Once these were centralized in the university, the empha-
sis shifted to undergraduate teaching. But research today
opensinto amuch larger spacethan the academicgraduate
world. There are nongovernmental agenciesthat are lead-
ers in new areas of research, where the Jesuits would be
challenged to revive their lost tradition.

A “Studyof Jesuit Collegesin India” by Fr.John Macia
in 1982, concludeswith “the conflict between two organi-
zational goals: (a) the pursuit of academic excellence, (b)
the promotion of greater social justice.” In the present
contextof the affiliating university in this country, our mis-
sion today indicates an obvious choice in favor of the sec-
ond. The new economic policies being adopted in the
country, which are likely to hasten growth and certainly
sharpen inequalities, only make this choice all the more
urgent. The real creativechallenge is notinthe resolution
of TS played-out goal-conflict, hut rather in the dialectic
tension between a critical intellectual quest and an effec-
tive commitment to education for justice. This, we be-
lieve, must be the real creative challenge for Jesuit higher
education in India on the threshold of the 2 1stcentury.

International Higher Education Online

Announcing the World Wide Web site of the Boston
College Centerfor International Higher Education,the
first of its kind to offer information resourcesto schol-
ars of both higher educationand international affairs.

HTTP:///WWW.BC.EDU/BC_ORG/AVP/SOE/CIHE/
CENTER.HTML

It is recommendedto use Netscape 1.1 or a similar
graphical browsertoaccess the above location, which
offers a wide variety of online resources, including:
full text versions of the Center’s newsletter, Interna-
tional Higher Education, library and data information
resources, scholarly exchange and research fund-
ing resources, online journals in the field of higher
education, and international news resources.The
Center has already received recognition from Point
Communications, a well-known leader in information
technology, that the Web site is in the top 5% of all
Internet resources in terms of quality, and has been
incorporated by Yahoo, Lycos, the Internet Yellow
Pages, and other popular Internetdirectory services.

Currency and Crisis

Higher Education in Francophone Africa

Corbin Michel Guedegbe

Corbin Michel Guedegbe is project manager for a U.5, Agency for
International Developmentfunded education reform project in Benin.
He has been a division chief in the Ministry of Educofion of Benin:
Address: B. P 034688, Cotonow, Benin

frican higher education has been in crisis since the

1980s—in contrast to the 1960s and 1970s, whichwere
periods of lavish spending and expansion. This crisis was
exacerbated in the 1990s by worsening economic condi-
tiasand the constraints of structuraladjustment programs
(SAP). Most features of the crisis are common to
francophone and anglophone African countries. However,
someaspectsare unique to francophone Africaand are due
to factors internal and external to higher education. This
article gives an overview of the situation in Africa, in gen-
eral, and focuses on the francophone part of the continent.

Increasingenrollments, unsustainableexpenditure pat-
terns, declining quality, and irrelevance to national needs
have been mentioned as problems common to universities
in sub-Saharan Africa.” This accounts for the fact that
among the three main outputs of higher education (j.e.,
high level manpower, knowledge and innovation, and de-
velopment advisoryservices),the region bas produced rela-
tively too much of the first and not enough of the second
and the third. The overproduction of graduates and the
deterioration of quality are major characteristicsof the cur-
rent crisis in higher education in Africa. The consequence
of the overproduction of graduates is the considerable un-
employment and underemployment among graduates of
African universities. Some features of the deterioration of
standards are: 1) the low quality of teaching, and 2) the
low internal efficiency resulting from high drop-out rates,
which increasesthe cost per graduate, and the unnecessar-
ily high costs of higher education home by the education
budget of African countries.

Common Problems

Although most aspects of the crisis of higher education are
common to the entire sub-Saharanregion, certain processes
particular to the francophone higher education systems as
well as the devaluation of the currency of these countries
(the CFAFranc) inJanuary 1994 have exacerbated the cri-
sis of quality in the francophone area of Africa. T he tradi-
tion of free university education inherited from France has
led to a dramatic increase of student numbers. Until now,
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all students who pass the secondary school leaving exam
(baccalauréar) can enroll in universitieswithout paying tu-
ition fees. Consequently, universities in francophone Af-
rica are overcrowded because they enroll more than two to
three times their capacity. Thissituation has dealt a dam-
aging blow to quality of life and training in universities.
There are tremendously more students than student resi-
dences, libraries, classrooms,labs and other equipment can
accommodate. T he limited teaching staff cannot monitor
such large numbers. Quality has deteriorated increasingly
due to lack of the minimumacademicenvironment neces-
sary for adequate work.

The current fmncophone university is

still organized and operated like the

French universitiesbefore 1968, and is

not flexible enough to adapt to chang-
, ing needs and student concerns.

The current crisis of francophone African higher edu-
cation systems can be partly ascribed to the fact that they
have not adapted to changing realities. In fact, inherited
ideas and practices now regarded as anachronistic and ob-
solete in Europe have not been replaced by more appro-
priate and relevant policies. The current francophone
university is still organized and operated like the French
universitiesbefore 1968.2 The authoritarianadministrative
model which existsin these universitiesisrigid and hierar-
chical. Itis not flexible enough to adapt to changing needs
and does not promote the involvement of students. The
lack of integration of students’ concerns has been one cause
of unrest and riots on campuses in francophone Africa for
the last five years. The result of these widespread student
protests has been the loss of at least one academicyear on
every campus during this period due to the government’s
decision to close universities.

Academic programs have also failed to adapt to the
needs of students and to changing realities. For example,
in June 1995 in Céte d’Ivoire, students were protesting
against the system of promotion in some faculties at the
universities. There were different grievancesdepending on
the discipline. In the Faculty of Letters students expressed
concern ahout the policy accordingtowhich dismissal from
the Faculty could occur even in the third year (in a four-
year degree program) if one did not pass the final exams.
In the Faculty of Medicine students opposed the fact that
one could he dismissed from the faculty even in the fifth
year (in a seven-year program) if one failed a subject re-

lated to computer training. In Benin, the situation is sirmi-
lar in the Faculty of Medicine® and the Faculty of Agronomy,
where one must continuously pass exams every year or be
dismissed mid-way without any “intermediate” certificate.

These examplesillustrate the excessive intemal selec-
tion process that offers few oppormnities to students and
doesnot take into consideration their overall performance.
A student can be dismissed after three years in a four-year
program if he or she failsto pass one or two subjects. The
adoption of the “semester”approach in lieu of the academic
year and of the “credit” system could help the francophone
African universities address some of the issues raised by
students.

Currency Issues

The devaluation of the currency common to francophone
Africa (the CFA franc) had a dramatic effect on the econo-
mies of the concerned nations. It created an environment
of uncertainty and crisis for all sectors, including educa-
tion. Debatesand controversiesare continuingon the posi-
tive or negative effects of the devaluation of the CFA franc?
Let us just mention that, with the devaluation, the fixed
exchange rate of the CFA franc in relation to the French
Franc (FF) has moved from 1 FF = SO crAF to 1 FF = 100
CFAF. In simple terms, the purchasing power of the CFAF
in regard tothe FFhas been divided by two. African coun-
mes have to spend twice as much to buy the same value of
goods abroad. The devaluation has had a negative impact
on educahon systemsin Africa. It has put serious strainson
the budget of the nation by increasing the CFAF needs for
foreign purchases. This has reduced the prospect for the
development of education budgets, which face stagnation
or even reduction. In such a situation higher education,
which has been criticized for its cost-ineffectiveness, has
little hope of financial improvement.

Thedevaluation of the €FAF has contrib-
uted tothe deterioration of existing dif-
ficultworking conditions in universities
and has negatively affected quality. Uni-
versities that lacked equipment and
materials cannot purchase as much as
they used to. libraries cannot buy as
mony books and subscribe to as many
foreign journals. Less students and fac-
ulty exchanges with foreign universities
are possible.



The devaluation of the CFAF has contributed to the
deterioration of existing difficult working conditions in
universities and has negatively affected quality. Universi-
ties that lacked equipment and materials cannot purchase
as much as they used to. Libraries cannot buy as many books
and subscribe to as many foreign journals. Less students
and faculty exchanges with foreign universities are possible.

The rapid development of the nonacademic external
career among faculty members is another negative conse-
quence of the devaluation of the CFAF. The devaluation
has accelerated the deterioration of the living conditions
of the faculty who feel the need to seek outside employ-
ment to make both ends meet. The insignificant salary in-
creases have not improved their situation. Some are able to
take a second job in the private sector although they are
full-time government employees. But the majority of those
engaged in external activities join branches of the govern-
ment as ministers, deputy-ministers, directors or advisers
to the president of the Republic or to ministers. All these
activities are carried out at the expense of their academic
work, because such faculty members are no longer able to
perform their teaching and research duties regularly and
adequately. Although universities suffer considerably from
this “defection” of faculty members, they can take no ac-
tion because these individuals are officially appointed to
these political or technical positions by the government,
their employer. This defection, in addition to the freeze
on recruitment, creates an acute shortage of faculty in uni-
versities, which is one major cause of the quality crisis.

The economic difficulties faced by the
sub-Saharan countries in the mid-1980s
have considerably affected govern-
ments’ approaches to educational de-
velopment.

The economic difficulties faced by the sub-Saharan
countries in the mid-1980s have considerably affected gov-
ernments’ approaches to educational development and their
established priorities among subsectors. In fact, economic
difficulties have forced them into SAP, with the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund and the World Bank. The SAP im-
plies adjustment of all sectors, including education. With
the assumption that existing educational financing pro-
moted ineffective uses of resources and inequity among
subsectors in favor of higher education, education sector
adjustment programs developed within the context of the
SAPs recommended a shift in financing in favor of basic

education, based on the perceived benefits to the majority
of the population. This approach to the development of
the education sector is a source of controversy among higher
education stakeholders (government, donors, faculty, and
students). Universities have become the lowest priority of
the education sector and within the context of the devalu-
ation of the CFAF, they cannot expect an increase in their
share of the scarce resources allocated to education.

Universities have become the lowest
priority of the education sector and
within the context of the devaluation of
the CFAF, they,cannof expect an increase
in their share of the scarce resources
allocated to education.

As a whole, the current crisis of higher education sys-
tems in francophone Africa is related to internal and exter-
nal factors. The systems are suffering from the strong
influence of the French system, some aspects of which are
found to be anachronistic in France and are being reformed.
African Universities have not devoted sufficient energy or
are reluctant to adapt their internal processes to the chang-
ing realities. The devaluation of the CFAF has added to
the marginalization of higher education, resulting from
shifting priorities in the education sector due to structural
adjustment. This devaluation has had pervasive, long-stand-
ing and devastating effects on all aspects of higher educa-
tion. These are hard realities that need to be addressed for
the survival of higher education in francophone Africa.

Notes

! The World Bank, Education in Sub-Sabaran Africa (Wash-
ington, D.C.: World Bank, 1988).

2 N.T. Assié-Lumumba, Higher Education in Francophone
Africa, AFTR note no. 5, (Washington D.C.: World Bank,
1993).

3 In the francophone African system, the students are ad-
mitted to the Faculty of Medicine after obtaining the sec-
ondary school leaving certificate (baccalauréat) and passing
a special test. It takes in general seven years to become a
medical doctor.

* Natalie Camara, Afrigue-Education no. 11 (April-May
1995).
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