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Abstract 
High quality education empowers individuals within a society to explore the 

peculiarities of their environment and to obtain a mastery that will lead to 

innovation and advancement. Educated people are presumed to possess the 

requisite skills for sustainable economic growth and a nation’s stability. Far 

from the truth, education in Africa has failed to fulfill these aims. Although 

significant progress has been made within the continent on increased 

enrolment, teacher recruitment and expansion of learning infrastructure, 

these are peripheral to equal access to quality as stated in the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4. Such observation drives us to 

question the philosophies of education; what education is and what it is not. 

The lag in development in Africa derives from the fact that modern 

development thinking is not the direct descent of the indigenous knowledge 

which shows the weakness in the paradigms of development, largely foreign. 

The high unemployment rate of the youths is a pointer to a failed education 

system and constitutes a political time bomb, already experienced in some 

countries. The academic inflation is a symptom of education that is less 

responsive to environmental realities, and ballooned youthful population. 

This is in spite extensive evidence that education should be responsive to the 

exigencies of situations and be meaningful to the members of the society, 

taking into account their aspirations and concept of development. Globally, 

innovation, invention and creativity which are kin to quality education are 

the major drivers of growth and advancement.  At the foundation of 

innovation and invention is the intimate knowledge of the environment within 

which the end product is utilized. Such knowledge of the environment creates 

innovation and inventions that seamlessly create meaningful development. 

Transplanting education system is therefore, a threat to sustainable 

development. The preceding arguments require urgency in situating 

education system within pre-existing contextual reality. 

 

Africa yarns for education revolution and not mere curriculum 

transformation as has been the case in postcolonial governance. We are all 

aware that learners flourish in broad curriculum which spark their creativity, 

curiosity and individuality which provide them with multiple sense of 

possibilities. Yet current education system is obsessed with linearity and 
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compliance. This calls for a generative curriculum that encourages divergent 

thinking and open dialog between learners and teachers.  

African cannot wait to build moment with a sense of urgency to provide 

education that sustainably ensure survival adaptation and thrival of her 

population. Our children’s dreams are in our hands, let us all take responsibility 

to nurture the richness of the African continent.  

 

Conceptualization of the term “Education” 

Human beings are perhaps the singular animals that can be talked of to 

undergo the process of education. In this sense, we could begin by denying that 

which education is not though may often seem to be. 

i. Education is not found in the ability to memories and remember or recall 

pieces of instruction 

ii. It is not indicated by simple repetition of that which ought to be 

iii. Education is not even to be equated to the ability to provide “good” or 

“correct” answers to questions 

iv. And perhaps most astonishingly, we deny of the concept of education 

the process of schooling as predicated of simple cognitive experiences 

and accumulations that simply yield academic grade progression and 

accumulation of scores and certificates. The daily oscillations of 

“school-going” in a society/country are not in themselves an indicator 

that education is taking place. 

v. Thus, the educated could mirror any or a combination of these above, yet 

these attributes even when combined together in an individual may not 

by themselves serve to provide a satisfactory definition of an educated 

person. 

 

So then what kind of conception would provide a near approximation of 

what education is, and, or ought to be? 

We would conceive the term education as involving a deliberate rational 

process of gradual incremental acquisition, testing, verification, accumulation, 

and ultimate storage with the retrieval ability “of functional skills, values, 

dispositions and abilities that enhance an individual’s existential survival 

advantage alongside the overall common good of the society. We now proceed 

to consider marks of indelibility in this conception. 

First, as a “deliberate rational process”, education is not essentially an 

automatic event/happening that simply happens to those that are available. It 

must be intended. It must arise out of a “need” situation following a reasoned 
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process. Specific intentions to be realized through education have got to be born 

in the mind. These intentions become the rationale, the reasons or the objectives 

of engaging in the educative process. Without these intentions, what may be 

claimed to be education is incapable of pacing the test of being one. Although 

some of the circumstances that some educational processes result from could be 

accidental, what results from such passes as educational when it enters the realm 

of deliberation. Contrary to this any outcome, even if it be memorized for future 

benefit, only suffices to be instinctual. This is why we argue that education is a 

rational process. It involves reason and only occurs in rational beings. 

Secondly, education involves a “gradual incremental process”. It is not 

an event, but rather a continuous process. Education begin or may begin but 

may never end. Every situation of necessity creates an educational opportunity. 

The term “incremental” serves to indicate that education makes better the 

individual and the society that it inhabits by increasing its acquirements. Indeed, 

education is a process of incremental improvement. 

Third, the process of education involves an “acquisition, testing, 

verification, accumulation, and storage with the retrieval ability”. Those in 

whom this process goes through receive certain acquirements. Not everything 

received in an educational setting or environment passes to be educational. 

Thus, what is received has to be tested within rational and existential situations, 

and only those that pass a verification test becomes educational. Now, only the 

latter (verified ones) are accumulated and stored as education. We have already 

indicated that these acquirements are incremental, hence, new ones are 

accumulated alongside the ones already achieved. They must be capable of 

being retrieved for use upon need in future circumstances. In other words that 

which is educational should be capable of being improved and replicated in 

subsequent situations of need. As John Dewey would put it, educational 

experiences must exhibit what he calls the “category of experiential 

continuum”. Educational experiences are born out of educational habits whose 

“basic characteristic is that every experience enacted and undergone modifies 

the one who acts and undergoes, while this modification affects, whether we 

wish it or not, the quality of subsequent experiences”. Hence, it is arguable that, 

the person who emerges from every educational experience, somehow differs 

from the one who entered it. 

Fourth, education involves the acquisition of “functional skills, values, 

dispositions and abilities”. Although there can be said to exist such a thing as 

“knowledge for its own sake” as may be distinguished from “pragmatic 

knowledge”, it is almost agreed that education cannot be said to be “for its own 
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sake”. Education must rather be functional. That which is obtained so as to 

define an “educated position” must of necessity carry with is a realizable 

import. Thus the competences, values, skills, dispositions and abilities that are 

caused as a result of the educative process ought to have a functional bearing 

that will ultimately raise the quality of human existence. 

Finally, the net gain of education is to “enhance the individual’s 

existential survival advantage alongside the overall common good of the 

society”. Education does not happen to masses, masses do not get educated, it is 

individuals within the masses that get educated. Furthermore, these individuals’ 

education normally, and properly happens within a specific here-and-now 

situation that is existential to the individuals. The existential-ness of this 

education process ordinarily defines the problems to be solved and therefore the 

advantage to be enjoyed upon overcoming the stated existential challenges. This 

perhaps explains why we always learn in the context of problems that have fully 

been understood to be in need of solutions, and that in the absence of such an 

understanding, no genuine education does take place. It is only in the context of 

educated individuals that the overall society rips the common good. Hence, it is 

rather impractical to talk of the education of a nation at the expense of the 

education of the individual. 

Now, from this struggle to set descriptive boundaries around what 

education is not and what it ought to be, a few observations abound: 

1) That education is intended, obtained, verified and operationalized in 

particularized situations. These we describe as existential situatedness. 

2) Thus education cannot be imposed, otherwise its effect(s) becomes stale. 

3) That it is individuals within a contextual milieu that get educated. An 

essential part of this milieu is a an individual’s cultural ontology. Thus 

any educational process that appears to be grounded in a cultural 

structure that is foreign to the learner’s cultural milieu, is attempted in 

vain. 

4) That the target of the educative process is the “individual”. Masses are 

irrational, they don’t think and cannot be educated. In deed the quality of 

education is often predicated on the quality of society it produces, and 

this is ultimately made dependent on the individual’s that emerge from a 

society’s educative process. 

 

Development/progress – the place of education, whose education for the 

development of Africa. 
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Development can be understood to refer to the overall human progress 

and growth outcome of three inseparable institutional domains, namely 

economy, culture and politics(Tikly,2019).For instance, an education for 

sustainable development needs to find practical means of addressing economic 

growth such as dismantling of the colonial dependency syndrome. Such an 

education must be equitably distributed across citizens of all classes. Viewed in 

this context, education enters the realm of not only a fundamental human right, 

but also a fundamental resource of individual entitlement. 

Fraser (2008), identifies the concepts of distributive justice, recognition 

and participatory justice as constituting three critical institutional challenges in 

ensuring social justice through education. Redistribution of resources such as 

education alongside other means of economic empowerment across a population 

plays an important role in ensuring the sustainability of both individuals as well 

as community. For instance, the distribution of education in many societies 

could be found to be differentiated on the basis of sociology stratification. The 

rich or the upper class usually tend to dominate valued educational institutions 

and facilities as the poor are relegated to mere school attendance. From here 

there often emerges those who would respectively control the means of 

production and those who would most probably be serfs. This would then 

undermine the development of sustainability and in turn foster dependency 

within a population. Thus, we cannot think of the reality of sustainable 

development if education as a major tool is found to be skewed in its 

distribution. This is at the heart of the arguments for access to education across 

Africa. It follows then that, the main challenge to education in Africa is perhaps 

a struggle to give meaning to the question of not only the “what” of education 

but more fundamentally, its “why”. 

We have already examined the constitutive essence of education. We 

wish to reemphasis at this point that the failure to correctly understand 

education in the post-colonial Africa naturally leads to its erroneous 

implementation. For instance, a society which emphasizes the equation of 

education to simple access and attendance to schooling will most probably be 

satisfied with national and, or regional statistical narratives of children 

enrollments and attendance in school. Very little regard will be directed to what 

exactly happens to learners in schools that finally models the society of adults 

that we experience in day-to-day lives. In other words, society lives and 

experiences education in the manner and extent to which that same society 

defines and conceptualizes education. Hence, besides the quantitative expansion 

and distribution of education as a universal resource for sustainable 
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development, its qualitative investment and availability is of an inestimable 

value. It then follows that the provision of education for sustainable 

development has to go beyond the simplistic elements that surrounds elements 

such as funding, access and gender inclusivity among others. 

Meanwhile, a need arises for a deliberate recognition of those who have 

or appear to have been historically marginalized with regard to the distribution 

of education as a resource. This may call for express affirmative action that goes 

beyond mere equal distribution. Similarly, working to bring about social justice 

demands that education not only allows but also be founded on people’s 

ontological heritage. To this extent, people have a right to participate actively in 

constructing an education program that affects both their day-to-day and future 

aspirations. 

 

Challenges and imaginations around the theory and practice of Education 

in Africa 

There has been many arguments and explanations around the major 

challenges the face education in Africa. One of the ways of examining the 

central challenges facing education in Africa is to turn to what the African 

Union has set out to define as its development agenda at the dawn of the twenty-

first century. Two policy documents, the Agenda 2063 Frame-work Document: 

The Africa we want (Agenda 2063) (AUC, 2015) and the Continental Education 

Strategy for Africa (CESA) summarizes what out to be the path towards (an 

education for) sustainable development. Both of them are drafted against the 

background of the realization of the global sustainable development goals 

(SDGs) 

For instance, the Agenda 2063outlines the principle objective of 

education to be the development of valued “capabilities (and functionings) of 

existing and future generations(so as) to achieve sustainable livelihoods and 

well-being within peaceful and democratic societies.”Eradication of poverty, 

sharing of prosperity by way of self-reliance and the creation of a people-driven 

development that is based on people’s’ potential are cited as the defining 

elements of sustainable development. Thus, educational policies and practices 

must be seen to address these realizations. 

In this context, the growth and development of what has come to be 

referred to as the twenty-first century education competencies in learners cannot 

be gainsaid. Curriculum technocrats must engage continuously with creating 

balances between outcome-based and competency-based forms of learning. This 

discussion must pervade the philosophical question of the “what of education”. 
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As the demonstration of successful educational processes appears to be 

gradually moving from “what a learner knows cognitively” to “what the learner 

can do” as a result of having learnt, so also should the graduates of our 

educational systems demonstrate. 

Therefore, educational reforms in Africa have to reckon with the 

challenge of curriculum content designing. Such should be able to address the 

question of the essential and necessary “capabilities” or competencies that ought 

to be inculcated in learners in the light of the prevailing circumstances and 

future needs. Learners at all levels of learning must be assisted to imbibe in 

themselves necessary competences that will enable them to leave sustainably in 

their societies. 

Of course the question of the “how of education” cannot be overlooked. 

A curriculum content that seeks to be at the service of sustainable development 

must be tampered with pragmatic pedagogical philosophies and practices. 

Teachers must constantly be motivated to deepen their pedagogic beliefs while 

informing them with result oriented approaches. They are the primary and 

ultimate implementers of any curriculum content and objectives. They equally 

must become aware of the exact individual and societal needs that ought to be 

responded to by education. It is within the context of this awareness, that their 

pedagogical convictions and practices will be firmly hinged. This is partly at the 

heart of that which the Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA) 

recommends in its strategic objectives as the need for us to have a renaissance 

of the teaching profession (AUC, 2015). Traditional thinking and approaches 

within the profession have to be reborn as new knowledge and practices emerge. 

Thus, a continuous need for teacher professional retraining will become 

inevitable. 

Alongside the pedagogical question, the problem of the “why” of 

education is another central challenge that cannot be ignored. Often it is said 

that a finished product has something to tell us about the industrial mechanisms 

within which it emerges. Similarly, looking at some “products” of our 

educational systems, a lot has to be addressed concerning the school system. 

Occasionally, one struggles to convince the rural Africans why their children 

generally abandon the traditional informal education at home to spend the whole 

day for more than three quarters of the year within the school compound of the 

so-called western formal education. Many learners who graduate from 

educational institutions plus their sponsors seem to find it difficult to explain 

why they went to school in the first place. Sometimes the rationale for going to 

school has remained at the level of being a government policy if not demand. 
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In some areas, going to school is still explained as simple 

accompaniment of those going to school. The individual learner and, or their 

sponsors and guardians seem to carry no personalized reason for seeking 

education. Thus, such individuals end up experiencing no change in terms of 

survival advantage. This partly explains reasons that make many young people 

to see no fundamental difference between going to school and not doing so. In 

other words, those who have gone to school exhibit very insignificant functional 

uniqueness in society. This, I describe through a term “educated non-

functionality”. Differently put, people have gone to school in Africa, indeed in 

large numbers, however, the society that such people emerged from to go to 

school seems to exhibit no unique elements from the society that nobody 

emerged from to go to school. 

Pronounced positive difference has got to be evidenced between those 

who go to school and those who do not. The focus of this evidence in this 

twenty-first century, must move far above the confines of mere acquisition of 

knowledge, especially as formerly defined by the traditional “3 R’s” (Reading, 

Writing and Arithmetic). The new focus must instead be directed towards 

bringing the learners as individuals to the threshold of the “how” to learn, 

unlearn and produce and appropriate knowledge in order to maximize 

opportunities within possibilities in overcoming challenges and limitations. In 

this regard, twenty-first century educationists in Africa face the uphill challenge 

of interrogating and ensuring that our national educational objectives give due 

regard to the development of the individual more especially in the light of the 

twenty-first century competencies. This ought to be realized not merely in 

theoretical policy definitions but precisely in practice. We must raise to ensure 

that indeed, learning is taking place in those school compounds. 

Meanwhile, the thinking around a phenomenon often direction the path 

of that same phenomenon. In this way, there is a need to re-examine the 

operative philosophies that seem to guide educational policies plus their 

implementations. Very often than not, nations have tended to transport 

educational practices and recommendations that favour the interests of former 

colonial masters without giving due regard to the unique circumstances that 

prevail across these societies. Whereas the space of time in this address do not 

allow me to delve into the various educational philosophies, I wish to strongly 

invite all of us to interrogate them in the light of their applicable strength and 

pitfalls. Whether we talk of idealism, realism, constructionism, or pragmatism 

among others, we must struggle to find an eclectic application that responds to 

World  Educators  Forum  ISSN : 2350 -2401 



 

               9 
 

World Educators Forum, Vol.  12 No. 1, November, 2021 ISSN: 2350-2401 

 

the cultural uniqueness and individual national needs and challenges within the 

African ontology. 

With no attempt to recommend any specific philosophical approach to 

education in any country, it is perhaps instructive that we provide guidelines 

that will enable the construction of philosophical direction towards developing 

sustainability. A successful educational thought ought to define clearly the 

specific goals of an educational program. Such goals must be born out of the 

experienced day-to-day existential challenges. These goals must indicate the 

reasons that justifies the investments in education. From such philosophical 

definitions, education systems should draw clear paths that should be followed 

for their achievement.  

 

 Concluding Observations 

In conclusion, we wish to observe that the journey to a sustainable 

society through education requires sustained efforts to strengthen: 

i. Processes of curriculum determination. This should be born out of the 

ontological milieu of the learner. A curriculum that tends to be crafted in 

a worldview that is foreign to the learner can raise neither the individual 

nor the society towards desirable goals. 

ii. The professional training and retraining of teachers. We urge all of us 

especially those of us that find ourselves in positions that influence the 

quality of the teacher to make deliberate resolve to add a leaf to this 

adventure. Teachers occupy a central place in the educative process of 

any nation. They are the implementors of curriculum. Therefore, it will 

be important that their knowledge-base and more especially, their 

pedagogical beliefs and practices be aligned in tandem with the preferred 

educational system and philosophy. 
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