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PREFACE

This book is a result of a transatlantic, transnational collaboration that
brought together researchers and practitioners who focus on youth in and
from West Africa. The collaboration, dubbed the Forum on Expanding
Youth Learning and Opportunity Pathways in, and Linked to, West Africa
(the Forum), facilitated the sharing of research and practical approaches
with potential applicability across the multiple and varied geographic
spaces that African and African-descendant youth occupy. The Association
for Research on Civil Society in Africa (AROCSA) and Rutgers University-
Newark issued a joint call for proposals in the winter of 2016, which was
followed up in April of 2017 with a small convening at the University of
Ghana Business School (UGBS) in Legon. The event was co-sponsored by
the University of Ghana Business School (UGBS) Department of Public
Administration and Health Services Management, the Rutgers University-
Newark Graduate School, and Joseph C. Cornwall Center for Metropolitan
Studies. A second gathering, designed as a workshop for this book’s con-
tributing authors, took place in Accra in October of 2018.

The Forum explicitly aspired toward transcending the boundaries of
academic disciplines, theory and practice, and geography—an impossibly
demanding set of goals, given impetus by a sense of urgency to advance
two overarching concerns: First, the Forum organizers perceived a need to
bring theory and practice to bear on the topic simultaneously, by bringing
academic researchers and scholars in closer dialogue with practitioners
affiliated with youth-focused nongovernmental nonprofit organizations.
Second, the organizers also envisioned the Forum as a vehicle for spurring
new research on youthhood experiences and exploration of practical
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approaches, with potential applicability in and outside the West Africa
region, especially in the United States.

The Forum fell short of its ambitious agenda in several key respects.
The call for proposals did not account sufficiently for language barriers, so
that the Forum did not draw participants from Francophone and
Lusophone West Africa. Also missing were scholars, activists, and practi-
tioners whose work centered on youth with disabilities and youth with
LGBTQ identities. The organizers also grossly underestimated the com-
plexity and difficulty of bridging the gap between praxis and theory.

However, three intended features of the Forum endured and reflected
in this collection. First, it sheds light on data, analyses, and insights pro-
vided by researchers, activists, and practitioners spanning multiple aca-
demic disciplines and both the nonprofit nongovernmental organization
(NGO) and for-profit business sectors. Second, while there are hints of the
enduring developmentalist framework that tends to serve as the dominant
justification for examining issues pertaining to African youth (most nota-
bly in multilateral institution studies and reports), on the whole, the col-
lection avoids approaching its subject from a development vantage point.
The third feature is the purposeful examination of comparisons with, and
linkages to, youth in continental and “New World” diasporas, within and
outside West Africa—specifically the Central African region, South Africa,
and the postindustrial City of Newark, New Jersey in the northeastern
United States. The book aims to reach a wide audience, including policy-
makers, while increasing the scholarly appetite for more research-praxis
exchange and comparative research on youth in Africa and in the
African diaspora.

The contributing authors come from a variety of backgrounds, includ-
ing academia and research and public policy, social justice activism, and
business entrepreneurship. When the Forum was launched, most of the
researchers and scholars in the group were at early stages in their academic
and professional careers. This was another distinctive feature of the Forum,
which aimed to provide a platform for lesser-known and new voices. The
majority of the contributors originate from, or are based in, West Africa.
The authors share an abiding interest in understanding the factors that
impede the social mobility and well-being of youth and finding ways to
address and remove those barriers.

Newark, NJ Mora L. McLean
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Mora L. McLean

The West African youth presence in the American postindustrial port City
of Newark, New Jersey, is significant, varied, and intricately woven into the
social fabric, in both present-day and historic terms. The outwardly seam-
less integration of these young Black immigrants into Newark’s residential,
social, and commercial life belies the distinctive circumstances under which
they have arrived, kinds and levels of resources upon which they can draw,
and pathways available to them as they endeavor to thrive. For instance, in
2010, under the headline “Held as slaves, now free,” CNN reported the
crackdown of a highly profitable child trafficking operation in the Newark
Metropolitan Area. Some 20 girls, most in their early teens, from various
West African countries, testified to being held captive by a Togolese cou-
ple, who tricked them into traveling to the United States on the promise
of an education, then forced them to work 14- to 16-hour days in hair
braiding salons, boasting a largely African American clientele (Bronstein,
Lyon, & Poolos, 2010; Salomon, 2010). Speaking before the thousands
who attended Rutgers University-Newark’s, 2018 commencement, the
then undergraduate student body president reflected on the travails and
triumphs of transitioning from her birthplace in Nigeria to life in New
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Jersey, and how the iconic image of Queen Latifah—the rapper, song-
writer, actor, producer, and Newark native—inspired her to persevere.
Offering words of encouragement to many in the audience, she pro-
nounced: “To every black girl who has ever felt undeserving, underesti-
mated, unworthy, this is for you!” (Rutgers University-Newark, 2018). In
2019, the New Jersey Historical Commission awarded support for the
work of a young Ghanaian-born researcher who is using archived “fugitive
slave” advertisements to document the enslavement of African people
throughout the state of New Jersey in the period between 1783, the offi-
cial end of the American Revolution, and 1808, when the US government
officially banned American participation in the transatlantic slave trade
(Amemasor, 2002). The seeds of his passion for probing this history took
root after he earned his bachelor’s degree from the University of Cape
Coast, and took on a first job educating visitors to Ghana’s Cape Coast
Castle Museum—established at the infamous seventeenth-century fortress
and slave trading post. After going on to earn a doctoral degree from
Rutgers University-Newark, he shifted the focus of his passion for probing
this history to the US side of the Atlantic.

In the spring of 2016, the Joseph C. Cornwall Center for Metropolitan
Studies (Cornwall Center) at Rutgers University-Newark announced the
results of research showing an exceptional increase in the African-born
immigrant portion of the Newark’s majority Black population. The find-
ings confirmed that Newark’s majority Black (48.7%) and Hispanic
(34.4%) population is complexly diverse. Members include descendants of
families who were part of the Great Migration—the twentieth-century
exodus of millions of Black southerners seeking escape from the routin-
ized humiliation and violence of Jim Crow segregation—and subsequent
waves of new immigrant families from Brazil, the Caribbean, and the
African continent, following the elimination of racially biased US immi-
gration quotas in 1965. Today, West Africans—largely from Ghana,
Nigeria, and Liberia—are among the fastest-growing segments of the
city’s immigrant population, arriving in numbers exceeding foreign-born
residents from every other world region, except Central America.

The release of these findings came on the heels of Rutgers University-
Newark’s announcement of a comprehensive plan for realizing its com-
mitments as an anchor institution, serving the needs of residents of the
Greater Newark Area, New Jersey’s largest—and second poorest—
metropolis, just minutes west of New York City (Rutgers University-
Newark, 2014). The plan, which remains in effect, accords high priority to
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community—university partnerships aimed at addressing acute, long-
standing educational and other poverty-related challenges, stemming
from decades of systematic exclusion, the decimation of manufacturing,
chronic joblessness, and increasing income and wealth inequality.
Emerging from this context, this book collection offers a transatlantic,
transnational exploration of barriers that undermine conditions of life for
African and African-descendant youth, and limit their horizons. Beyond
providing data and analysis, it also describes practical approaches to over-
coming barriers and strengthening young people’s ability to transition
from youthhood to satisfying adult lives. Moreover, departing from the
prevalent tendency to privilege US frameworks and perspectives, the dom-
inant focus of this collection is on learning more about the African context
in which increasing numbers of Newark youth spend significant portions
of their young lives and, after emigrating, often maintain active family
connections. In addition, by focusing on African youth, and mainly from
African researcher and practitioner perspectives, the collection makes
groundbreaking contributions to the field of youth studies.

THE NEED FOR COMPARATIVE RESEARCH

The methodological and theoretical challenges posed by any attempt to ana-
lyze conditions associated with youthhood, let alone devise ameliorative
interventions, and transcontinentally, are formidable. But as scholar-activist
Joschka Philipps (2014) argues, it is possible to surmount such challenges,
and taking them on holds the potential to yield important breakthroughs in
our understanding of “how different contexts, be they geographical, eco-
nomic, political or professional, impact young people” (p. 1363). Philipps
proffers an analytical and methodological approach to overcoming academic
disciplinary silos that are part of the colonial legacy. He argues for trans-
gressing the conventional divide in academia whereby “youth studies” and
the “core disciplines,” such as sociology, focus mainly on the so-called devel-
oped world, while the so-called developing world draws the attention of
anthropology and area studies (Philipps, 2018, p. 2). Philipps (2018) makes
the case for transforming youth studies so that it encompasses the majority
of the world’s youth. Drawing on the literature (e.g., Comaroft & Comaroft,
2005), he argues that research on Africa—the world region with the largest
concentration of youth, one-fifth of the world’s youth population, and rap-
idly increasing (Yahya, 2017)—is a fruitful source of methodological and
theoretical insights from which sociological and other studies of
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“global youth” stand to benefit. This collection is congruent with the
premise that the field of youth studies (which largely ignores African
youth) and the field of African Studies (which focuses on African youth,
but mainly in ways that are self-referential) would be mutually enriched by
more encompassing approaches to studying “youth” (Philipps, 2014).

Adopting a case-based, comparative analysis approach to investigating
the range of attitudes, behaviors, and experiences of African youth and
youth in the African diaspora in the United States makes sense for histori-
cal as well as heuristic reasons. It is no accident that, regardless of geo-
graphical context—and whether measured at the local, national, or global
level—health, education, employment, and other indicators of well-being
for Black youth are poor relative to White youth and, except in rare
instances, youth in other ethnic and racialized categories. Nor is it coinci-
dental that—whether analyzed from a youth studies or African studies
perspective—scholarly investigations of youth-associated characteristics
that are perceived to be threatening or dysfunctional (e.g., urban crime,
violent protest, and irregular migration) focus disproportionately on
young Black men (Philipps, 2018, pp. 6-7).

From the perspective of social and political philosophy, Charles Mills’
(1997) analysis of the core centrality, and unstated assumptions, of white
supremacy in structuring the modern world provides a useful framework
for understanding the shared predicaments of African and African diaspora
youth, and similarities in the ways in which they are viewed and character-
ized, in contrast to non-Black youth. He articulates the centuries-long
process of “norming space” and “spacing individuals” by imprinting them
with certain characteristics. The racialized identity and spaces with which
contemporary Black youth (and other subaltern persons) are associated
worldwide function together as a circular indictment: “You are what you
are in part because you originate from a certain kind of space, and that
space has those properties in part because it is inhabited by creatures like
yourself” (Mills, 1997, p. 42). The circular indictment functions equally
whether applied to the African continent in the global context or “inner
cities” of the United States.

Observing a similar construct, historical analyses of the intellectual
foundations of policy prescriptions for understanding the causes of US
domestic and global poverty note a tendency to draw linkages between
explanations of juvenile delinquency, criminology, and social unrest and
understandings of poverty as ultimately a problem of individual or group
failings, rather than imbedded structures. These patterns prevailed during
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the overlapping era of Cold War “development,” and the US domestic War
on Poverty, in the 1960s (Katz, 2013, pp. 10-12, 148-155; O’Connor,
2001, pp. 113-125) and have since reemerged. Regardless of particular
explanations of cause and effect, whether they reside in the Global North
or the Global South, young people who live in poverty and are African-
born or of African descent are disproportionately burdened by the global
phenomena of increasing income and structural inequality. Thwarted by
systemic barriers and discrimination based on gender, ethnicity, race, and
other forms of identity, they face daunting obstacles in meeting basic needs,
accessing education, transitioning to meaningful and decent work, engag-
ing in civic participation, improving their conditions of life, and achieving
their full potential. As Alcinda Honwana (2014) observes, “waithood”
best captures the reality that for many, if not most, of these youth, conven-
tional paths to adulthood are perceived to be, and are in fact, out of reach.

The changing demographics of majority Black urban populations in the
United States and the historical bases of structural inequality are among
the factors spurring contemporary transatlantic Black youth movements—
yet another potentially fruitful area for more transatlantic collaboration
among researchers and practitioners and comparative research. For
instance, the Black Lives Matter movement was initially sparked by the
2013 murder of Trayvon Martin, but has since purposefully transformed
itself into a global network (Black Lives Matter, n.d.). Opal Tometi, one
of the movement’s cofounders, also previously led the New York-based
Black Alliance for Just Immigration (BAJI), which advocates on behalf of
Black immigrant communities from Africa, the Caribbean, and Latin
America (BAJI, n.d.). She attributes much of her worldview and activism
to her Nigerian immigrant family origins combined with her experience
growing up Black and female in the United States. The Black Lives Matter
movement’s transnational commitment reflects a recognition of con-
nected existential, socioeconomic, and political challenges that impact
Black people, and especially Black youth, around the world, demanding
strategies and solutions which extend beyond borders (BBC News Africa,
2018; Flanders, 2015; Tometi, 2015). Historian Barbara Ransby (2018)
and sociologist Alondra Nelson (2016) situate the Black Lives Matter
movement within a long lineage of transcontinental youth movements.
Along these same lines, Krystal Strong (2018) observes:

A generation or more removed from the struggles that achieved political
independence in African nations and the attainment of certain legal rights
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for Black people in the United States, Black youth across continental bound-
aries are calling into question deeply held ideas about intergenerational
progress. (p. 276)

In her essay, provocatively titled “Do African Lives Matter to Black Lives
Matter? Youth Uprisings and the Borders of Solidarity,” Strong advocates
in favor of “more meaningful engagement with contemporary scholarship
and struggles in Africa and other global contexts, in the interest of research
and solidarity practices that have as their aim the full valuation of Black
lives everywhere” (p. 260).

More widespread and purposeful exploration of these connections
would illuminate how and why the life experiences and challenges of Black
youth in Africa and in the United States (as well as other parts of the
world) are both similar and different, and how proposed interventions on
cither side of the Atlantic might be mutually informed and better
conceived.

“YouTtH” AND “DEVELOPMENT”

Consistent with the social science literature, the collection as a whole
treats youth as a constructed, contingent, and shifting category, depen-
dent not merely upon biological age and psychological processes, but also
shaped by specific historical, socioeconomic contexts and cultural under-
standings and meanings (Durham, 2000; Honwana & De Boeck, 2005).
Taken together, the chapters draw on multiple approaches to analyzing
challenges and opportunities as youth navigate various life transitions. The
life course framework—especially the movement into, through, and out of
school—figures prominently, but the salience of youth agency and world-
views as well as social forces is also recognized (Hardgrove, Pells, Boyden,
& Dornan, 2014).

Collectively, the book contributors recognize that the material chal-
lenges to well-being among African youth are real. With roughly 40% of the
population under age 15 and a youth population aged 15 to 24 estimated
at 226 million (or 40% of the world’s total), Africa has the world’s fastest
growing and youngest population. Western and Eastern Africa account for
more than half of the continent’s births and are projected to account for
two-thirds by the end of the twenty-first century. For instance, by 2050,
one-fifth of children under 18 in Africa will live in Nigeria (United Nations
International Children’s Emergency Fund [UNICEF], 2014). With its
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expanding megacities, high proportion of youth, and insufficient educa-
tional resources and opportunities for gainful employment to meet
demand, Nigeria epitomizes the Western Africa trajectory.

This collection acknowledges the significance of statistical evidence
pointing to Africa’s so-called youth bulge, but the “development impera-
tive” is not a central or otherwise explicit concern of any of the chapter
contributions in this book. Where educational access and attainment and
employment are discussed in these chapters, the concern is with how these
variables undermine or strengthen the capacity of marginalized youth to
improve their material conditions and secure basic needs, to escape long-
term poverty, and to achieve well-being. In the literature, poverty is firmly
established as a variable associated with trauma, harmful stress, and a sense
of hopelessness—the psychological and other burdens that can compro-
mise the cognitive resources, mental health, and noncognitive skills human
beings need to pursue a satisfying life.

The collection is organized into three parts, emphasizing the themes of
(1) migration; (2) agency and aspirations; and (3) vulnerability and well-
being, respectively. These three dimensions figure prominently in the lives
of West African youth in and beyond the continent, shaping the obstacles
they face and the pathways by which they seek to surmount them. The
chapters clustered within each section foreground the theme under which
they are organized in contrasting ways. But just as in lived experience, to
varying degrees, the themes surface throughout the book.

MIGRATION

Contrary to the news headlines emanating from mainstream European
and US media, the volume of migration within West Africa and to other
regions of the continent is at least ten times greater than toward European
countries (Charriere & Frésia, 2008). The pervasiveness of migration
within and to West Africa is such that the number of immigrants residing
in the region exceeds that of any other region of the continent.

Youth are at the forefront of spurring ongoing changes in the configu-
rations of migration in and from West Africa. They are also the segment of
the population most vulnerable to any associated negative consequences.
In 2008, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
observed that “West Africa ... has the distinguishing feature of many
urban refugees, most of them citizens of ECOWAS [Economic Community
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of West African States| countries” (Charriere & Frésia, 2008 p. 16), and
that the majority are under 40, including significant numbers of adoles-
cents and children under 18. The UN agency further concluded:

The demographic explosion, urbanization and the economic slowdown
have resulted in a growing individualization of life and family styles, redefin-
ing the place of young people, who now are handed the responsibility of
making a living for their parents. Today more than ever the majority of
young people see mobility as the best—if not the only option to secure their
family’s situation. (Charriere & Frésia, 2008, p. 11)

West African youth classified as internal migrants (at times perceived as
foreigners, even in their own country), or undocumented immigrants abroad,
are in a situation where their safety and security is compromised (Mberu &
Pongou, 2010). They are among the world’s most vulnerable “stateless”
populations—excluded from enjoying the benefits of citizenship, including
access to educational resources that are critical to improving their life chances.

The dynamic of internal youth migration in West Africa is the focus of
Daniel Kyereko’s chapter. His study of out-of-school migrants in Ghana
makes a contribution to both research and practice focused on increasing
access to education in Africa, and especially West Africa. It highlights the
prevalence of south-south migration overall, and intra-West African migra-
tion in particular. The study goes beyond the conventional focus on ster-
ile, quantitative data by providing qualitative analysis and insights into the
thinking and motivations of migrant parents and children, as well as teach-
ers and school personnel in Ghana, the host country. Kyereko’s research
reveals that, in contrast to findings of existing research focusing mainly on
dropouts, migrant children in Ghana are, for varying reasons, more likely
to never have enrolled in school in the first place. Among these reasons,
migrants’ distrust of the local school system looms large. The question of
whether education is an efficacious poverty intervention, especially where
there is deep-seated distrust of the educational system, is one that also
emerges in Muhammad Salisu Abdullahi’s chapter on the Almajiri system
for educating young males in Nigeria’s predominately Hausa-Muslim
northern region.

Regardless of the route they take, or where they end up, West African
youth who migrate (or emigrate) often find themselves in a double bind:
on the one hand, increasingly clandestine and perilous passages expose
them to life-threatening risk and exploitation; on the other, restrictive visa
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and immigration policies, anti-Black racism in Global North countries,
and xenophobia in South Africa, further curtail their upward mobility.
Despite this, as Lanre Ikuteyijo’s chapter on youth migration as a survival
strategy shows, for certain young Africans, the allure of emigration, espe-
cially to Europe and North America, is strong. The responses of the young
women and men interviewed in Ikuteyijo’s study are in stark contrast to
those of the university students interviewed by Dabesaki Mac-Ikemenjima
in his chapter on youth aspirations. In his study, which appears in Part II
of this book, Mac-Ikemenjima found that across gender university stu-
dents had minimal interest in migrating away from Nigeria.

Ikuteyijo’s research on Nigerian youth who engage in extralegal,
“irregular,” migration responds to the challenge posed by Canadian-
Nigerian scholars Charles Adeyanju and Temitope Oriola in their 2011
essay on the phenomenology of voluntary African migration to Western
countries. Their analysis of “African desideratum for the West” led them
to exhort scholars to “pay more theoretical and empirical attention to
prospective African immigrants’ and migrants’ percepts of self and society
and their implications for international and transnational migration”
(Adeyanju & Oriola, 2011, p. 945).

Accordingly, using in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with
youths in selected Nigerian urban centers who expressed a predisposition
toward, or had actual experience with, migration, Ikuteyijo produced quali-
tative research revealing these youths’ own perceptions and understandings
of irregular migration, the kinds of survival strategies they adopted in desti-
nation countries, and their experiences as returnee migrants. His research
shows that many of the youths who migrated irregularly were ignorant of
migration law basics (such as the need to hold a passport), and most were
not motivated solely by economic reasons. The majority of young people in
his sample expressed a desire for social status or, as one of the young men
putit, “integrity” at home in Nigeria. Ikuteyijo’s findings support Adeyanju’s
and Oriola’s (2011) nuanced tentative conclusion that: “In addition to scar-
city of material opportunities, Africans’ interests in the West are rooted in
three interrelated extracconomic factors: colonial discourse, migrants’
accounts of presentation of self, and the contemporary mass media” (p. 961).

Ikuteyijo’s chapter also highlights the disconnect between the “gar-
nished front stage” and “concealed back stage” of migrants’ lives, that is,
between their representations of life abroad to family and peers within their
social networks and the actual hardships, including racism, that they face in
Europe and North America. Adeyanju and Oriola (2011) suggested that
“one of the reasons why non-White migrants traverse their ancestral or
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former and current or host societies to ‘show oft” is to compensate for their
experience of racialization in the latter” (p. 958).

Research questions pertaining to migration and race are also surfaced in
the chapter on Black immigrant youth in Newark, New Jersey, coauthored
by Mahako Etta and Michael Simmons. Etta and Simmons highlight the
need for greater awareness and more in-depth study of emergent educa-
tional challenges and opportunities presented by the increasing presence of
West African immigrant youth within Newark’s school population. The City
of Newark is the largest city in the state of New Jersey, and one of the poor-
est cities in the United States, with a highly diverse, majority Black and
Hispanic, population. The city is often seen as an exemplar of a US nation-
wide trend of lagging educational attainment and increasing economic vul-
nerability: the rate at which Newark residents obtain any type of postsecondary
degree or credential is among the lowest for comparable postindustrial US
cities. As Etta and Simmons allude, removing barriers to post secondary
attainment is among the key challenges that local youth-serving organiza-
tions have set out to tackle (Burd, 2015; Backstrand & Donaldson, 2018).

The starting point for the study conducted by Etta and Simmons is
evidence showing a significant increase in Newark’s foreign-born popula-
tion since 2000. They trace this increase to changes in US immigration
laws dating back to the 1960s, and find that immigrants mainly from
Ghana and Nigeria account for it. They probe perceptions of Newark
schoolteachers, principals, and other adults who are beginning to observe
the newly unfolding demographics at one of Newark’s largest local public
high schools. Their findings reveal that the same youth categorized as
“vulnerable” in the West African employment context are also viewed as
youth at risk (school dropouts or juvenile delinquents) or “model minori-
ties” (i.e., vis-a-vis native-born Black youth) in the United States.

Etta and Simmons’ call for both disaggregated, school-level data, on
Newark students’ immigrant status to enable a more fine-grained under-
standing of the city’s “Black” student population, and qualitative research
examining the social interactions and academic achievement levels of stu-
dents who are West African-born, also signals a drawback of this book
collection’s main focus on Anglophone West Africa. Adult volunteers who
work with African immigrant youth in the Newark and New York
Metropolitan Area report that youth whose families originate from
Francophone West African countries are forced to grapple with “intersect-
ing inequalities” compounded by language barriers, as well as other fac-
tors, such as low educational levels and underemployment of parents (see
also Sudrez-Orozco, Yoshikawa, & Tseng, 2015). They observe that, con-
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trary to the “model minority” stereotype, many Newark Area immigrant
youth of Francophone (as well as similarly situated youth of Anglophone)
West African origin are at least as vulnerable and “at risk” as many Newark
Area Black youth who are native-born Americans (Z. Yamba, A. K.
Khalfani, and D. Kassimou, personal communication, March 25, 2017;
D. Kassimou, personal communication, July 2, 2019). Together with Etta
and Simmons’ findings, this observation about the complexities of
immigrant-native differences, and constraints on the socioeconomic
mobility of Black immigrants in cities like Newark (Bennet & Lutz, 2009),
points further to the range ofissues that could be the focus of transatlantic
research-practice collaborations.

AGENCY AND ASPIRATIONS

Departing from the developmentalist literature that focuses on at-risk and
delinquent behaviors of African youth, the chapters in this section explore
how youth in West Africa exert agency and aspire toward the future, often
with high expectations, even when facing harsh circumstances. They are
resourceful and enterprising in identifying and accessing tools at their dis-
posal (Kabiru, Mojola, Beguy, & Okigbo, 2013). Additionally, contrary to
the global mass media images that portray African youth, especially young
African men, as desperate, reckless, and readily inclined to risk life and
limb to leave the continent, the youth portrayed in these chapters adjust
their expectations to circumstances. All three chapters respond to the call
for more research on African youth agency and aspirations and expectations.

Sociologist Charles Payne (2012) observes that the “intellectual devel-
opment for Black children [in the United States] is ordinarily develop-
ment under hostile conditions” (p. 6). Despite major gains in recent years,
the same assessment applies with respect to the vast majority of children
living in Africa. A research study conducted by the Center for Universal
Education at Brookings found that, despite increasing access to education
in sub-Saharan African countries, rates of extreme education poverty and
inequalities between the rich and poor within countries persist (van Fleet,
2012). The researchers concluded that of “Africa’s nearly 128 million
school-aged children, [some] 37 million African children will learn so little
while they are in school that they will not be much better off than [the
estimated 17 million] kids who never attend school” (van Fleet, 2012).
The authors of the study point to “a deeper learning crisis that needs to be
addressed” (van Fleet, 2012). These hostile conditions necessarily weigh
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on the attitudes and aspirations of marginalized Black youth in the multiple
(educational, livelihood and employment, family formation, civic partici-
pation, etc.) dimensions of their transitions from youth to adulthood.

Yet, as Cecilia Fiaka’s first-person testimony attests, even for children
and youth living in difficult circumstances, cultural and familial bonds and
individual character traits such as tenacity can shield individuals from the
harshest consequences of poverty. These kinship, familial, and individual
resources provide the basis for meaningful hope and real positive improve-
ment in youths’ lives and prospects for satisfying conditions of life in
adulthood. Fiaka’s experience evokes Afua Twum-Danso Imoh’s (2016)
critique of the conventional literature and its “overwhelming focus on
childhoods [in Africa] defined by what they lack” (p. 456), a tendency
which, she argues, has led to “the creation of a false dichotomy between
Northern childhoods and the multitude of childhoods that are located in
the diverse contexts that exist in the South” (p. 457). Fiaka recounts her
personal testimony of growing up in an economically depressed region of
rural Ghana in the 1960s. Hers is the compelling story of how she went
from being a “house help” to a banker to an activist on behalf of rural
youth. Her journey led her to become the founder and director of the
award-winning Nneka Foundation, which works in rural communities
across Ghana.

Dabesaki Mac-Ikemenjima’s chapter on youth aspirations contributes
to filling the gap in the literature on the content of youths’ goals in sub-
Saharan Africa—a gap in understanding that especially pertains to sub-
groups of youth like undergraduate students. Mac-Ikemenjima’s analysis
is based on data from interviews, focus group discussions, and the admin-
istration of a questionnaire to undergraduate students in the Niger Delta
city of Port Harcourt, Nigeria. Through a grounded theory analysis of the
data collected, he identifies an array of youth goals that he ascribes to four
categories: material, achievement, generativity, and relationship. Except in
one area, both the qualitative and quantitative analyses show consistency
across gender, with all respondents showing minimal interest in migrating
away from Nigeria. This is in stark contrast to the results of Lanre
Tkuteyijo’s qualitative study of how (largely unemployed and less edu-
cated) youth in five cities in western Nigeria view the prospect of emigra-
tion favorably. Additionally, as compared to their male peers, the female
undergraduates in Mac-Ikemenjima’s study were far more likely to aspire
to the goal of marriage, as a path toward economic stability. Other research
shows that while, increasingly, marriage does not provide the economic
refuge that young women might seek, it does spare them the stigma of
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single womanhood, and sanction their having children, in Nigeria (Ntoimo
& Isiugo-Abanihe, 2014). The research on women suggests that there
may be more to the gender disparity in undergraduates’ views on marriage
than meets the eye. These findings provide nuanced insights, and raise
questions for further investigation, pertaining to the disparate perspectives
of young people in West Africa facing different challenges and, as Mac-
Ikemenjima urges, should prompt more in-depth and comparative research
on youth aspirations.

In West Africa, as elsewhere, the process of “being” as well as “becom-
ing” is all the more complex for young people who live with some form of
disability. In his chapter, Carsten Mildner examines how three young peo-
ple who are deaf navigate obstacles as they transition to adulthood. As
these three life sketches illustrate, being deaf is not just a medical condi-
tion but a social role within both a community of peers and the broader
society. Mildner’s study portrays the multiple layers of relationship within
various settings (family and caregivers, school, within and beyond com-
munities of other deaf people, etc.) and the hurdles that these young peo-
ple must navigate. Despite, and perhaps because of, their disability, the
young people in his study exhibit a high degree of determination and
resilience as they at once strive to determine themselves and are being
determined.

This chapter provides a compelling glimpse into the largely unexplored
frontier of youths living with disabilities in West Africa. It highlights how
little is known, and how much there is to learn, about the dynamics—posi-
tive as well as negative—of experiencing life, nurturing aspirations, and
moving toward adulthood as young persons whose disabilities are part of
a multifaceted, intersecting, and shifting set of identities. What are the
intricacies of present-day challenges facing young people with disabilities
who function in settings where colonization, enslavement, and legalized
racial segregation and discrimination are part of the historical legacy? Do
such legacies call for further questioning of assumptions about identity,
belonging, cultural influence, and definitions of community? What viable
educational policy alternatives exist for the majority of Beninese deaf' youth
who do not know the Francophone West African variant of American Sign
Language, whose grasp of French grammar is limited, or who live in rural
communities where the predominantly spoken languages are indigenous
rather than European? These are some of the questions that lend them-
selves to comparative investigation. For instance, based upon empirical
and qualitative research conducted in South Africa and the United States,
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respectively, South African Sign Language and Black American Sign
Language (Black ASL) have both been recognized as coexisting (rather
than derivational) forms of signing, each with its own distinctive structure,
grammar, and culturally embedded sociality (Reagan, 2008; Sellers, 2012)
Researchers formally regard Black ASL as “a rich signing system that
reflects both a history of segregation and the ongoing influence of spoken
[Black] English” (Sellers, 2012).

Despite the numerous multilayered, day-to-day, and broader challenges
they face, each of the young people whom Mildner profiles displays cre-
ativity, ingenuity, and grit in envisioning and striving toward possibilities.
Together the profiles further challenge the globally applicable, dominant
paradigm according to which deafness is essentially a condition of defi-
ciency to be “measured against the hearing norm” (Reagan, 2008
pp- 166-167, 172). Related to this, the profiles also expose the fallacies
and pitfalls of the pervasive tendency to view African (and African-
descendant) youth from a deficit rather than asset perspective (see, e.g.,
Boyd, 2010). The profiles provide evidence of the interplay of individual
characteristics, family, school, culture, community, and worldview in con-
tributing to the resilience of youth whose physiology and identity qualities
somehow set them apart from a particular mainstream (see, e.g., Boyd,
2010; Williamson, 2007). Youth resilience in the face of disability is
another topic area worthy of exploration from a transnational and com-
parative perspective.

Sally A. Nuamah’s chapter on girls’ achievement contributes to the
body of research showing that achievement-oriented identities, and indi-
vidual characteristics such as grit, resilience, and confidence, though
important, are not sufficient to assure viable pathways to youth success
and well-being. Nuamah is a Ghanaian-born scholar-activist based in the
United States whose research on the significance of confidence as a vari-
able in girls’ achievement challenges conventional views that prevail
among researchers concerned about youth outcomes. Nuamah proffers
analysis and insights that researchers, practitioners, and others in a variety
of national settings—outside as well as within Africa—will find critical for
understanding and devising strategies to eliminate gendered barriers to
girls” achievement. The choice to compare conditions in Ghana and South
Africa, a “lower middle income” and a “middle income country,” respec-
tively, is purposeful and illuminating. In Ghana, facially neutral policies
(for instance, deferred university enrollment after secondary school com-
pletion as a mechanism to manage the acute shortage of capacity to meet
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demand for tertiary education) have a disproportionately negative impact
on girls, given the prevalence of forces, e.g. family pressure to marry,
inclined to divert girls from educational pathways. In a similar vein, despite
its higher national income and distinctively progressive national constitu-
tion and progressive laws, South Africa ranks poorly on global indices of
gender equality and math and science performance and achievement.
Nuamah’s analysis shows that a singular focus on increasing confidence—
that is, on girls’ character traits—is insufficient for closing the girls’
achievement gap. Her call for more research that probes the impact of
entrenched structural barriers, and measures that bolster individual-level
factors, e.g. deeply committed teachers, positive broad community
engagement, and other supports, should command the attention of
researchers and practitioners concerned with girls’ achievement, whether
in Ghana, South Africa—or the United States.

VULNERABILITY AND WELL-BEING

The chapters in Part III explore issues of youth vulnerability on multiple
levels, beginning with obstacles that stand in the way of securing a modi-
cum of economic security. For the vast majority of youth in Western Africa,
working poverty is the norm (International Labour Organization [ILO],
2016). Studies show that these young people lack educational access and
credentials and need multiple income-generating activities in order to sur-
vive. Over time, even for those who have the advantage of relatively higher
levels of educational attainment, the pervasive lack of access to supported
pathways for personal growth and development yields progressively wors-
ening employment prospects and a permanent wage gap in lifetime earn-
ings (ILO, 2015, 2016; UNICEF, 2014). This scarring effect is felt
worldwide by youth from low-income families around the world, includ-
ing Black youth in the diaspora.

In their regression analysis of youth vulnerability in Ghana’s labor mar-
kets, researchers Adedeji Adeniran, Joseph Ishaku, and Adekunle Yusuf
highlight the prospect of long-term scarring that looms large in the work
lives of the vast majority of youth in West Africa. Here again the variability
of how youth is defined is underscored: life expectancy in Ghana is pegged
at age 64, and, therefore, in this study, the time spans between “youth”
(people between the ages of 15 and 24), “middle age,” and “old age” are
relatively small. The study undertaken by Adeniran et al. probes well-
established research findings and theory that conclude that gender, educa-
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tion, and location are major determinants of labor market vulnerability.
They show that the probability of vulnerability increases for youth who are
female, who lack formal education, and who reside in rural areas. But the
main contribution of the study is the evidence it provides of how vulner-
ability appears to taper off during “middle age,” the age range from 25 to
54, but then resumes at age 55. This evidence of the connection between
vulnerability during youth and prospects for later life will help to inform
and shape policy interventions that target youth but not in isolation from
other age cohorts.

The vulnerability of the young people that Muhammad Salisu Abdullahi
writes about takes the form of joblessness and material insecurity, created
and compounded by historical and cultural forces. The Almajiri system of
traditional Qur’anic “boarding schools” that exists throughout northern
Nigeria is used mainly by poor rural families who lack other educational
alternatives. Abdullahi, who is an entrepreneur trained in biochemistry,
cites social anthropologist Hanna Hoechner, who traces the history of the
Almajiri system’s decline beginning during the era of British colonial rule.
As the introduction of “modern education” by the British undermined the
control of literacy by northern Nigerian religious scholars, the system
went from being a reliable and prestigious avenue for enrolled children
and youth (known as Almajirai or Almagiranci) to transition to successful
adulthood, to an entrenched coping strategy for the extreme poor. Unable
to afford the modern Islamic education available to members of the mid-
dle class, and distrustful of the poor quality of the secular schools that are
accessible to them—and with good reason—poor peasant households per-
sist in demanding Almajiri.

Like the parents of out-of-school immigrants who are the focus of
Daniel Kyereko’s study in Part I, the parents of Almajirai are distrustful of
the modern model of formal schooling, which has become “firmly estab-
lished within development discourse and practice as the development
intervention par excellence [and] one of the defining features of modern
childhood” (Hoechner, 2011, p. 712). An estimated 9.5 million-plus
children and youth are enrolled in Almajiri Qur’anic schools across
Nigeria, most in the northern part of the country where Abdullahi’s enter-
prisc is based (Creative Associates International, 2015; Hoechner, 2011).

Abdullahi contrasts his experience of growing up in a middle-class
Hausa-Muslim family with the struggles he witnessed of Almajirai friends
in his neighborhood, which inspired him to direct his training and entre-
preneurial talent toward devising a positive intervention. Whereas much,
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if not most, of the policy literature focuses on these youth as a security
challenge, if at all, this chapter sheds light on the religious and historical
roots of the practice—including its positive elements, such as its contribu-
tion to community cohesion and role in introducing literacy. It also shows
how young West Africans like Abdullahi are not oblivious to the impact of
structural inequality and, although seldom credited in press reports ema-
nating from of the West (Europe and the United States), are in the van-
guard of social entrepreneurial efforts to improve poor peoples’ lives in
West Africa. Among many, including influential business leaders and phi-
lanthropists and politicians in the United States, there is a growing realiza-
tion that education access is not a panacea, and school reform is not an
adequate substitute for inadequate household incomes (Hanauer, 2019;
Strauss, 2019). Viewed in this wider context, Abdullahi’s chapter suggests
the possibility of transnational comparative investigation of not only the
efficacy of social entrepreneur-led interventions, but also policies to pro-
vide guaranteed basic incomes, efforts to promote distributive justice, and
other approaches to easing financial pressures on families and expanding
meaningful educational opportunities for children and youth—in the
United States and in African countries.

In the final chapter, Kenneth Juma, Frederick Murunga Wekesah,
Caroline W. Kabiru, and Chimaraoke O. Izugbara, a Pan-African group of
public health specialists based in Kenya and the United States, take up the
issue of poor mental health among youth in West and Central Africa, from
a public health services perspective. They begin by contextualizing the
many challenges that cut across these regions—for instance, the acute lack
of data and documentation, and the large numbers of diagnosed youth
who go untreated—Dby observing that the prevalence of youth mental and
substance use disorders as well as the treatment gap are global issues.

This observation is borne out by research focused on the United States.
A 2016 study found that more than a third of children across the United
States had experienced childhood trauma “such as the death or incarcera-
tion of a parent, witnessing or being a victim of violence, or living with
someone who has been suicidal or had a drug or alcohol problem,” which
increased the likelihood of “[derailed] healthy physical, social, emotional,
and cognitive development” (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, 2017).
In the state of New Jersey alone, the rate of exposure to adverse childhood
experiences was reportedly 41% for children under the age of 17 (NJ
Partnership for Healthy Kids, 2018). Moreover, in the United States “evi-
dence consistently suggests that, across the life course, mental disorder
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prevalence varies significantly according to race and ethnicity” (Alegria,
Green, McLaughlin, & Loder, 2015, p. 15), with issues such as lack of
treatment impacting Black and other youth of color disproportionately.
Indeed research shows that even high economic status does not inoculate
Black American youth from the debilitating mental health effects of long-
term exposure to systemic racism (Assari, Gibbons, & Simons, 2018).
Notwithstanding enormous regional differences in the availability of
data, documentation, and analysis, resources of all kinds, and levels of
awareness, this chapter suggests topics for collaborative and comparative
research. In their review of the literature, the coauthors “found gendered
differences in the epidemiology of poor mental health, with adolescent
girls in West and Central Africa being more vulnerable to depression than
boys.” This contrasts with research in the United States possibly showing
a greater susceptibility to depression among Black boys of color who suffer
exposure to trauma and violence (Rich, 2016). Suggesting a possible area
of congruence, also worth examining, the chapter cites research suggest-
ing the efficacy of school, community, and culture-based mental health
interventions, for instance in Nigeria, Liberia, and Sierra Leone. In his
historical overview of the introduction of Western psychiatry in the colo-
nial era, and its practice in the postcolonial period, in Africa, historian
Emmanuel Akyeampong notes that “in Africa a precedent was set for com-
munity care in mental health before this direction became evident in the
West” (Akyeampong, 2015, p. 27). Given shared concerns about the
impact of exposure to trauma, lack of information compounded by stigma
and cultural beliefs, and the ubiquitous lack of capacity to meet the
demand for treatment, researchers and practitioners concerned about
gaining a handle on mental and substance abuse disorders among young
people in Africa and Black diaspora communities could usefully examine
and compare and contrast the efficacy of community- and culture-based
mental health care approaches across national and continental borders.

Unfolding national, local, and global permutations of inequality are
prompting practitioners, activists, and scholars—including those among
the contributing authors to this collection—to hold the challenges facing
youth in Africa and in the diaspora “in simultaneous view.” These more
unconventional ways of framing and approaching youth-related challenges
depart from thinking solely about “places of poverty” (Roy, 2015). They



1 INTRODUCTION 19

move toward border-transcending analytical frameworks and problem-
solving approaches that are more likely to increase understanding of the
nature of African and African diaspora youth challenges and better suited
to designing opportunity pathways for them. This book aspires toward the
vision of both focusing in on and transcending space as a way of gaining a
more fine-grained understanding of the challenges of African and African-
descendant youth, exploring opportunity pathways, and providing addi-
tional rungs for moving further in that direction.
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CHAPTER 2

Education for All: The Case of Out-of-
School Migrants in Ghana

Daniel Owusu Kyereko

INTRODUCTION

The world has witnessed significant progress toward increasing access to
education for children of school-going age since the 1990 World
Conference on Education in Jomtein. But for many in countries in sub-
Saharan Africa, the goal of achieving universal access to education remains
clusive. Children in sub-Saharan Africa comprise a major portion of the
out-of-school population, with children of migrants identified as being
among the most vulnerable and most at risk of dropping out of school
(Majgaard & Mingat, 2013; United Nations Educational, Scientific and
Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2010; UNESCO Institute for
Statistics [UIS], 2017; UIS and Global Education Monitoring Report
[GEMR], 2016).

In 2017, South-South migration accounted for 38% of 258 million
international migrants documented worldwide. Over a third of all interna-
tional migrants moving from the South settled in another country in the
global South (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development
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[UNCTAD], 2017). Motivations for contemporary South-South migra-
tion can be partly attributed to the increasingly restrictive immigration
policies being introduced in countries of the Global North and the growth
in the economies of countries within the Global South. Migration between
neighboring countries accounts for about 84% of all migration in West
Africa (Awumbila, 2017; Bartlett, 2015; Ratha & Shaw, 2007). According
to the 2010 Population and Housing Census in Ghana, migrants account
for about 2.5% of the country’s population. Migrants from within West
Africa account for 68.3% of Ghana’s migrant population (Ghana Statistical
Service, 2013). This immense increase in South-South migration not only
impacts schooling in host countries but also global efforts to achieve the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS). Thus, studying out-of-school
migrants and the motivations underpinning their choice to stay out of
school has broad national and global policy implications.

This study delves into the experiences of migrants in Ghana with the
aim of uncovering the factors that prevent them from enrolling in schools.
The major question the research seeks to answer is: What are the obstacles
keeping migrant children and youth out of school in Ghana? In answering
the question, the work tries to distinguish which obstacles are migration
related and which ones are not migration related. It also seeks to ascertain
whether some groups of migrant children are more prone to being out of
school than others. The analysis is based primarily on interviews with
migrant children, migrant parents, and school authorities (head teachers
and teachers).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Research shows that migrant children and youth across the world face
challenges in exercising their rights to education due to their lack of ade-
quate documentation. The requirement that migrants provide documents
to prove their age, immunization history, and residency before being
admitted into schools often serves as a barrier that limits their access into
educational systems (Buckland, 2011; Crush & Tawodzera, 2011;
Greenberg, Adams, & Michie, 2016; Heckmann, 2008; Nusche, 2009).
In a study of a third of migrants sampled from countries in the Global
North, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) (2009)
found migrants without proper documentation stayed out of school. The
research showed that in countries such as Belgium, where education is free
and compulsory for citizens, education is not compulsory for children of
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migrants without the required legal documentation. Further, in Poland
the lack of documentation also impacted public funding for education, as
children of migrants without proper documentation are not counted by
the schools and thus are not included in school population statistics
reported to the state. The lack of funding coverage by the state limited the
migrants’ access to schools. Even in countries that guarantee the right to
education for all regardless of legal status, fear of being reported to author-
ities made migrants without the required authorization reluctant to place
their children into the educational system. In countries where education is
not entirely free, the inability to pay school fees and other associated costs
also served as a barrier that prevented migrants from attending schools
(UNDP, 2009).

Schapiro (2009) maintained that children migrating alone are the most
disadvantaged when it comes to education. She asserted that such children
face barriers to school enrollment that are difficult to overcome. Migrants
without the requisite documentation, as well as documented migrants,
face challenges to accessing school systems. Crush and Tawodzera (2011)
and Buckland (2011) shed more light on the barriers migrant children
face, regardless of legal status, when accessing education in host countries.
Their research centering on migrants and schooling in South Africa dem-
onstrated how the absence of proper documentation often forced migrant
children to stay out of school. The status of migrants had a telling effect
on the way they even accessed support within the school system, with
undocumented migrants often missing out. These barriers often encour-
age migrants to stay out of school. In addition to barriers stemming from
their migrant status (whether they are unaccompanied by adults, docu-
mented, or undocumented) child migrants also face traditional access bar-
riers that impede school access for native-born children in the host country
as well, such as the lack of funds to cover fees and other school-related
costs (uniforms, books, transportation, feeding). Crush and Tawodzera
(2011) and Buckland (2011) point out that, regardless of legal status,
migrants face additional challenges in accessing education in their host
country. Xenophobic attacks, barriers associated with language, and lack
of access to information are some challenges keeping migrants out of
school. Additional problems faced by out-of-school migrants can be
attributed to policies that are not explicit on how migrants’ education
should be managed within host states (Buckland, 2011; Crush &
Tawodzera, 2011).
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Schapiro (2009) further posited, based on evidence from case studies,
that many of these challenges are encountered when migrants move to the
level of education that is not compulsory and free. She cites the case of
migrants without required legal documentation in the United States, who
have difficulty accessing college funding from public universities.

For Sabates-Wheeler (2009), the line between migrants without the
right documentation and migrants with the required documentation is
blurred. For example, issues of language, which many countries fail to
address, affect migrants whether they have the necessary documentation
or not (Sabates-Wheeler, 2009). Citing research in South Africa, Sabates-
Wheeler (2009) posited that even legal migrants are sometimes denied
school access as school authorities deem their documents insufficient to
meet admission requirements. Although in such cases migrants have a
right to seek legal action, their lack of awareness and the inaccessibility of
the legal system prevents them from doing so (Sabates-Wheeler, 2009).

Research suggests school access for migrants also depends upon the
economic standing of the country of destination. Migrants who move to
the richer countries in the Global North are more likely to have better
entry into schools than those migrating to countries in the Global South.
Furthermore, migrants from the Global South who migrate to the Global
North on temporary visas have problems gaining access to schools. Other
factors that account for the high rate of out-of-school migrants include
the nature of work their parents or other adult caregivers are engaged in,
usually poor and hazardous working conditions, as well as the segregation
within the sociocultural environment (Green, 2003; Schapiro, 2009;
Stevenson & Beck, 2017). According to Stevenson and Beck (2017), edu-
cational disadvantage among children of migrant farm workers in the
United States remains pronounced. They cite dropout rates among chil-
dren of the migrant farmworkers as the highest among any group in the
country. In their research focused on a summer literacy program for inter-
mediate and middle-level children of migrant farmworkers, Stevenson and
Beck (2017) noted that, despite the dangerous nature of the agriculture
jobs that migrant parents and children are involved in, these jobs are poor
paying. The need to make ends meet forced migrant children to join par-
ents on the farm fields as a financial necessity to augment family resources,
distracting their time and attention from schoolwork.

According to Christianakis (2010), despite concerted efforts aimed at
getting Roma migrants into schools in many European countries, the
problem persists. Many Roma parents decide against sending their children
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to schools because they deem the school curricula to be unimportant and
irrelevant to problems in their everyday life. In her work on Roma chil-
dren in Greece, Christianakis (2010) points out the role of cultural assimi-
lation in serving as a barrier that keeps many Roma migrants from enrolling
in school. By distancing themselves from people outside the Roma ethnic
group, they avoid all institutions that might create avenues for integration,
including schools.

The circular, temporary, and repetitive nature of migration for some
migrant workers serves as another distinctive barrier to the education of
their children. This is most visible in the case of children who are passive
movers accompanying seasonal working parents on their migration jour-
neys. The lack of economic opportunities may push parents to migrate
into areas where they can be engaged in meaningful economic activity.
This may affect their desire to enroll their children in schools. Rigid school
admission policies may also serve as disincentives for these children, as
frequent relocation with parents may not be in alignment with formal
school rules. Migrants without the requisite documentation in South
Africa, according to Sabates-Wheeler (2009), were denied access because
they were unable to produce the required residency permits and had no
right to appeal such treatment. This may in some cases prevent them from
enrolling in the first place or, for those who are already enrolled, force
them to drop out (Burra, 1995).

The limited literature on South-South migration compared to North-
South migration points to the need for more research on migration and
education among Global South nations. This research gap is especially
acute with respect to intra-African migration, as most of the work on
migration and education focuses on South Africa. Additionally, the exist-
ing literature employs a limited definition of access to education. For
instance, most of the research focuses on migrants who drop out of school.
There is little research that examines the factors preventing them from
enrolling in the first place.

DEFINITION OF TERMS

The definition of out-of-school children differs across research. The vari-
ous definitions broadly include children who are not enrolled in school,
children who are in school but are not learning, and children who have
dropped out of school. This study defines out-of-school migrants as chil-
dren and youth between the ages of 6 and 21 who are either not enrolled
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in, or have dropped out before completing, basic education. Although
education is compulsory in Ghana from ages 4 to 14, this study focused
on migrant children from age 6 to 21, as it considered children of age 6
and above old enough to articulate their views and thus be active voices in
the research. The extension above 14 years allowed for the experiences of
older children outside of the official age group to be captured. Adjusting
the definition allows for the many migrants who fall out of the age limita-
tion of UNESCO to be included. This research focuses on basic education
in Ghana, which encompasses kindergarten, primary school, and junior
high school.

METHODOLOGY

The study that is the subject of this chapter adopted a qualitative research
approach aimed at collecting rich data. The researcher employed an inter-
pretive approach to arrive at the research conclusions. Interpretivism
involves arriving at an understanding of the social space by analyzing the
worldview of the target group. It assumes that the interpretation social
actors give to events is important in constructing their reality (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994). Accordingly, this research constructed knowledge by
focusing on the perceptions of migrant children, migrant parents, and
school authorities, as well as the underlying motivation for migrant chil-
dren and youth to stay out of school.

A purposive sampling technique was complemented by snowballing
with the target population usually belonging to networks relevant to the
work. This was important in helping facilitate access to the target group.
The study utilized semi-structured interviews. This afforded the partici-
pants the flexibility to express their views while being guided by the over-
arching aim of the research. Interviews were conducted with migrant
children and parents. Migrant children and parents interviewed did not
constitute households; the migrant children and parents interviewed were
not from matching families. In total, the researcher interviewed 40 migrant
children and youth (30 males and 10 females) and 20 parents (12 males
and 8 females). The researcher also interviewed 40 school heads and
teachers (20 males and 20 females). The number of interviews was deter-
mined when each sample population reached its point of saturation.

To ensure anonymity and confidentiality, all names used in this chapter
to represent participants are pseudonyms. Migrants interviewed, whether
children or parents, were either unemployed or employed within low-level
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paying jobs. All participants interviewed had migrated to Ghana for at
least three months. All interviews were conducted by the author as the
primary researcher. Interviews took place during three field trips to Accra,
Ghana: from May to July 2015, September to November 2016, and July
to October 2017. All migrants interviewed lived within Accra, the capital
of Ghana. Accra is in a region that hosts the largest number of non-
Ghanaian population (58.4%) (Ghana Statistical Service, 2013).
Thematic analysis was adopted in the analysis of the data through the
identification of common themes that emerged during the interviews. All
interviews were transcribed; codes were generated from these transcripts
and subsequently drawn into thematic categories. Thematic analysis pro-
vided the research with the flexibility that was needed by drawing patterns
from interviews regardless of how complex or simple they were. Adopting
thematic analysis served as a foundation for this qualitative work. The
thematic analysis of the data was guided by Braun and Clarke’s (20006)
guide regarding the utilization of the approach; thus, themes that did not

occur often and those that were not salient to the work were discarded
(Tables 2.1 and 2.2).

FINDINGS

Lack of Awareness of Fee-Free Education at the Basic Level

Existing research shows that parental decisions not to enroll migrant chil-
dren into schools often stem from lack of information about the workings
of educational systems in host countries. The limited information available

Table 2.1 Country of origin of out-of-school migrants

Country Frequency Percent (%)
Benin 1 2.5
Burkina Faso 2 5.0
Ivory Coast 3 7.5
Mali 4 10.0
Niger 21 52.5
Nigeria 7 17.5
Togo 2 5.0
Total 40 100.0

Compiled from the fieldwork
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Table 2.2 Country of origin of parents with out-of-school children

Country Frequency Percent (%)
Guinea 1 5.0
Mali 3 15.0
Niger 12 60.0
Nigeria 3 15.0
Togo 1 5.0
Total 20 100.0

Compiled from the fieldwork

to migrant parents undermines their ability to maximize educational
opportunities that exist outside their countries of origin (Platform for
International Cooperation on Undocumented Migrants [PICUM], 2012;
Organization for Economic Co-operation Development [OECD], 2016;
United Nations International Children’s Emergency Fund [UNICEF],
2017). Nusche (2009) thus emphasized the importance of providing
migrant parents with information on the educational system that will aid
them in making good choices.

This research on Ghana confirms that ignorance on the part of migrant
parents and children is a factor contributing to their failure to enroll in
schools. Most migrant parents whose children were not in school knew
nothing about the educational system and the support available at the
basic level of education in Ghana, which is made up of two years of kinder-
garten, six years of primary education, and three years of junior high
school. For instance, these migrants were not aware of the fee-free public
school education offered at the basic level in Ghana. They also did not
understand the repercussions of not sending their children to school in
Ghana, where schooling is compulsory for all children. The shorter the
duration of stay in the country, the more likely the migrant was to cite lack
of information on the educational system as a cause for not sending their
children to school.

Sadat, a migrant parent from Mali stated:

We have been in this country for close to a year. I have a wife and two chil-
dren. I don’t think about education in this country. I am not aware of any
of the laws that govern education in Ghana. I am not aware that education
is free at the basic level. This is new to me. I will try and verify what you said
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and take my children to school provided it is true that education at the basic
level is free.

Another participant, Dassa, said, “No one has told us anything about edu-
cation since we came to Ghana. We came here to make a living. We are
unaware education is free at the basic level.”

Although the lack of information was the most common reason migrant
parents and migrant children gave for not enrolling in school, probing
further showed deeper and unexplored stories behind their present cir-
cumstances. This was confirmed by the many migrants who had never
tried enrolling in schools. One Nigerian parent, Abu, said, “I have not
even made the attempt of sending him to school. I have never been
approached by any official about going to school.”

Temporary Migration as a Bavvier to Education Access

Another common reason cited by migrant parents whose children were
out of school was their intention not to stay permanently in Ghana.
Although in some cases such migrants had stayed for more than five years,
they insisted that their stay was temporary and that, therefore, they could
not send their children to school.

Beyond the expressed intention to stay in Ghana for a short period lay
other factors that kept the children of these migrants out of school. A
Nigerian migrant parent, Randa, explained:

We are here primarily to seek economic advancement. We did not migrate
with all our children as those left at home are older and live on their own.
We arrived two years ago. That explains how come the children are not in
school. We didn’t come here to stay so our children will not go to school.
That’s not part of our plans of coming to Ghana. We came here because
of poverty.

The interview with Mustapha Ibrahim echoed this point:

I am fourteen years. I come from Niger. I have been in Ghana for only four
months. I do not go to school. I am out of school because my father said we
are not going to stay here for the whole schooling period. He therefore can-
not take me to school. He said we have our own system of schooling back
home, i.e. our own style of writing and learning, so he will send me to
school when we go back home.
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The research revealed that most people who cited their short stay as a
reason for their plight had other underlying reasons. The likelihood of a
migrant child staying out of school also depended on factors such as the
values and beliefs of parents, the age of children at the time of immigra-
tion, the nature of migration, the economic position of the family, and the
social support received. The reasons enumerated for migrants’ nonatten-
dance of school often did not act in isolation but were inextricably
intertwined.

Age at Immigration

Several studies attest to the role that school-level factors (pupil-teacher
relationship, classroom management, teacher instructional behavior, abil-
ity grouping, tracking, diversity, etc.) play in impeding the progress of
immigrant students in school (Buckland, 2011; Crush & Tawodzera,
2011; Heckmann, 2008; Nusche, 2009; UNICEF, 2005). Interviews
with school authorities showed the correlation between age at immigra-
tion and completion of basic school in Ghana. These interviews exposed
that migrants who moved into Ghana at older ages were more prone to
dropping out of school than migrants who migrated to Ghana at younger
ages, who adjusted better to challenges in school, most notably language.
School authorities cited examples of migrants who entered school at older
ages and struggled to adjust to the school system, subsequently dropping
out. Challenges associated with integration for migrants who entered at
older ages often had to do with their placement in lower-than-expected
classes. Teachers and head teachers gave accounts of how the placement of
older migrants in classes with relatively younger classmates came with its
own challenges (i.e. bullying, teasing, loneliness). These factors eventually
pushed migrants out of school. Olivia, a teacher at the Shie Primary and
Junior High School, posited:

The biggest challenge we have with those who are not from Ghana is usually
associated with the placement. Most of the people I have encountered come
to Ghana when they are old. It is always difficult finding the right classes for
them. The age gap between them and the class is sometimes more than four
to five years. Teaching and managing them becomes very difficult and they
eventually drop out of school even before we write the final exams.
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Although most of the literature on age at the time of immigration and
entering school is based on research conducted in the Global North (Basu,
2016; Beck, Corak, & Tienda, 2012; Corak, 2011; Goldner & Epstein,
2014), these studies showing a correlation between older age at the time
of immigration and school noncompletion are consistent with the findings
of this study of conditions in Ghana, notwithstanding differences charac-
terizing the South-South migration setting. There is evidence that with
respect to intra-West African migration the age of children at the time of
immigration has a similarly negative impact on school completion. The
age of immigration does not act in isolation but rather combines with
other factors, such as language barriers and grade-level placement,
among others.

Cultural/Religious Values

There is extensive research on the linkage between immigrants, schools,
religion, and culture. Most of this work focuses on how religion and the
sociocultural values of immigrants might make them likely candidates for
dropping out of school (Adelman & Taylor, 2015; Greenfield, 20006;
Heckmann, 2008; OECD, 2015). Data from this work further confirms
these studies that demonstrate sociocultural values can serve as a barrier to
education (Adelman & Taylor, 2015; Greenfield, 2006; Heckmann, 2008;
OECD, 2015). Findings from this study show religion and culture pre-
vent West African immigrants in Ghana from enrolling in schools. Unlike
previous research that assigns religion and culture as factors that may force
one to quit school (Adelman & Taylor, 2015; Greenfield, 2006;
Heckmann, 2008; OECD, 2015), in Ghana religion and sociocultural val-
ues prevented immigrants from enrolling in schools in the first place. In
some instances, parents and children placed little value on schooling as a
vehicle for achieving their goals and for the future. Parents and children
cited the incompatibility of schooling with their beliefs and values, and
some migrants perceived schooling as an actual threat to their culture,
value systems, and norms. These migrants had conflicting views on the
advantages of education. The research revealed these migrants were mostly
from Niger. These were migrants who had been out of school in their
countries of origin even before arriving in Ghana. During the interviews
these migrants frequently referred to formal education as a “western con-
cept” that was at variance with their beliefs. Formal education was
described as foreign. Per the narrations of the migrants, the value and
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norms that guided their behavior in the societies they were coming from
placed little value on formal education. More premium was given to learn-
ing the Quran. Issah Balkas of Niger explained:

For us we usually do not take our children to school apart from taking them
to Madrassa [ Qur’anic or Arabic school] to be able to read the Quran and
write in Arabic. When a child is born, two or three years he or she is given
to an alpha [Mallam] to start teaching him or her how to read the Quran.
When the child is about six or seven he or she is assigned some work to do.
This could either be commercial or domestic. In the case of a boy, he is
asked to start herding goats, sheep, cattle, and camels. And in the case of a
female, she is assigned domestic chores until puberty when she gets a hus-
band. That is the way we do things.

He further added:

We do not agree with western education. It clashes with our culture and
traditional values. We think western education will undermine our cultural
values. Many examples abound of people who have sent their children to
school in towns and cities only to return to disrespect our culture. This
makes us careful in sending our children to school. We prefer they go to
Madrassa where we know they will be sate and learn what is important for us.

Agali, a Nigerien migrant, also confirmed:

Besides Arabic, we do not do any kind of education. This has been there
since our great grandparents. It has been there from generation to genera-
tion that we do not go to school. Our primary concern when it comes to
education is to be able to read the Quran. That is all. Even in Niger I was
not going to school.

When asked whether his short duration of stay (four months) had some-
thing to do with his inability to go to school, he retorted strongly, “I told
you before, for us we do not go to school.”

This position taken by migrant parents brings to the fore the portrayal
of formal education as the incontrovertible good by which knowledge can
be transmitted. It also shows the limited sense in which the processes of
learning are defined, excluding any event that happens outside the con-
fines of the classroom. The arguments put forth by migrants for not going
to school only reinforce existing debates between formal and informal
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education. For this, Strauss (1984 ) advises a shift in focus on the formal or
informal education debate. Rather there should be emphasis on the cogni-
tive process rather than the categorization of the learning processes.

Gender Norms and Values

Gender is a critical feature of migratory movements in West Africa, as
there has been a marked increase in the number of women moving across
the region (Adepoju, 2008). The vulnerability levels fluctuate based on
the roles and status accorded women by society. Children involved in
migration within the West African region are prone to vulnerabilities that
vary along gender lines (Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat [RMMS],
2017). Substantial gains have been made over the past 20 years with
respect to female education in Ghana and, by extension, sub-Saharan
Africa. That notwithstanding, research suggests the gender gap in educa-
tion is most pronounced in sub-Saharan Africa. These educational discrep-
ancies against women have hinged on the beliefs and attitudes of societies
in Africa (Dube, 2015). These gender norms place girls” domestic contri-
bution to the home above their personal education. Some migrants inter-
viewed claimed to be coming from settings that frowned on educating
their female children. This was the practice in their societies of origin, and
they replicated it in their new country of residence. Milhas Hassan, a
migrant parent, stated:

Back home in Niger my daughter [pointing to her daughter] was not going
to school. I fear that when I take her to school and she mixes with the oppo-
site sex when she is of age, something bad could happen and bring shame to
me and the entire family. You know women are not supposed to be mixed
with boys so she can be safe. Because of that I prevent her from going to
school. She has two other brothers who have completed basic education.

Sixteen-year-old Fatou also added:

I have not been in Ghana for long. It has been close to five months. I am
here with my husband to look for be