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Primary education was one of the key targets of the Millennium Development Goals between 2000 
and 2015. The situation in 1990 was taken as a point of departure and the target (as MDG2A) was 
to: “Ensure that, by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full 
course of primary schooling”, measured by net enrolment ratio in primary education, and the 
proportion of pupils that start in grade 1 and who reach the last grade of primary school.
(https://mdgs.un.org/unsd/mdg/Host.aspx?Content=Indicators/OfficialList.htm). ‘Net enrolment’ is the 
“[n]umber of children attending primary or secondary school who are of primary school age, 
expressed as a percentage of the total number of children of primary school age. Because of the 
inclusion of primary-school-aged children attending secondary school, this indicator can also be 
referred to as a primary adjusted net attendance ratio. Calculation follows International Standard 
Classification of Education (ISCED)” (data.unicef.org).
In 1990, ten African countries had failed to even reach 50% net enrolment for primary education for 
male pupils, and 21 countries had not reached this figure for female pupils. In 1990, only seven 
African countries had reached near universal primary education for both sexes. Around 2012 
(UNESCO data do not yet include 2015 data), many more children went to school, both in absolute 

and in relative terms. However, universal primary education was far from being achieved. Only 20 
African countries had reached near universal coverage for both boys and girls. Seven African 
countries were lagging significantly behind and were below 50% coverage for girls, with the worst 
performance in Eritrea, South Sudan and Liberia (and no data anymore for countries like Somalia). 
Liberia (and a few others) even had a lower net enrolment rate than two decades earlier. One of the 
reasons for low net enrolment is the low ‘survival rates’ in some countries: the percentage of 
children who start primary education and who succeed in getting to the end of the primary educa-
tion system. The worst performers are Uganda, Angola, Mozambique, Ethiopia, Madagascar, Sierra 
Leone and even Rwanda, with less than 40% of starters also finishing primary school.
Moreover, these figures do not include an assessment of the quality of education: what did the 
‘surviving children’ learn after six or seven years of primary education? Goal 4 of the new Sustaina-
ble Development Goals reads: “Ensure inclusive and quality education for all and promote lifelong 
learning”. This sounds even more challenging than the previous MDGs. In most of Africa, the 
quantitative goal (universal primary education) had not been reached in 2015.

This information was compiled
by Ton Dietz, Nel de Vink
and Wilfried Admiraal.



KENYA

UGANDA

RWANDA

TANZANIA

ZAMBIA

NAMIBIA

SOUTH
AFRICA

LESOTHO

SWAZILAND

BENIN

BURKINA
FASO

EGYPT

ETHIOPIA

MOZAMBIQUE

GHANA

ZIMBABWE

MAURITANIA

CÔTE
D’IVOIRE

LIBERIA

SIERRA LEONE

GUINEAGUINEA-
BISSAU

GAMBIA
SENEGAL

WESTERN
SAHARA

MOROCCO

ALGERIA LIBYA

CHAD
NIGER

TUNISIA

ANGOLA

DEMOCRATIC REP.
OF THE CONGO

CONGO

CENTRAL AFRICAN
REPUBLIC

CAMEROON

GABON

NIGERIATOGO

MALI

SUDAN
DJIBOUTI

SOMALIA

ERITREA

BURUNDI

MALAWI

BOTSWANA

MADAGASCAR

EQUATORIAL GUINEA

CAPE
VERDE

COMOROS

SEYCHELLES

MAURITIUS

SAO TOMÉ
AND PRINCIPE

Secondary net enrolment rate
ca 2012

Tertiary gross enrolment rate
2011-2015

Men
Adult literacy rate

ca 2012 Women

10-19%

20-29%

less than 10%

rate

30-39%

40-49%

50-59%

60-69%

70-79%

80-89%

90-99%

unknown

Sources: UNICEF, UN

Sources:
WORLDBANK,
(Kenya 2009: Tradingeconomics,
Nigeria 2005: Knoema, Senegal 2010: Knoema)

Sources: UNICEF, UN

African Studies Centre LeidenAfrican Studies Centre Leiden
Education in  Africa: recent dynamics and current situation 

The African Studies Centre Leiden (ASCL)
The African Studies Centre Leiden, founded in 
1947, is the only knowledge institute in the 
Netherlands devoted entirely to the study of 
Africa. It undertakes research and is involved in 
teaching about Africa and aims to promote a 
better understanding of African societies. The 
Centre is part of Leiden University and partici-
pates in the LeidenGlobal network. The ASCL’s 
work is not only of importance to researchers but 
also to policymakers, journalists, NGOs, 
businesses and other organizations.
Research The ASCL’s research programme lasts 
for a period of five years. Projects are multidisci-
plinary, empirical in nature and are carried out in 
cooperation with African colleagues and institu-
tions by the Centre’s researchers and PhD and 
Research Masters students.
Education The ASCL organizes a one-year and a 
two-year Masters in African Studies in coopera-
tion with Leiden University’s Faculty of Human-
ities. The two-year (Research) Masters prepares 
for a research career.
Library The ASCL’s Library, Documentation 
and Information Department has the most 
extensive and specialized collection on Africa in 
the Netherlands in the fields of the social scienc-
es (including law and economics) and the 
humanities. The library, which is open to the 
general public, has more than 90,000 books, 
1700 documentaries and feature films from and 
about Africa, and subscribes to nearly 750 (e-)pe-
riodicals. Digital Open Access publications form 
an important part of the library. African Studies 
Abstracts Online offers some 10,000 abstracts 
and journal articles, and web dossiers provide 
background information on specific topical 
events and themes.
www.ascleiden.nl/content/library

Publications ASCL researchers publish in many 
different journals and with well-known publish-
ing houses. The Centre also has several publica-
tion series of its own: Africa Yearbook, 
Afrika-Studiecentrum Series, African Dynamics, 
African Studies Collection, Langaa Series, ASC 
Infosheets and ASC thematic maps.
Seminars Regular seminars are held at the ASCL 
on Thursday afternoons on a wide range of 
topics. These are given by prominent local and 
international Africanists and are open to the 
general public. 
Visiting Fellows Between six and nine African 
academics are invited to Leiden every year on 
three-month fellowships to promote an effective 
academic dialogue between Africa and the North. 
These scholars use their stay in Leiden for data 
analysis and writing, and present a seminar.
Africa Thesis Award A prize is awarded annual-
ly for the best Masters thesis on Africa by a 
student at a university in the Netherlands or in 
Africa. The winning thesis is published in the 
African Studies Collection series.
ASCL Community The ASCL Community 
includes (honorary) fellows, affiliates, artists and 
associates of the Centre, and people with a 
professional interest in Africa who are working 
in business, policymaking, NGOs and in media 
circles. We would like to welcome you as a 
partner in the ASCL Community!
www.ascleiden.nl/content/ascl-community

LeidenASA The Leiden African Studies Assem-
bly, founded in December 2015, is a network of 
Leiden based Africanists aiming to set up a 
general Leiden University Africa policy.
For education studies ASCL works together with 
ICLON.

African Studies Centre Leiden 
Pieter la Court Building

Wassenaarseweg 52
Postbus 9555

2300 RB Leiden
T: +31 71 527 3372
E: asc@ascleiden.nl
www.ascleiden.nl

www.facebook.com/ASCLeiden
www.twitter.com/ASCLeiden

The current attendance figures for secondary education are much 
lower than for primary education, and they show major differences 
between African countries. We turn again to the net enrolment 
rates, defined as the “[n]umber of children attending secondary or 
tertiary school who are of secondary school age, expressed as a 
percentage of the total number of children of secondary school 
age. Because of the inclusion of secondary-school-aged children 
attending tertiary school, this indicator can also be referred to as a 
secondary adjusted net attendance ratio. Calculation follows 
International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED)” 
(data.unicef.org).
Here we see that, currently, Egypt is the best performer, with 
between 80-90% of all boys and girls of secondary school age 
attending secondary schools. But, for many parts of Africa it is 
much lower (less than 30% in ten African countries around 2012). 
Social demographers suggest that the demographic transition to 
less children per woman will only really succeed if most girls 
between 12 and 16 years old attend secondary education. Africa is 
a long way from this situation in the majority of the countries for 
which data exist. 
Finally, tests about the ability to read and write simple texts (the 
‘adult literacy rate’) reveal a dismal situation, with (much) less 
than half of adult females having this skill in at least a third of all 
African countries. Full literacy is rare, and where the adult literacy 
rate is above 90% (in South Africa, the Seychelles or Equatorial 
Guinea), figures for the current primary school attendance seem to 
be lower and predict a future in which the adult literacy rates will 
be lower than today. Clearly, Africa still has a long way to go……
Tertiary education in Africa has been growing rapidly during the 
last few decades, and because many students are beyond the 
‘normal’ student age, the gross enrolment data can be used here: 
“Gross enrollment ratio is the ratio of total enrollment, regardless 
of age, to the population of the age group that officially 
corresponds to the level of education shown”.
http://databank.worldbank.org/data.
Recent tertiary enrolment figures for Africa show that in the 
majority of the countries all tertiary students together are less than 
10% of the tertiary age group (c18-c25). Only in Mauritius, Egypt, 
Algeria and Tunisia the figures are above 30%.
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