NPEF-seminar:

The challenges in secondary education in Africa and the role of Development Agencies, NGOs and Teacher Unions

I am very pleased to be here, representing SAIH, the Norwegian Students’ and Academics’ International Assistance Fund. In partnership with non-profit organisations and institutions, we support educational projects in Africa and Latin-America with emphasis on the slogan “Education for Liberation”. In Norway SAIH engages in development education among students and academics, and lobby to influence Norwegian international policies on development.
SAIH means that through education people gets the necessary means for their political, economic, social, civil and cultural liberation. SAIH’s definition of education includes both formal and informal education, and focuses on higher education, hiv/aids, vocational training, work creation, indigenous empowerment and democracy awareness.
Even though education is at the heart of all of our activities, SAIH has chosen not to be directly involved with primary and secondary education. The reason why, is that we believe this should be the responsibility of the national authorities in each country. We do of course realize that the national authorities in several countries is struggling to provide primary and secondary education. That is part of the reason why we are gathered here today. 
SAIH admits that assistance from international NGOs might contribute in a positive way in such situations. One example is Save the Children’s campaign to provide education to children living in areas of conflict.

One important reason why, on the other hand, SAIH believes that western NGOs should not be too involved in primary and secondary education, is the culture- and quality aspect of education. Who actually controls the education system when the financial means are coming from donors outside the country? This is a challenge attached to all economic assistance from outside, be it international finance-institutions, bilateral donors or international NGOs – namely that the donors visions may affect the content of the curriculum being taught.
It is important to ensure that the education provided in a country, to the greatest extent possible has grown out of the needs of society in that actual country. 

Now you might be wondering what I am doing here if SAIH does not work with secondary education. I started out saying that we’re not working directly with secondary education. Still, our partners in Southern Africa are contributing in other, related ways. 
One important aspect of our work is that we believe it is impossible to regard education separate from the rest of society, and not the least, from the rest of the everyday-life of young people. Youths are the agents of change which is most likely to be affected by the impact of education and information. That is why our partners work with this group in ways that seeks to appeal to their way of understanding the world and alternative ways of expressing themselves.
For example, in South-Africa, violence among youths is a strong, growing problem. At the present, SAIH cooperates with several partners in South Africa that address the increasing violence and teach the youth other ways of coping with the difficult situation of unemployment and poverty. We see that the activity of these organizations is helping to change the life around for many young people. In stead of ending up as young criminals, they become peer-leaders to other young people, they gain self-esteem and they are motivated to start school and getting an education. They become motivated to fight for their rights as young people.
Next to violence, another major problem in the Southern African region is HIV/aids. SAIH is both in South-Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe cooperating with partners that in different ways work in preventive ways, giving information about the disease and its consequences, and informing the affected about their rights. SAIH also has partners that work with youths in alternative creative ways, such as writing, dancing, theater, to empower them to express themselves and their opinion, as well as learning how to participate in society, and how to use the national advocacy-system. 
As an NGO, SAIH believes this is the best way we can contribute related to secondary education. Getting involved with movements that empower young people to become active participants in society in a positive way, get them away from violence and into school.
A part from the informal educational sector, SAIH is also heavily involved in higher education. This is basically due to the fact that SAIH itself consists of students and academics that formed the organization SAIH back in 1961 out of solidarity with other students in the world. More specifically, its origin was the struggle against apartheid in South- Africa.
One of the most important principles of SAIH and our work is that in order for the secondary education system to be improved, the entire education system needs to be strengthened. For too many years the focus has been exclusively on primary education, as is also the case with the UN Millennium Development Goals. As a delegate at this conference mentioned yesterday, who will teach all the children in primary school, if a country does not educate teachers of high quality? This only illustrates that there is a vital need to have a holistic approach to the educational system in all countries. 

That is why SAIH appreciate the initiative of a Norwegian Post-Primary Education Fund (NPEF), as it seems to also involve technical, higher education and science and technology.

Up until today, SAIH has mostly been working directly with higher education institutions in Latin America, but we are currently also initiating a new program on higher education in Southern Africa. When asking how this will strengthen secondary education, the first answer that comes to mind is the training of teachers. But in addition, we also think that it is just as vital for developing countries to educate their historians who will write the history that children and youth later on will learn in school, linguistics who will write down the grammars of local languages, and strong administrators that can develop the efficient school systems that are required. The list is endless. Not in any way should western “experts” write the curriculum in Africa. 

We were asked to talk about how our organizations can contribute to improved access, quality and relevance of secondary education in Africa. Through my presentation I hope to have pointed out the most vital points we as an NGO believe to be the most crucial:

- Secondary education should preferably be the responsibility of national authorities
- NGOs can play a vital role by working in civil society with informal education so that young people are empowered with regard to individual development and citizenship
- There is a need to stop considering primary or secondary education as separate from higher education – a holistic approach is needed 
Thank you!
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