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CHAPTER 1

Learning in Sub-Saharan Africa

Johannes Hoogeveen and Mariacristina Rossi

Abstract  This introductory chapter provides an overview of this book, 
which investigates educational outcomes in Sub-Saharan Africa with ref-
erence to one specific country: Togo.

Keywords  Africa · Togo · Education · School enrollment · Learning 
outcomes

1.1  IntroductIon

Across Africa, the vision that education can be a powerful device to 
transform lives is widely shared. Unsurprisingly, most parents in the 
region will say that their priority is assuring a good education for 
their children. This is reflected in the results from the latest round of 
the World Values Survey (2010–2014): almost 80% of African parents 
responded to be worried or very worried about their ability to give their 
children a good education.
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The importance given to education by parents is echoed in the eco-
nomics literature, which finds that a country’s education level is critical 
for its economic success. For many years, this literature focused on the 
positive effects of the quantity of education on growth (Barro 1991; 
Mankiw et al. 1992). Also, in practice much effort goes into assuring 
that every child has the opportunity to attend school. Driven in large 
part by the Millennium Development Goal of achieving a 100% pri-
mary completion by 2015, many countries in Africa put in place poli-
cies that abolished school fees and assured free and universal primary 
education. These efforts have largely been successful, at times extremely 
successful. In Uganda, for instance, the removal of direct costs to school-
ing increased primary enrollment by over 60% and lowered cost-related 
dropouts by over 33 percentage points (Deininger 2003). The expansion 
of schooling across the continent is remarkable in its scope and speed. 
Was in 1970 the gross primary enrollment rate in Sub-Saharan Africa 
68%, presently it is over 100%. Average years of schooling of people aged 
15 and over increased from 3.89 in 1990 to 5.23 by 2010. Over the 
same period, those with no schooling at all dropped from 44 to 32% 
(Barro and Lee 2013).

More recently a growing body of evidence suggests it is not only the 
quantity of schooling, measured by average years of schooling or enroll-
ment rates but also the quality of schooling, proxied by student achieve-
ment tests, that contributes to growth. Enrollment, despite being the 
first step, is not equivalent to education. Enrollment alone is not enough 
to generate sufficient knowledge capital that economies need to grow. 
Education needs to equip each child with adequate competencies in lit-
eracy, numeracy and science. It is not about being in school but what 
is learned in school that matters (Hanushek and Kimko 2000; Pritchett 
2001; Hanushek and Woessmann 2007, 2012).

Unfortunately, there is often a trade-off between going to school and 
learning. Particularly when enrollment rates increase rapidly, learning 
outcomes tend to suffer. In a recent paper, Hoogeveen and Rossi (2013) 
showed for Tanzania that the impact of the introduction of free primary 
education school reform had a negative impact on grade achievements. 
The results also point at an unequal effect, as the negative impact was 
particularly marked for those living in rural areas and originating from 
poor families. Perhaps unsurprisingly in view of the rapid expansion of 
Africa’s primary education system, learning outcomes are increasingly of 
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concern (Bashir et al. 2018). Evidence from the global dataset on educa-
tion quality compiled by Altinok et al. (2017) demonstrates the degree to 
which African primary school systems perform unsatisfactorily. Across the 
region, school systems are unable to meet the lower bar for proficiency, 
set at a score of 400. The higher benchmark of intermediate proficiency 
(set at 475) is entirely out of reach, even though it is achieved in Central 
and Eastern Asia, Europe and North America. Within sub-Saharan Africa 
there are large differences, however. With an average score of 253, fran-
cophone West Africa performs worse than the remainder of the region 
that has an average score of 331; within francophone West Africa Togo 
does better than the average with a score of 270 (Figure 2.8 suggests this 
is driven by Togo’s performance on mathematics and not by proficiency 
in French for which Togo trails countries in the sub-region)1 (Fig. 1.1).

The consequences of such low learning outcomes are severe. 
According to the Brookings Institution’s Center for Universal 
Education, and drawing data from its Africa Learning Barometer,2 61 
million children (half of the primary school-age population) “will reach 
their adolescent years without being able to read, write or perform basic 
numeracy tasks.” Their study identified 12 countries in Africa, namely, 
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Fig. 1.1 Proficiency in primary education across Africa (Source Authors’ 
 calculations using the Altinok et al. data base)

1 The Altinok et al. dataset does not include the data from the latest SACMEQ III 
round, so for a recent comparison across the subregion, the reader should refer to Fig. 2.8.

2 http://www.brookings.edu/research/interactives/africa-learning-barometer.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-12708-4_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-12708-4_2
http://www.brookings.edu/research/interactives/africa-learning-barometer
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Malawi, Zambia, Ivory Coast, Ghana, Benin, Nigeria, Chad, Ethiopia, 
Congo, South Africa, Namibia and Comoros in which not even 30% of 
children meet the minimum standard of learning by grade five of pri-
mary school. But the consequences of poor education go much beyond 
limited learning. Quality education has been linked to better labor mar-
ket outcomes and higher levels of income (Hanushek et al. 2017), less 
poverty (Jung and Thorbecke 2003) and improved health and nutrition. 
It has also been associated with lower fertility, less inequality, a smaller 
probability of incarceration and even a higher propensity for happiness 
(Cuñado and de Gracia 2012).

This book delves deeper into questions of enrollment and learning 
outcomes. In particular, it asks the question what, given increased enroll-
ment rates, a country can do to bring its learning outcomes up to stand-
ard. We explore the scope for improvements, by enhancing the efficiency 
with which resources are used, by improving the qualifications of teach-
ers but also through greater community involvement in school man-
agement. We find that there is certainly scope for improvement. Yet we 
conclude that changes at the margin will be insufficient to bring about 
the transformation that is needed to not only achieve intermediate pro-
ficiency levels but to go beyond this and attain intermediate proficiency 
levels. What could be done to transform the education system is dis-
cussed in the last chapter.

The focus of this book is on one country, Togo. By picking one coun-
try we are able to go into greater depth. Togo was selected because the 
challenges its education system faces are broadly comparable to those 
in other education systems in sub-Saharan Africa. The choice of Togo 
was facilitated by the fact that a broad range of micro data is available, 
including household surveys, learning surveys as well as detailed adminis-
trative data on budgets and the school system. We draw on these data for 
this book.

The rest of this book is laid out as follows. Chapter 2 gives an over-
view of the educational system and outcomes in Togo. Chapter 3 uses 
an efficiency frontier approach and examines the regional differences in 
educational outcomes in Togo. Chapter 4 illustrates the determinants of 
children’s learning outcomes using survey data by including information 
on school characteristics and teacher proficiency. Conclusions follow in 
Chapter 5.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-12708-4_2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-12708-4_3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-12708-4_4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-12708-4_5
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AppendIx

Data Used in This Study

Several datasets are going to be used in the remainder of this book. In 
addition to PASEC, which covers learning by pupils in grade two and 
five of primary school children, we will make use of selected years of the 
school census containing data for all schools. This administrative data set 
contains much information on schools itself but lacks information on the 
demand side, i.e. characteristics of the household from which the stu-
dents originate. From this dataset a pronounced heterogeneity stands 
out. The best performing schools are private schools; Kara, Lomé and 
the Central region are the regions with the highest levels of perfor-
mance. There is also a clear gender dimension in school performances, 
which suggests that in all regions and across all school types boys per-
form better than girls, in contrast to the OECD evidence which shows 
opposite direction. Results will be shown in Chapter 3. In this chap-
ter we also make use of survey data, QUIBB, to relate school perfor-
mance to household characteristics and control for wealth indicators. 
The survey data refer to 2006 and 2011 and contain 7500 interviewed 
households during the first wave, including 36,430 individuals, whereas 
5532 households and 29,781 individuals took part to the second wave. 
These cross-sectional datasets are extremely useful for the purpose of 
our research as they provide information on household composition,  
education, health, employment, assets, current expenditure, auto- 
consumption and income. Moreover, the dataset contains school attend-
ance in the past week rather than school enrollment as in the administra-
tive data, shedding light on the actual decision on going to school rather 
than being (merely) enrolled. In Chapter 4, we make use of survey data 
complementary to PASEC, the SDI data, which focus on pupils in their 
fourth grade. SDI data contain, in addition to pupils’ data, information 
on teachers’ such as their working history as well as their knowledge in 
math and French.
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The opinions expressed in this chapter are those of the author(s) and do not 
necessarily reflect the views of the International Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development/The World Bank, its Board of Directors, or the countries they 
represent.
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