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Unlocking the potential of Africa's most valuable resource 

◼ Africa’s greatest potential asset is its youth – the population of those younger than 25 years is set 

to more than double by 2050. By providing these individuals with the tools to contribute to a 

modern economy, the continent could see an unprecedented increase in productivity and 

inclusive growth. Quality education will be key to unlocking this potential. 

◼ Of all regions, sub-Saharan Africa has the highest rates of educational exclusion. The out-of-

school rate in sub-Saharan Africa is 21% for children of primary school age (around 6-11 years), 

34% for adolescents of lower secondary school age (12-14 years) and 58% for adolescents of 

upper secondary school age (15-18 years). The quality of education across Africa is also abysmal, 

as the continent struggles with a shortage of qualified teachers and basic supplies. Without 

urgent action, the situation is likely to worsen as the region faces increasing demand for 

education due to a rapidly growing school-age population. 

◼ Government spending per student in Africa is the lowest across the globe: $533 for primary and 

$925 for secondary school in terms of purchasing power parity (PPP). However, on average, 

African governments spend 4.1% of their country’s GDP on education, which is just below the 

global average of 4.3%. The magnitude of demand for education in the context of fiscal funding 

constraints suggests the solution will not only entail more effective spending, but policy 

adjustments to harness all available resources. 

◼ We believe that investing in primary education is a fundamental first step. Since primary schools 

have the highest enrolment rates, there is a small window of opportunity to provide an 

educational foundation and keep these children within the schooling system. Leveraging 

technology and focusing on digital literacy will be central to preparing these individuals for the 

future. 

Chart 1: Africa grapples with huge disparities in education 

 
Sources: Unesco, World Bank 
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A young and fast-growing population 

With three out of five people being under the 

age of 25, Africa has the youngest population in 

the world. It also has the fastest-growing 

population: compared to 2000, the number of 0- 

to 24-year-olds has risen by 60% and is forecast 

to grow by another 20% over the next decade. 

This is significantly higher than the projections 

for Oceania (+8.5%), North America (+0.4%), Asia 

(-2.1%), Europe (-2.3%), and Latin America 

(-4.1%). To better understand these growth rates, 

Africa is adding the equivalent of France (or 

Thailand) to its own population every two years. 

Chart 2: With a median age of 20 years old, 

Africa has the youngest population in the world 

 
Source: United Nations 

The large number of young people in Africa, and 

its high growth rate, present both an opportunity 

and a risk. From an educational perspective, local 

governments and institutions will need to ramp 

up their efforts to deal with the growing demand 

for education and improve the quality thereof. 

African countries already have some of the 

highest out-of-school rates in the world and 

some of the weakest learning outcomes. If 

African countries equip their youth with 

appropriate skills and education, the continent 

will benefit from a demographic dividend. Failure 

to take advantage of this could lead to a 

demographic timebomb. 

“E” is for education 

Africa has made notable progress in increasing 

school participation over the past two decades, 

but the proportion of children not in school 

remains high. In 2019, 105 million children 

between the ages of six and 18 were not enrolled 

in school. West Africa was the region with the 

highest number of children out of school, 

followed by East Africa, Central Africa, Southern 

Africa, and lastly, North Africa. Children leave 

school for a variety of reasons, but the main 

causes often include: inadequate funding, family 

responsibilities, poor grades, child labour, and 

conflict. 

Chart 3: The pandemic is estimated to have 

exacerbated the share of children out of school 

 
Sources: Unesco, Unicef 

Most schools in Africa lack basic supplies such as 

textbooks, chairs, chalk, and library books. In fact, 

a significant percentage of schools in Africa have 

limited or no access to water or electricity, let 

alone a computer or internet connection. 

Inadequate supplies and poor infrastructure are 

major impediments in the African schooling 

system. Another stumbling block is the shortage 

of qualified teachers. Many teachers in Africa are 

either underqualified or unqualified. In 2000, 84% 

of primary school teachers had the minimum 

qualifications needed to teach; but by 2019, only 

65% did. Without qualified teachers, students 

have limited opportunities to obtain a good 

quality education. Overcrowded classrooms are 

another major problem in schools. On average, 

there is one trained teacher for every 42 students 

in primary schools, while in secondary schools the 

ratio is closer to 34 students per trained teacher. 

A higher student-teacher ratio means less 

personal contact between students and teachers 

and a lower quality education. 

Table 1: Africa has a high pupil-teacher ratio, 

which weighs on the quality of its education  

 
Source: Unesco 

Public expenditure on education 

On average, African governments spend 4.1% of 

their country’s gross domestic product (GDP) on 
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education, which is just below the global average 

of 4.3%. However, huge disparities exist at a 

country level, with government spending on 

education as a percentage of GDP ranging from 

5.8% in Mozambique to 2.0% in the DRC. 

Chart 4: The best, yet worse performers 

 
Source: Unesco 

Taking a closer look at Mozambique, the Ministry 

of Education reports that less than half of the 

population finishes primary school, and of those 

who do finish, only 8% transition to secondary 

school. Of the children who complete elementary 

school, nearly two-thirds leave the system 

without basic literacy and numeracy skills. A very 

similar story can be told for the other African 

countries in Chart 4. So, if African governments 

are spending nearly as much as the global 

average, then why does Africa’s education system 

lag so far behind the rest? The situation in Africa 

can be better explained by looking at Chart 5. 

Chart 5: Spending per child in Africa is very low 

 
Source: Oxford Economics/Unesco/United Nation 

Population Division 

Where Mozambique ranked first in terms of 

public spending on education as a percentage of 

GDP, it now ranks 15th in terms of the funds 

available to a child between the ages of 5 and 19. 

Because the GDP of African countries is relatively 

small, the corresponding funding volumes are 

generally low. Accordingly, the amount of 

government spending per student in Africa is the 

lowest across the globe: $533 for primary and 

$925 for secondary school in terms of purchasing 

power parity (PPP), according to the African 

Development Bank. 

In spite of its importance, most African 

governments do not prioritise early childhood 

education. Of the 17 countries with available 

data, only Comoros (7%) and Seychelles (10%) 

allocate more than 5% of public education 

spending to early childhood education. In fact, 

the structure of educational spending in many 

African countries is mostly skewed towards post-

primary education. Given that children from poor 

backgrounds are more likely to be excluded from 

higher-level education, the current funding 

mechanism ultimately benefits the children of 

wealthy households. 

Looking at the nature of public spending on 

education, it appears that the bulk of education 

spending is on recurrent expenditures such as the 

payment of salaries. On average, countries spend 

less than 13% of their education expenditures on 

capital goods. In preschool, primary, and 

secondary education, this share is less than 10%. 

A change in the structure of education spending 

is needed to meet the challenges posed by the 

large number of out-of-school children and the 

continued growth of the school-age population, 

especially given the demands of education in the 

twenty-first century. 

Chart 6: Recurrent spending comprises the 

largest share of government expenditure on 

education 

 
Source: Unesco 

Barriers to education 

Before we can list possible solutions, we first 

need to identify the demand and supply-side 

barriers that have been weighing on the 

education system in Africa. 
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Demand-side barriers: There are several factors 

that affect the enrolment and retention of 

children in schools. These include the direct and 

indirect costs, as well as opportunity costs 

associated with i) child labour, ii) the mismatch 

between education systems and labour market 

needs, iii) cultural beliefs (relevance of education, 

social norms), iv) educational attainment of 

household heads, v) and household wealth. For 

example, 72% of parents in Kenya reported that 

their children left school due to the high cost of 

education. Meanwhile, the main reason for 

dropping out of school in Ethiopia and 

Mozambique is the perceived quality of 

education, as children there have benefited from 

free education. 

Concurrently, gender and socio-cultural norms 

continue to be a major barrier to girls, and in 

some cases boys, when it comes to furthering 

their education. Socio-cultural and economic 

factors can prevent girls from continuing their 

education once they reach adolescence. In Benin 

and Mali, for example, the rate of girls attending 

secondary school remains low because girls in 

low-income families, particularly in rural areas, 

are often required to do domestic work. 

Supply-side barriers: As we have already 

discussed, the quality of education in Africa is 

affected by a shortage of teachers, specifically 

those who are qualified. There is also limited use 

of innovative approaches to teaching and 

learning, such as child-centred learning, which 

focuses on the specific needs of individual 

students. Although some countries have made 

progress in reducing the number of children in a 

classroom, large class sizes remain a problem in 

Africa, particularly in early grades and poorer 

areas. This further complicates child-centred 

teaching and learning. Teacher shortages at a 

primary level are mainly due to budgetary 

constraints, while at a secondary level, they are 

mainly a result of teacher shortages, especially in 

science and IT. 

Currently, more men than women teach in 

elementary school in sub-Saharan Africa: The 

percentage of female primary school teachers 

ranges from 89% in the Seychelles to 13% in 

Liberia, but women are in the minority in most 

countries. Female teachers have a positive impact 

on girls’ education, so their recruitment and 

retention are of great importance in many African 

countries. So far, increasing the number of female 

teachers has been a significant challenge, mainly 

due to girls not completing their education. This 

vicious cycle is one of many factors contributing 

to the teacher shortage in Africa. 

Other barriers: In armed conflicts and insecure 

situations, targeted attacks on and/or threats 

against learners, teachers, and educational 

institutions pose an obstacle to childhood 

education. The African continent is currently 

facing a disproportionate amount of conflict, 

political instability, and population growth, which 

has escalated security problems in several 

countries. As a result, the focus of funding has 

shifted away from education to competing 

priorities related to peace and security. For 

instance, an increase in deliberate attacks on 

students, teachers, and schools in West and 

Central Africa led to a tripling of school closures 

by the end of December 2020, affecting nearly 

9,600 schools and leaving nearly two million 

students without access to education. 

Chart 7: Insecurity is a major concern in some 

countries 

 
Source: Unicef 

The way forward 

While the problems facing African schools vary, 

there is a common trend throughout the 

continent: Enrolment rates drop off significantly 

after primary schooling, there is a shortage of 

qualified teachers, and the structure of 

educational spending is mostly skewed towards 

post-primary education. Since primary schools 

have the highest enrolment rates, there is a small 

window of opportunity to educate and retain 

children in schools. Therefore, greater 

emphasises should be placed on ensuring that 

the quality of education in primary schools 

improves, notably by allocating more resources 

(qualified teachers, basic learning supplies) and 

rethinking the curriculum to ensure that the 

children of today will be prepared for the 

demands of the future. Without a doubt, digital 

skills are fast becoming more important, with 
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current projections indicating that more than 

50% of all jobs in some African countries will 

require digital skills by 2030. 

Chart 8: By 2030, 50%-55% of all jobs in Kenya 

will require digital skills 

 
Source: World Bank  

Therefore, new and existing education providers 

need to tailor their offerings to this surge in 

demand. Indeed, some governments have 

already taken the initiative to promote digital 

skills among their youth. The Kenyan government 

launched the Digital Literacy Programme (DLP) to 

ensure that every student is prepared for today’s 

digital world. This programme, led by the 

Ministry of Information, began in 2016 and is 

delivered through a multi-stakeholder approach 

with the information & communications 

technology (ICT) authority as the implementing 

agency. It targets students in all public primary 

schools in Kenya and has five main components: 

i) provision of digital devices with interactive 

digital content for students and teachers, ii) 

capacity building of teachers and implementers, 

iii) broadband connectivity devices, iv) provision 

of content for digital learning, and v) the 

establishment of local assembly for digital 

devices and related accessories. Because of DLP, 

public primary schools were provided with ICT 

equipment such as projectors, servers, and 

wireless routers. 

Building teacher capacity in ICT and digital skills 

has contributed to the success of the 

programme, which by 2017 had benefited more 

than one million students and 91,000 teachers in 

19,000 public primary schools. To date, 99.6% of 

public primary schools in Kenya have access to 

digital devices. In addition, 22,927 schools have 

been connected to the electricity grid, of which 

19,042 are connected to the national grid and 

3,239 to solar power. It has also been reported 

that 331,000 teachers have been trained in ICT 

integration, 218,253 in the use of technology to 

implement the Competency Based Curriculum 

(CBC), and 93,009 in the use of ICT and digital 

devices. Another factor contributing to the 

success of the DLP is the public-private 

partnership model used by the government to 

increase resources for ICT in education. A wide 

range of external and internal partners have also 

been involved, including the Chinese 

government, Huawei, and Telkom Kenya. 

A demographic dividend or timebomb? 

Current projections point to a boom in       ’  

working-age population by 2035, which could 

either result in a demographic dividend or 

timebomb. By investing in education, notably 

digital literacy, Africa should be able to turn its 

youth bulge into a demographic dividend. Failure 

to do so could lead to a large cohort of young 

people who cannot find employment – history 

shows that a large mass of frustrated youth is a 

potential source of social and political instability. 

Leveraging technology and focusing on digital 

literacy will be central to preparing these 

individuals for the future. 
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