Contribution to panel discussion at the NPEF-conference 13.-14. September 2006.
Questions:

1. The current thinking, plans and activities on how your organisation can contribute to improved access, quality and relevance of secondary education in Africa

2. Your organisation’s view on key themes and issues in secondary education in Africa (policy choices, prioritisation issues etc)
Introduction:

(To firstly link up to the speaker from Norad who talked about the “Nordic Model”, I just want to comment that in this Nordic model, trade union movements have played and play a crucial role)
Union of Education Norway is more than 110 years old with members employed in the education sector from kindergarten up to university level. Approximately 95% of the teachers in Norway pay their membership fee to Utdanningsforbundet. 
I want to start by making some statements about teachers’ unions 

1. We believe that one important way of contributing to quality in education is to establish strong and lasting collaboration between teachers and teacher unions in the North and the South. A trade union is international in its nature.

2. Strong teachers’ trade unions are invaluable and necessary collaboration partners for governments.
3. When it comes to the International Finance Institutions, they are just that – banks and finance institutions, and to succeed in a field of education, which is not exactly their special field, they need all the assistance they can get from key professional stakeholders in the area of education. 

My Union believes that organised work is a precondition for development and democracy, and we are convinced that it is through the exchange of experience and knowledge that we best can contribute to build democracy and to improving the secondary education in Africa.

Unions are established to be a law-regulated part of a normal democratic society, rooted in the ILO- and Human Rights conventions. They exist with or without development assistance. When they are strong, they are not dependent on financial assistance, but have their income from membership fees. Protecting the independency is a basic concern.
Unions are there to ensure the functioning of solid, stable, value-based institutions in the education sector, to work for an education policy that includes all children, to ensure workers’ rights and to make public services better. It is all about a functioning democracy and a socially just society that respects the international (and national) laws and regulations.

A union works at the system level. It is an expression of organised approaches to changing and influencing at the level of policy and politics. Teachers’ unions want to be supplier of terms when education reforms, curriculum changes and policy are developed and discussed in the country. 
Let me shortly mention some of our main concern when we take part in the national and international discourse on education – 
We believe that one of the greatest weaknesses by the education programs developed by the WB and other financial institutions at the global arena is that they are all developed at the outside of the system they are claiming to improve and to change. Many governments not only in Africa, are by and large implementers of plans that others have made. There seems to be little space for them to determine which ideology or driving forces should lead the process. This is a major and serious criticism and it should not be ignored. It is about by whom and where the production of knowledge and science in produced, and it is about the concentration of decision-making power over the design and control of education politics – and policy. It has large implications at many levels of the societies in question.
The strange and disturbing matter when reading some of the SEIA/NPEF documents, is the feeling of schizophrenia that is expressed: On one side there is a strong concern about the lack of quality in African secondary education, about the destructive effect of low competence among teachers, the lack of relevant teaching and materials, the deplorable situation in a majority of schools, the lack of motivation in the societies, the alarmingly low enrolment as well as the enormous number of dropouts. On the other side the medicine is all the same: Liberalisation, privatisation, commercialisation. Cheaper, more efficient, and with a metamorphosis of quality coming out of an apparently poor and inefficient input. All countries are described under the same headline. One has to ask: Is this possible?  It seems like it is only one way to modernising and developing the societies and only one type of education, one type of structure, and only one model? 
This medicine is backed up by the facts from GATS-agreement, where public services like health and education are treated as commodities on the market, and the student is reduced to a consumer. In this way we run the risk of converting education from a subjective public right into a process of simple commercialisation. 
To quote a policy document from Education International: Education is too important to all societies to be left with the market.
Teachers’ unions firmly believe that education is a universal human right and a public good that should be provided by public services. There are some principles to emphasise: 
· Firstly: It should have a holistic (comprehensive) and coherent base, 
· And: Education must take place in a social community
We are working for a free and comprehensive educational system from kindergarten and through to university. Comprehensive means that one part of the system is a precondition for the other, each part and process are building on the other and are related to each other, organisationally closely related. It further means that it is a system built on each nation’s historical, social and cultural context, where this context is understood and analysed by the countries’ own institutions and researchers. Education is a humanising force in any society, and the value of individuals is always a priority. 
The student shall be prepared for building future social institutions grounded on high values. For most African countries, education must be one of the most important tools to build independent nation states after devastating colonial times
Vocational training can be used as an example: It is a part of the secondary education system and in our days particularly exposed to privatisation, linking the training closely to companies and profit driven forces. It is of great importance that the vocational education continues to be an integrated part of a comprehensive system, where languages, maths and life skill learning are central subjects.
The teachers’ education shall give knowledge to the future teachers that are based on research and on their role as professionals. It shall enable them to analytical thinking and value- and knowledge-based teaching, of planning the future on the basis of the past. 
The question about how to recruit, educate and retain teachers of high quality is a very hot issue nationally and internationally. OECD has presented different reports and surveys on teachers, and sees it necessary to receive teachers’ unions view and opinions through channels such as TUAC. This is a good and valuable practice that could be exported to other parts of the world. We use this experience in our collaboration and discourse with colleagues
We have earlier in the conference heard critical words of teachers, about absenteeism and the burden their salaries are on budgets and so on. I could tell stories that are quite the opposite, about devoted, responsible capable teachers who are working without receiving salaries for months and months. Every one of us in this room has memories about a teacher who has meant a difference in our lives.
Teachers’ trade unions in developing countries sometimes lack experience in working systematically towards policy stakeholders. In the cooperation between unions this issue becomes increasingly important. Hard and systematic work is needed to build a constructive relation to the government and other stakeholders.  I have no doubt that cooperation with unions may not always be easy, but confidence has to be built on a long term basis, because we are working for the same goals.

These issues are some of the strong value base that binds together 30 million colleagues under the EI umbrella. Our contribution is done through our legitimacy as a teachers’ union, on the basis of our key role as professionals, when it comes to education policy, to securing decent working conditions for teachers and quality in teaching.
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