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GENERAL COMMENTS:

Chairperson, organizers, ladies and gentlemen, I am indeed very grateful and pleased to be part of this “conversation” which should henceforth shape the engagement of various stakeholders in the delivery of secondary education in Africa.

The presence of representatives of teacher unions at this seminar indicates a new thinking that teacher unions can be taken on board as “partners” in development and not detractors.  We hope that this relationship will be strengthened through collaboration in the programs to be designed by NPEF.

Our discussions and models presented at yesterday’s and this morning’s session indicate a basic and widely known fact that teachers are at the heart of the global agenda to achieve quality education, thus the input of teacher unions in Africa is essential.

Teacher unions in Africa can affect the policy choices, implementation and outputs of secondary education depending upon their level of organizational capacity – how well organized are their structures?  Economic capabilities, management capacities, the national economic and governance climate e.g. under which they operate and how they relate with other stakeholders and civil society organizations.  This is to say that teacher unions in Africa (52 are members of EIRAF) different stages of development and therefore have varying levels of capacity: e.g.– well -organized unions in Africa with appreciable level of economic independence – Ghana, Nigeria, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Zambia, Kenya.

‘Middle level’ – Gambia, Sierra Leone, some unions in Francophone countries; unions in Francophone countries tend towards fragmentation thus inhibiting their ability to organize as a formidable group to impact effectively on social policies 

INTRODUCTION

In many African countries Basic Education is currently considered, as 1st 9/10years of education, followed immediately by 3 years secondary education that consists of Senior Secondary Schools, Technical Institutes, Vocational Institutes and Apprenticeship schemes (formal and informal).  In Ghana this situation will change to 4 years duration of Senior High School beginning from 2007 academic year (Government White Paper on Report of President’s Committee on Review of Education Reforms in Ghana 2004).

Objectives of Secondary Education

i. to reinforce knowledge and skills acquired during basic education;

ii. to provide a diversified curriculum to cater for different aptitudes, abilities, interests and skills;

iii. to provide an opportunity for further education and training and introduce students to a variety of relevant occupational skills necessary for national human resource development;

iv. to understand the environment and need for its sustainability;

v. to inculcate a sense of discipline and selflessness in students;

vi. to develop an interest in life-long learning.

Criticisms of the Senior Secondary Sector since 1987

This sector of the education system is a crucial one because it is at this level that some specialization begins.  This sector also provides students into the specialized pre-service training colleges and other tertiary institutions such as polytechnics and universities.  Criticisms of the 1987 Education Reforms in the area of secondary education have been about, an overloaded curriculum, unhelpful combinations of subjects leading to problems of admission to tertiary institutions especially universities.

Challenges in Secondary Education 

The above introduction sets the stage for discussion of the Challenges in Secondary Education in Ghana.  These challenges can broadly be classified under two main categories of (i) Quality and (ii) Access and Participation.

A) Factors Accounting for Low Quality Education Delivery

i. Lack of adequate teaching and learning facilities 

ii. Poor infrastructural facilities

iii. Low number of well-motivated and committed teachers 

iv. Absence of proper guidance and Counselling Services;

v. Poor management and supervision

vi. Inadequately prepared JSS leavers; 

Could all the above factors be related to lack of adequate budgetary allocations, inadequate capacity to manage available resources or a general misguided perception of priorities?

B) Access and Participation
For nearly two decades after independence (1957-1980), Ghana won international reputation and praise for her extensive network of schools which provided increased access to a growing number of students, as well as for the quality of the products of her educational system.  However, after a period of rising enrolments and qualitative gains in cognitive achievement, the education system began to experience a deep malaise.

Among the aims of the 1987 Education Reforms was to increase access to formal education at all levels, including senior secondary schools.  In pursuance of this aim, many new community based senior secondary schools were established brining he number of public (Government) senior secondary schools to 474 as at year 2000.

In Ghana the gross enrolment rate at SSS level for age group 15 – 17 is low, – 18% (year 2000) in spite of increase in number of SSS schools.  There is also a disparity in the ratio of males to females in SSS education – the percentage of females being 41%.  Only 2.5% of age 18 – 21 groups was enrolled in tertiary institutions in year 2001.

Generally, the percentage of BECE (Junior Secondary School) Certificate holders who actually gain admission to Senior Secondary Schools is around 40%.  Most of the 40% vie for the few well-endowed schools resulting in over enrolment in such institutions, while the community-based schools are unable to attract students.

Factors affecting Access and Participation

i. Inadequate facilities such as libraries, hostels, accommodation for staff, laboratories and classrooms, in the senior secondary schools, which could have absorbed the remaining 60%.

ii. Poverty, making it difficult for some parents to afford the barest minimum of fees;

iii. Lack of alternative tracks for people with different interests and abilities to pursue them, and enter the world of work;

iv. Inability to meet the minimum academic requirements for further education;

v. General lack of interest in further education.

General Recommendations to improve Quality and Access

Quality can be measured by other criteria apart from examination results.  Among these are good output of teachers, availability of resources, student-teacher ratios, effective supervision, effective use of school time, right attitudes towards learning, discipline and effective assessment methods.  It is therefore imperative that, teaching and learning situations right from the basic through post-basic level, be strengthened with provision of qualified, committed and well-motivated teachers, learning and teaching materials and facilities.  

Additionally very serious efforts should be made by Government, parents and other stakeholders to provide adequate resources, both human and material in all senior secondary schools in the country so that no school is disadvantaged (Government policy on district model secondary schools).

How then can Teachers Union face the Challenges of Quality and Access?

Quality:

It is a widely known fact that teachers are or should be at the heart of the global agenda to achieve quality public funded Education For All.  Teachers are always remembered for the right or wrong reasons:

1. “When people are poorly paid, have a precarious status and are not trained, they are not in a position to deliver quality teaching.  And conditions can be hard for these teachers, sometimes obliged to take on other jobs to make ends meet” – Monique Fouilhoux (Education International).

2. For teachers to be effective they must be well-trained, motivated, have a decent work environment, good pay and an attractive career path.  This actually sums up the issues challenging the out-put of quality delivery of majority of teachers in Africa.

“Teachers are Key to improving the quality of education.  There are no short cuts.  Do you want your own child to become a teacher?  If not, why not?  What specific reforms would it take to make you glad and proud that your child was entering teaching?” – Richard Halperin, Chief of UNESCO’s section for Teacher Education.

1. Teacher Unions can make significant inputs into the curricula for secondary schools, methods of assessment and revision of tests/exams.  This could be achieved by unions engaging in activities to improve and re-enforce the professional capacities of its members to affect the above areas.

2. Research is a very vital and critical area which teacher unions should pay attention to.  We need to pay attention to the development of our various research departments and give complementary training in basic research skills to our general membership to enable them impact on education policy formulation at national, regional and continental levels in Africa – ECOWAS, AAU, NEPAD.

3. Teacher unions could strongly complement the efforts of teacher training institutions and universities in initial teacher training and continuing education programmes to improve the quality of teachers through complementing government efforts at in-service training, remedial academic and pedagogical training, sandwich programmes and induction courses.

Teacher unions are definitely aware of the concern that less-qualified teachers are providing poor-quality education.  This phenomenon has been heightened by the perception of many of our governments that quality education can be obtained at a cheaper price by using less expensive teachers.  Definitely these are not sustainable measures especially in planning to expand secondary education.

“Constrained by structural adjustment conditionalities on public spending, the challenge then was to train hundreds more teachers each year, without increasing the wage bill.  I decided we would have to recruit less expensive teachers.”  Mamadou Ndoye – Minister of Education, Senegal (1995).

If education is expensive, then try ignorance!

4. Production of Teaching and Learning Materials -  is another important area where well focused teacher unions could make a critical input. They could even explore the area of textbook production  The formation of subject teachers associations under the umbrella of teacher unions has proved an effective vehicle for sharpening the pedagogical skills of teachers in their various subject specializations.  In Ghana, CCTA under GNAT, has been active in organizing workshops, seminars, colloquia for members of the various subject associations. We encourage collaboration with the WAEC (body responsible for administering the tests for national and international examinations in West Africa). Teachers need to be trained in test construction and administration so as to make them proficient.

Teachers need self-development through research, participation at conferences in their various disciplines and writing out of their own research.  Their teacher unions could offer technical assistance by way of organizing writing workshops, or even, provide financial assistance to facilitate the publication of such works.

5. Motivation and Commitment of Teachers

This has and still constitutes the “raison d’etre” of teacher unions.  This task invariably becomes more difficult every year as our national economic situations do not seem to improve.  Motivation is not only conceptualized in monetary terms but in areas such as provision of social facilities, good school environment recognition for extra workload, and facilities for career progression and professional development.  May be, our members’ perception, that the unions are not breaking ground and not making significant headway with employers, despite Collective Agreements, poses another challenge to the effectiveness of our strategic plans.

Teachers unions now need to look further afield to form strategic alliances to complement employers’ efforts at providing some of the needed social services, through implementing their own economic and welfare services.

Nevertheless the core issues of remuneration, wages and salaries administration, pensions administration and benefits, should be tackled specifically by the employer.  But teacher unions can input effectively in these as when armed with the requisite knowledge.

Teacher unions definitely need to beef up their capacities for negotiation and advocacy to really strengthen their grounding in public policy, financial analysis and international relations issues.  We as teacher unionists, definitely have a case for improving the status of teachers to impact on delivery of quality education, however we have still not “packaged” our goods attractively enough.

Teacher Unions’ Impact on Access and Participation

In various African Communities, the teacher had enjoyed an elevated social status as the most knowledgeable person whose contribution to developmental progress could not be ignored.  He was a very formidable change agent in the society.

Teacher unions could therefore ride on this established concept to collaborate with communities, local authorities, NGO’s to assist in developing attractive programmes for participation and access to education.  They are often used to spearhead the mobilizing drive to get parents, to enroll their wards in schools.  It is to be noted also that the human relations, interactive and psycho-social skills of the teacher goes a long way to retain pupils in schools.

Quality teachers, in adequate numbers, are necessary for guaranteeing quality education.  Nonetheless current developments on the African continent indicate that Teacher Unions have to tackle very strongly the agenda of equipping teachers to deal with HIV/AIDS prevention and care.  Studies by agencies such as WHO, UNESCO point to the fact that, in some African countries, to varying degrees, the rampage of HIV/AIDS has been identified as a cause of teacher shortage.  There is the essential need for participation in designing national work-place policies for care and support of HIV/AIDS victims.

CONCLUSIONS

Teacher Unions can impact greatly on secondary education both in quality and participation issues and should be taken on board as vital partners in the NPEF agenda.

As professional experts, teacher unions have to reinforce capacities of members for professional development and also input into policies on curriculum, and research into professional issues. 

Teaching through or with technology, is another area where the teacher unions in Africa, require a lot of support in infrastructure and skill training to enhance the performance of their members on the job.

However, it is an undeniable fact that teacher unions cannot make the desired impact without building strategic collaboration between governments, communities, parents, NGOs and even students too.
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