to sell LNFE products to the communities and
to the education partners makes the financing of quality
literacy increasingly uncertain. The noted lack of trans-
parency in the implementation of certain LNFE projects
and the lack of certification doesn’t exactly help either.

In Africa, even if we have managed to make early
childhood development a priority for the Decade of Edu-
cation in Africa (launched by the African Union), we have
so far not been able to do the same for LNFE. The African
Union is a showcase of the realities and priorities of mem-
ber countries. We hope that the efforts made in this field
by ADEA, UNESCO, the African platform for literacy, the
African Network Campaign on Education For All (ANCEFA),
Pan African Association for Literacy and Adult Education
(PAALAE), African Women’s Development and Communi-
cation Network (FEMNET), African Reflect Network
(PAMOJA) and many other stakeholders regarding the
right to education will not be in vain.

In its advocacy strategy to make Education For All a
priority in the agenda of the Millennium Development
Goals (MDGs) beyond 2015, ANCEFA, in partnership with
national coalitions and partners like ADEA, UNESCO,
Save the Children, Plan (Promoting child rights to end
child poverty), OSISA (Open Society Initiative for Southern
Africa) and ActionAid, managed to pass a declaration at
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Post 2015

the last Conference of Ministers of Education of the African
Union (COMEDAF) in Abuja asking African governments
to make education inclusive and LNFE a priority for 2015
and beyond.

Many governments do not prioritise literacy for youth
and adults. This makes it even more difficult to get ade-
quate funding from education donors. Multiple and often
uncoordinated interventions by NGOs are like “the tree
that hides the forest”, making state financing even more
insignificant.

Education disappearing from the agenda?

The wake-up call will be very difficult in 2015, and after
2015 may result in an even more unjust treatment of youth
and adult literacy since:

e Education itself in this sector is already struggling to
be heard in the consultative process on the post 2015
agenda, not to mention literacy and non-formal edu-
cation in general.

e The new global trend towards Education For All, sup-
ported by “think tanks” for measuring learning and
effective preschool and elementary learning, will push
more African countries to be even less attentive to
LNFE. For the activists and researchers of this new
dynamic it is considered better to eradicate the evil at
its root in the name of efficiency. This means to invest
more in the learning of the very young (children 6 to
14 years old) before they join the ranks of the illiterate
youth and adults.

e  Current research on the quality of education that uses
fairly original methodological approaches inspired
by Pratham, the Indian NGO, (assessment of skills in
reading, mathematics and general knowledge, not at
school level but at household level) in connection with
the work of the Brookings Institute and other agencies,
will constitute a formidable critical mass which will
easily convince donors of the new priorities for the
post 2015 agenda.

The strategic priorities of the new Global Partnership for
Education (GPE) have already identified areas in which the
countries of Africa, Asia and Latin America must invest in
order to gain access to international funding. [For more on
GPE, see the article on page 58, Ed.]

Governments wishing to benefit from external resources
for LNFE after 2015 will have to rethink their strategies
for fundraising for this sub-sector by integrating literacy
programs in their development policies for early childhood,
schooling of young girls or the promotion of education
and employability of young people excluded from national
education systems.
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Africa has the resources for its education

The African industrial and mining sector, which is boiling
with billions of dollars each year, should not fear an
income tax whose sole purpose is to pull the men and
women who daily earn them this wealth out of poverty and
ignorance. African countries have an urgent duty to fund
the development of the basic technical and vocational
skills of their citizens from the revenues that emanate from
natural resources.

Beyond the bounds of the political consciousness of
this particular time, it will be a source of pride for Africans
and all activists in a free Africal
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