Challenges of Success and
Failure in the Campaign for
Universal Primary Education:
The Secondary Surge and the
Teacher Shortage

ACU Conference of Executive Heads

“Universities and the Millennium Development Goals
Cape Town, South Africa

25 — 27 April 2010

2

Sir John Daniel
Commonwealth of Learning

Introduction
This conference is about Universities and the Millennium Development Goals.

I shall concentrate on one of those goals, number 2, which is to achieve Universal Primary Education, and
touch implicitly on number 3, which is to promote gender equality and empower women.

My title is Challenges of success and failure in the campaign for Universal Primary Education: The
secondary surge and the teacher shortage and what I will say today is a summary of a book I have just
published (Daniel, 2010). Its title is Mega-Schools, Technology and Teachers: Achieving Education for
All. The book argues that the report card on the 20-year global campaign to achieve Universal Primary
Education (UPE), which is the keystone of the overall goal of providing Education for All, is a blend of
success and failure. Both have consequences and implications.

The success is that we are now making rapid progress towards UPE and many countries have achieved it.
The consequence is that there is now a massive surge of children towards secondary school for which
many countries are unprepared.

The failure is that there are still some big gaps in the achievement of UPE. Estimates suggest that by
2015, the target date for achievement of the MDGs, there will still be 50 million children, give or take,
still not in primary school. The exact figure will depend on how badly the current economic downturn
impacts school budgets and parental attitudes. The particular consequence on which I shall focus is that
the millions of new teachers need to be recruited and trained to complete the drive to UPE.




Let me take success and failure in turn, starting with success.

The Secondary Surge

After a period when universities complained that the World Bank and other development agencies were
only interested in primary education it is good news that post-basic education is attracting more attention.
Tertiary education is already expanding at a dizzy rate in many countries and that will continue.

However, I believe that the secondary surge poses a bigger headache for governments and policy makers
for two reasons. First, this is a challenge of scale. There are 400 million children between the ages of 12
and 17 not receiving secondary education (Binder, 2006). Second, giving girls a secondary education may
well be the most effective action we can take against devastating climate change.

Since the industrial revolution the world’s population has grown by a factor of seven and the demands
that each human makes on the earth’s resources have also increased by a factor of seven. That represents
a fifty-fold increase in the impact of humankind on the planet in two centuries.

Slowing population growth is one way of limiting that impact. Women with secondary education have, on
average, 1.5 fewer children than those without. A difference of one child per woman means 3 billion more
or fewer people on the planet by 2050. Secondary education for girls must be a priority (Cohen, 2008).

Obstacles to expanding secondary education

However, the expansion of secondary education faces two related challenges in the developing world. The
first is that conventional approaches cost too much and the second is that even if their cost could be
brought down it is hard to see where the money would come from. Let’s start with the cost.

After devoting much of his career to research on the costs of education, Professor Keith Lewin has
concluded that a country will never achieve universal secondary education if the unit costs of secondary
education are more than double those of primary education (Lewin, 2008). The problem is that in
countries facing the challenge of expanding secondary education the spread of costs is far greater than
two, ranging from factors of 3 to 6 and beyond in most African countries compared to between 1.5 and 2
in the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries.

Barring radically new approaches to providing secondary education, the policies required to get these
ratios down include paying teachers less and having them teach a fuller timetable. Introducing such
policies is not an attractive proposition for hard-pressed ministers of education.

But even if the costs of conventional schooling can be reduced a bit, where would the money would come
from? Estimates for the additional cost of getting all children into secondary school range from $22
billion to $45 billion annually (Binder, 2006). To put these figures in perspective, note that despite heroic
efforts the multi-donor Fast-Track Initiative for Universal Primary Education has raised only a few billion
dollars since its inception. To achieve such figures low-income countries would need to double their
education budgets to bring them to nearly half of total government spending, which is simply not realistic.



Open schooling: part of the solution

This means that we need radically new approaches to providing secondary education. All credible
avenues must be explored. In my new book I review three of them: private schooling for the very poor,
which is far more extensive than we tend to think (Tooley, 2009); computers for children; and open
schooling.

Open schooling is by far the most promising of these options at present. It already exists in some
countries and enrols millions of secondary pupils worldwide. I have coined the term mega-schools for
open schools that enrol over 10,000 pupils. Some, such as India’s National Institute for Open Schooling
are much bigger than this, with over one million pupils. But even in a small country like neighbouring
Namibia, with a total population of two million, the Namibian College of Open Learning, with 28,000
pupils, accounts for nearly half of all children taking the Grade 12 examinations.

Very importantly, open schooling cuts costs drastically, whereas no one has yet demonstrated a cheaper
schooling system based on computers, which tend simply to add costs.

What is the link to universities? Simply that some open universities already run open schools within their
corporate structures. This approach could be expanded. The only proviso is that those universities must
take the task seriously and do open schooling well.

Recruiting and Training Teachers

So much for the success of the campaign for Universal Primary Education and the secondary surge that
accompanies it. Let me now turn to the failure: the projection that by 2015 fifty million children will still
not get into primary school.

To address that problem will require action on various fronts. We shall focus on the requirement for
recruiting and training teachers. UNESCO calculated in 2008 that the world needs to recruit and train
some 10 million teachers by 2015 to meet the goals of Education for All and replace large numbers of
retiring teachers. China, India, Indonesia, Nigeria and Pakistan need to recruit, between them, some 5.7
million primary teachers by 2015 and fifteen other countries will each need at least 100,000 new teachers
(UNESCO, 2006; 2008).

The supply of trained teachers is increasing, but not fast enough to meet these requirements. One of the
consequences is that countries are now recruiting people and sending them into the classroom with
minimal training. This is not just a developing country phenomenon. California, for example, employs
thousands of untrained teachers to staff its schools.

Switch from pre-service to in-service teacher education
I argue that we can make a virtue of necessity by standing the conventional approach to teacher education
on its head. By moving the emphasis from long pre-service training programmes to regular in-service

programmes we could achieve several desirable goals.

First, people keen to enter the teaching profession would be able to do so quickly, while their enthusiasm
was high. There are two projects, Teach for America in the US and Teach First in the UK, that send top



graduates into tough secondary schools with little training as teachers. These people are keen to undertake
a challenge. Moreover, they consider the standard pre-service teacher education programmes boring and
would not have gone into teaching if that were the only route in. Once they have gained experience
however, they do appreciate learning more of educational theory through continuing professional
development courses.

Many developing countries also send large numbers of untrained people into the schools as teachers.
However, they do not benefit from a structured professional development framework like those in the
Teach for America or Teach First programmes but are left to fend for themselves, sometimes labelled as
para-teachers.

Second, switching most of the human and financial resources now devoted to pre-service training to in-
service training would not only allow these untrained teachers to make their way into the profession with
much greater motivation. It would also provide the opportunity to use teacher education to improve the
quality of education provided — a vital proviso — that it is conducted with a focus on the classroom.

Teachers’ comments on the value of their pre-service training are often unflattering. However, the
problem of relevance to classroom practice is not solved simply by providing that training in service.

Lewin (2002) has argued that since much continuing professional development is carried out without
reference to school needs — often without the knowledge of the school principal — it encourages teachers
to move to other jobs rather than improving their effectiveness in their schools. Furthermore, another
study (DFID, 1999) found that even providing teachers with in-service training in local teacher resource
centres did not have much impact on their subsequent classroom teaching.

It appears that to be effective in-service teacher education must take place in the schools and be resolutely
focused on the classroom. This principle has guided programmes like the UK Open University Post-
Graduate Certificate of Education Programme. In the words of Leach and Moon (2000, p. 114): ‘No
activity, reading or observation could be set that did not relate directly to experience in schools’ and ‘the
link had to be explicit’.

To reach teachers in their schools universities engaged in teacher education must employ the approaches
and technologies of open and distance learning. Many have been doing this for decades.

In my new book I give profiles of eight large-scale in-service education programmes for teachers that
operate at a distance. One of these is TESSA, a programme for Teacher Education in Sub-Saharan Africa,
which operates in nine African countries and is run by a consortium of 13 universities and five
international organisations. It creates classroom-focused teacher education materials in the form of open
educational resources.

Devereux and Amos (2005) have given a moving account of how TESSA materials have enabled the
University of Fort Hare to run a very successful classroom-focused in-service programme in the Eastern
Cape Province here in South Africa. I am pleased that representatives of Fort Hare are here at this
conference to share their experience. Half-a-million teachers across Africa used TESSA materials last
year and, since they are focused on classroom practice, millions of children benefited directly as well.



Putting it all together
Now let me pull all this together.

Governments and international agencies often talk about adopting ‘a whole-sector and multisectoral
approach to achieving education goals’, to quote a concept note for the World Bank’s 2020 education
strategy (World Bank, 2010). Too often, however, education systems are tightly compartmentalised by
level and function. I suggest that large open schools and school-based in-service teacher education
programmes could act as integrating factors in making the whole-sector approach a reality.

In the educational ecosystem fit for the 21st century shown in Figure 1 there is a national school system,
including public and private schools and a network of local learning hubs, under the authority of the
ministry of education. The ministry is also linked to the open schooling sub-system, particularly through
its curriculum and examinations function, and this sub-system also relates to the schools, notably as a
source of learning materials, and to the learning hubs where it locates its study centres.

Also linked to the ministry, through its teacher education unit in particular, is the teacher-education
institution sub-system. All teacher education institutions have links with the schools and these are
particularly strong for school-based teacher education. They will also relate to a national higher education
system and to international groupings such as TESSA.

The learning hubs act as resource centres for teachers, giving them access to a richer ICT infrastructure
than they have in their schools. Finally, intersecting with all these systems and subsystems is the
community system, which has a highly complex set of sub-systems of its own.

Such an ecosystem would exploit the synergies of open schooling and teacher education with the wider

school system, governments and communities and make possible reductions in the cost of schooling and
training. For a more detailed discussion of this I refer you to my book.

Conclusion
I conclude where I started. The long campaign to achieve universal primary education has both succeeded
and failed. Its success creates a huge task for post-basic education. Its failure challenges universities to

train teachers in new ways.

We have a considerable agenda in front of us.
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