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Introduction
The Dakar Framework for Action (2000) set out goals that are relevant to and has implications for secondary education particularly the following:

· Goal 3: “Ensuring that learning needs of all young people and adults are met through equitable access and appropriate learning and life skills programmes”

· Goal 6: “Eliminating gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005 and achieving gender equality in education by 2015, with a focus on ensuring girls’ full and equal access to (and achievement in) basic education of good quality”

· MDG goal 3: “To promote gender equality and empower women”.

A global perspective on secondary education could provide a clearer perspective on the magnitude of the problem faced especially by Africa and what some of the challenges are and how experiences and successful interventions from outside Africa could inform interventions suitable for adaptation in Africa. Issues such as enrolment, quality imperatives, literacy, numeracy, gender disparities, investments and returns on expenditure of secondary education need to be closely examined. Provision of quality secondary education relevant to the changing needs of young people and society at large is a growing concern world wide even for those countries with universal coverage. However expansion and quality improvement is more critical in some regions more than in others. The UIS Readers Digest (2005) reported that 144 of 183 countries for which data is available have compulsory secondary education whereas the exceptions are in SSA, South and West Asia and for which there is a huge disparity between these two regions with a participation rate of 51.9% for the latter and a low of 24.3 percent for the former. For the participation rate of lower secondary, SSA again lags behind the rest of the world with a participation rate of only 40% whereas universal participation rates or more than 90% have been reached in most regions.  The question now is how development partners could ensure that advocacy for expansion of secondary education would not send confusing signals to African governments who are already overwhelmed with the demands of meeting EFA and MDGs on the already overstretched resources. The gaps identified earlier in meeting the EFA and MDGs are still very much relevant despite seeming progress. 
Challenges

The challenges are many and varied and only a few examples have been given here with a view to providing justification for the priority programmes of UNESCO:

1. Teacher stock

In many developing nations not only is there a serious shortage of teachers but a fair percentage of teacher stock does not meet the minimum standards for the profession. Coupled with this problem is high attrition rates as a result of the de-motivating factors of the conditions of service closely linked to the issues on the status of the teacher. Further compounding the problem is the effect of HIV and AIDS on the teaching profession especially in Africa. There is the need not only to address the shortage of teachers but the training needs of the envisaged role of the teacher in the reform and renovation of secondary education and the type of knowledge, skills and attitudes that young people would need to be fully integrated in the development process. UNESCO’s response to this problem is its present initiative of Teacher Training Initiative Education for SSA managed by the Division of Higher Education, responsible also for Teacher Education and Technical Education.
2. Expansion 
As efforts to increase the participation rates of young people and expand post-primary education step up, school facilities may have to be expanded or maximally utilised through shifting to match the demand for places to avoid less inclusive policy measures of continued selective processes, early tracking/streaming at the end of primary education.
3. Policy 

The limited policy articulation of the linkages between the levels of education from early childhood development, primary through to secondary, tertiary and life long learning has failed to bring out the very important function of secondary education in the attainment of EFA, the MDGs and sustainable economic development and growth. Monitoring the implementation of SWAPs will ensure a more holistic systemic development of education.
4. Quality and relevance

Educating young people for a changing world requires that the type of educational experience currently available corresponds to the economic, social and civic needs of the individual and society today as well as anticipates the future. Even in educationally advanced societies the relevance and low quality of secondary education is a growing political issue. In the USA for example policy analysts posit that “correcting educational failure” particularly at the secondary school levels is the most important task facing the nation (America’s Education Choice,” The Economist, April 1 2000). The secondary education curriculum should reflect the dynamic connection between quality in education and a productive economy. An important caveat to this though is to avoid overloading the curriculum which could serve as an analytical approach of addressing the teacher shortage issue.
The programme of work of UNESCO as it relates to secondary education but relevant to other levels of education is premised on:
· The right to education, in education and through education as an overarching principle to enhance universal access for inclusion especially of rural/indigenous populations, girls and women, persons with disabilities, youth in situations of conflict and the urban poor
· Diversification of the curriculum content to ensure quality and greater relevance responsive to the needs of the individual, community and society at large for sustainable growth and poverty reduction

· Equal opportunities for young people to benefit from general basic education and skills acquisition through the promotion of systemic models of secondary education which delays streaming/tracking academic and technical education until after lower secondary but would ensure flexibility of moving between the two streams in upper secondary and beyond
· Underlining these principles that guide UNESCO’s programme of work is the centrality of giving special attention to quality enhancement through advocating for literacy environments where literacy competencies are benchmarked to ensure learners attain mastery levels in literacy for life-long learning and the development of sustainable knowledge communities and economies. As the coordinating agency for the implementation of the United Nations Literacy Decade,  Literacy for Empowerment (LIFE) has been designed through  consultative processes with partner agencies, NGOs and national governments. 
UNESCO’s policy and plans for secondary education

UNESCO’s current policy thrust advocates for convergence of knowledge, practical and life skills in the provision of secondary education. Reversing the present trends which seem to lay  much emphasis on the preparation of learners for higher education is urgent given the negligible percentage of the secondary school student population to institutions of higher learning in Africa. The changing trends in society, the economy and the world of work demand new approaches for education delivery of quality in the teaching and learning processes that could help learners make the right and relevant choices after secondary education in their pursuits of higher education, TVET or the world of work. 
UNESCO’s response to the slow pace of expansion has resulted in the definition of basic education to include lower secondary which would automatically step up both the primary completion rates, increased access and expansion of secondary education. Already quite a number of successful stories in the adoption of this policy exist in SSA and these are the countries with higher participation rates of young people in primary and secondary education and appreciable gender parity index. In addition while this policy option could well increase access it can also assure that a broad based general education which combines academic, pre-vocational courses and life skills education is provided while extending to a later age of about 15+ when learners could make better informed choices on possible career options based on models of education of a country.

UNESCO’s policy on secondary education further elaborates that to prepare young people for life and work in a rapidly changing world, secondary education systems need to be reoriented to impart a broad repertoire of life skills. These skills should include the key generic competencies including literacy and numeracy, non-occupational specific capabilities, ICT, the ability to learn independently, to work in teams, entrepreneurship and civic responsibility. While UNESCO advocates for a model of secondary education some of whose elements include diversity in content and flexibility in delivery, it recognizes that there is no single model which will suit all countries. However the cumulative experience from UNESCO’s long-standing involvement in education policy issues at the international, regional and national levels and its wide network of specialised institutes, field and cluster offices places the Organisation in a unique position to provide technical backstopping to member states. Cognizant of the rising cost of financing education and choices that governments have to make in budgetary allocations UNESCO encourages policy dialogue on alternative approaches for delivery  to increase access and expansion of senior secondary schools through non-formal approaches using ICT and open source content of web based programmes. This will require greater collaboration and partnerships with other agencies to conduct studies on its feasibility both in terms of infrastructural requirements and the development of content that assures relevance, quality for greater impact on economic growth, sustainable development, social cohesion and peace. 
UNESCO wishes to congratulate Norway in the setting up of this most needed catalytic fund – the Norwegian Post-Primary Fund for Africa (NPEF) thus serving once again as the pace setter in bringing together development partners to act together in providing opportunities of accompanying the continent of Africa in building effective and efficient education systems that could impact on economic growth in the global economy to break away from the vicious cycle of poverty and underdevelopment. However it will be crucial for more sincere partnerships to be forged in the assistance that are provided to African countries that would curtail duplication and waste but foster coordination and collaboration among agencies. There will be need to identify on-going donor assistance for which synergies could be built to expedite the process of universalising secondary education without neglecting other levels of education.
While the policy of country-driven policy articulation should continue to reflect how development partners work at country level a lot of attention should be given to capacity development and enhancement for African governments to build the confidence in taking the necessary risks to make the quantum leap from a snail-paced growth to faster growing and competitive market economies. 

The network of agencies and African governments that is anticipated to determine how best to utilise the NPEF must look at addressing processes and mechanisms that would not only explore increased investments for secondary education but assist governments to pay closer attention on more efficient utilisation of existing available resources and to enhance the absorptive capacities of African governments. 

UNESCO is committed to strengthening its upstream approach to influence policy decisions at the highest levels of National Ministries that leads to a cascading or multiplier effect facilitating systemic renovation and renewal of education. Building partnerships and synergies with other agencies, NGOS and governments will continue to be part of its strategy in the pursuit of its planned activities as the UN Specialised Agency for Education. These activities include:

· Identifying new trends, challenges and priorities for education with specific focus of basic and secondary education 
· Developing, diffusing and advocating normative instruments or standard setting documents

· Set up warehousing of innovation, best practices and guidelines for reform, renewal and expansion of education

· Promoting policy dialogue among decision makers, partner agencies and other stakeholders through various available for a to enhance national policy making capabilities

· Serving as catalyst for international cooperation which in the case of secondary education continues the coordination role of the Interagency Consultative Group on Secondary Education Reform and Youth Affairs which began its work in 1999 and has held annual meetings since then.

There are few recommendations that could be put forward to the consultative group that will emerge in executing the NPEF: 

To ensure that development partners are not again seen to be shifting the goal post, the following should be considered:

Recommendation 1 

The messages for advocacy by development partners should be consistent and premised on arguments for attainments of EFA and MDGs using Sector Wide Approaches which has been embraced as a strategy for poverty reduction and sustainable development. SWAPS should therefore remain the strategy that should inform responses of African governments and development partners to policy, financing and capacity gaps at country level.

Recommendation 2
The frustrations that could possibly be created should also be anticipated and the arguments for donor coordination both at the international and the country levels are imperatives in view of the growing challenges of developing countries especially in Africa. Among the core processes central to meeting development targets for Africa is monitoring the implementation of the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness. It is important that the focus should not only be on seeking additional new resources but on effective use of existing resources. There is the need to reinforce the capacities of African governments to conduct annual public expenditure reviews to inform budgetary allocations and effective targeting of resources in favour of the underserved populations. Transparency and accountable decentralisation mechanisms must continue to be reinforced.

Recommendation 3  
The earlier consultations with agencies led by UNESCO on developing a global action plan for achieving EFA should be adopted by development partners and implemented in articulating how technical assistance could be provided in influencing policy, plans and programmes in education at country level and to more effectively show results for what development partners are committed to. The GAP has already been well received at the recent G8 meeting in Moscow. The GAP should  very much be considered the marshal plan for education.
It is hoped that the spirit of working more closely together as committed development partners in tackling this urgent rescue mission of the African continent which the NPEF launch anticipates will bring in renewed efforts to make a difference in education provisions for economic growth and poverty reduction and replicate the Singaporean economic success in the majority of African States.
