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Introduction

Having taught in a secondary school in Namibia for three years, I am planning to obtain a degree in education and work somewhere in Africa. While I attended colloquium this term, I continued to think about the future of education in developing countries and to seek ideas for improving teaching practices in African schools. Three talks struck me as particularly relevant to the African situation: Dr. Thiagajaran’s talk about games and competition, Dr. Peck’s talk about technology and educational reform, and Mr. Marcus’s talk about demographics and macroeconomic policy.

I. Games and Competition

According to Dr. Thiagajaran, games can be useful learning activities because they are engaging and produce an emotional reaction. They develop many types of intelligence in addition to the logical, rational, analytical intelligence usually encouraged by more commonly used teaching methods like lectures. Games are popular in Africa, and they could help replace rote learning.

Western culture often values competition more highly than cooperation. Conflict and competition need not be against other people; it can be against environmental pressures like time, previous standards or external obstacles. Role-playing games and simulations could be used to help people to understand differences in gender, class, ethnicity and culture, and to re-examine and possibly change their values and beliefs about others. Teaching people to replace competition with cooperation could reduce damaging conflicts in families, schools, workplaces, neighborhoods, nations, and the world.

II. Technology and Educational Reform

Dr. Peck’s main idea was that American investment in educational restructuring and technology is justified by long-term benefits in people’s lives. 

Although educational reform and restructuring are badly needed in developing countries in Africa, most Africans cannot afford the technology. Even if there existed $100 plug-and-play portable touch screen computers that attached to any phone line, only a tiny minority of African students and teachers could afford them. Even access to electricity and phone lines is too expensive for the majority of people and usually limited to urban areas. The technology that would free teachers from some of the low-level drudgery of teaching and help teachers individualize learner experiences is not yet available. Although heavy investment in a technology-rich learning environment and educators well trained in the use of technology would bring gains in relatively well developed areas like parts of South Africa, such an investment in most of Africa is impossible because of a lack of capital and a crippling debt. It would be premature, since most of Africa is not yet a technology-rich working environment. Hopefully someday, cheap access to information will democratize education throughout the world. Remote areas that cannot afford a paper library could be connected to the Internet, which is arguably the world’s largest library and communications network. But at least in the near future, the gap between the rich and poor in material wealth, technology and education will continue to increase. 

Meanwhile, Africans could make many changes in their educational systems that do not require expensive, imported equipment. In Africa as in the US, school learning should not be different from real learning.  Students should actively do things, not just sit quietly and listen. They should be given meaningful projects they care about. School tasks should be individualized and collaborative. School should focus not on information to be remembered but on real-world skills like reading, writing, thinking, problem solving, creativity, managing money, using the tools of technology, and interpersonal skills. Teachers should also be trained in such high-level thinking skills. Student assessment should be criteria-based instead of norm-based; students should advance when they are competent, not when they are a year older. Parents should be required to participate in their child’s education, so they themselves should be better educated. Finally, establishing trust and getting the entire community to buy in to and take responsibility for educational change is important; outsiders cannot improve a school merely by donating equipment.

III. Demographics and Macroeconomic Policy

Mr. Marcus’s main idea is that as the ratio of working to non-working Americans decreases, working people will have to become better trained and more productive so their income taxes can pay for education and social security. 

In Africa, the birth rate is decreasing but still alarmingly high, and life expectancy is increasing. Africa’s growth rate cannot even keep up with the population growth. Not even AIDS is making a major reduction in the population growth, but it strikes some of the most capable workers. In some countries, especially in southern Africa, it is devastating the work force and creating an enormous economic burden that is stifling economic growth. (Obviously, AIDS education should be a higher priority.) The combined large numbers of young, old, sick and unemployed Africans are too large of a burden for the employed. Despite high taxes, which are often bypassed by informal markets, illegal trade and corruption, there is almost no money for education or social security. 

Land is still important in Africa. Farming and mining are still vital for the GNP of many countries. The mechanization of Africa is inevitable, but replacing manual labor with machines actually worsens the unemployment rate and increases the disparity between rich and poor. Some authors have even suggested that it is better to maintain or increase the number of low-level jobs like manual laborers and attendants than to import expensive machines. 

Africa’s financial problems are largely due to the neglect of education by colonial rulers and to neocolonial policies imposed by Western financial institutions which prioritize short-term economic growth above education and public welfare. The median income is decreasing as the disparities between rich and poor increase. Both adults and children are in dire need of education.

Conclusion

The immediate future Africa’s educational system is grim: It will fall further behind the rest of the world, and it is uncertain when most Africans will enter the information age. African countries should form educational partnerships and exchanges with other African and non-African countries, which should see development and fair treatment of African countries as critical to their own survival. In the short term, African teachers can use many educational methods that do not require a large investment in equipment to quickly improve the quality of life of their students. Later, when they are given a chance to participate in and make larger contributions to the world information and communication network, Africans will be able to achieve a more complete economic and personal freedom and equality.
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