FOCUS ON WHICH WAY NOW?
Basic educationvs highereducation

Basic educationvs h igher education: What is the proper role of philanthropy in this area?

where should support be going?

Educational experts agree that education systems are broken
at both the top and the bottom around the world. At the
bottom, too many children do not receive a basic elementary
education, regardless of whether they ever enrol in school.

Many countries claim high enrolment while failing to
provide those enrolled with the education they seek.

Funders of education rarely advocate supporting education
for education’s sake — it is a means to an end. Where will
investment provide the most leverage for systemic change?
Should philanthropic funds be directed to ensuring that
every child receives a high-quality basic education? Or can
philanthropy have a greater impact at the top end of the
scale, ensuring that at least some among disadvantaged
populations have the necessary education for global

At the top, many countries have either a non-existent or competitiveness and can kick-start further development
deeply flawed secondary and tertiary educational system. The in their communities? Supporting a small number of high
number of highly skilled secondary school and university achievers might make more difference to national economies

graduates, particularly from impoverished or racial/

but can philanthropy forget the people at the bottom? TO

ethnic minority populations, is far less than it should be in

practically every country in the world.

who are meant to benefit see our work, we need to
follow this example. By definition, unlike paying con-
sumers, our primary constituents don’t pay and don’t
have consumer choice. By definition, almost, they
have little structural power over our organizations. By
collecting and publishing theirviews of the organiza-
tion’s progress measures, we create the conditions in
which the entire ecosystem can bevisible to all - from
society-at-large to the funders, the implementers, and
those meant tobenefit. Please note thatl am not saying
the primary constituentis alwaysright.Iam arguing
thatwhat the primary constituent says should be cul-
tivated, responded to, and published (with interpreta-
tion if necessary).

A friend who runs a homeless shelter told me a story
that illustrates this point. One day one of his regular
clients — someone he feeds and shelters several times
aweek - camein and asked him for a marker pen. He
took the pen, opened out a cardboard box into a sign
andwroteonit, ‘This place mistreats the homeless.’ He
then went outside and sat in front of the shelter hold-
ing the sign. The point is this. If we are going to solve
the problem of homelessness, we need to learn more
about the homeless. We need to hear their voices.

Our resources are limited. Our management and
measurement systems need to be cost-effective, nim-
ble and interactive.Itis a time of creativity and produc-
tivityin the world of impact measurement. Significant
productivity gains (ie increased impact for the same
amount of effort) can be realized by following my
three suggestions.

IN FAVOUR OF BASIC EDUCATION

Betting on the
b OttO m-u p Rohini Nilekani

Just recently, | happened to be standing outside a rather new-looking
government school, high up on a scraggy hillock in Kolar district

in South India. Two young boys, aged about 12, were our curious
onlookers and we picked up conversations. One l knewtobe a
student, because he wore a school uniform, often the only decent
clothing accessible to poor rural children, even today. The other,
through the entire agony of his body language, clearly was not.

His name was Anil and he had had unspeakable expe-
riences. No mother, often absent father, not enough
to eat, no school exposure ever. I gave each of them a
story book. Predictably, the eighth grade student im-
mediately began to read the first paragraph, but halt-
ingly. Anil simply held the book as if itwere a precious
glassvase.

Rohini Nilekani is
Chairperson ofthe ) ) : ) ]
Arghyam Foundation ~ Anil can bridge the social distance between himself

This scene provides the premise for my argument. Until
gg‘il‘(’jgslt:ﬁ‘?;him @ andtheschool, until his school-going friend learns to
arghyam.org go beyond reading words into articulating contextual
ideas,we as philanthropists are not done with our basic
social engagement. However long it takes, ensuring
universal quality elementary education is the urgent
workof our time. In the modern nation state, effective
citizen engagementand empowermentis increasingly
predicated on basic literacy and, with it, access to the
primarily textual language of power and knowledge.
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When citizens who are economically and politically
weak are not fluent in reading and in math, they are
open to terrible exploitation from those who benefit
from the asymmetry of information.

Yet, it is easier now than ever before to help remedy
this, even where education systems appear broken.
We are witnessing the rapid expan-

thropists should not assume that the goal has been
reached in the primary sector.

We know that government systems can and must en-
sure a universal education network, either on their
own or together with private entities. Yet there is a
small but critical space where the market cannotreach
and where the state is often weak. Philanthropic sup-

sion of communication networks We must enable cvery port has fuelled the enormous citizen energy that is
that flatten hierarchies and allow single young mind to needed in the margins to ensure that all children are
disruptive change. We can now im- getam eaningful chance in school and learning well, whether in Chicago, in

agine that the unexpressed wisdom . Santiago or in Kolar.
to contribute to our

resident in so many disconnected

people will find voice through new sustainable future.

media, provided citizens can par-

ticipate meaningfully. But this cannot happen until
all citizens have an excellent grounding in the basics.
At least until class ten, by about age 15, children all
over the world must have access to the stock of human
knowledge collated across the modern age.

We have seen that long years of university education
have not necessarily yielded the leadership that could

have averted the global crises we face today. So the ar-
gument that philanthropic funding at the higher end
of education will throw up a few key leaders who will
drive changeis unconvincing. Perhaps philanthropists

from the developed world, coming out of hallowed uni-
versities, are naturally biased about this. So far, the

transition between those universities and positions of
power has been seamless.

Butthisisadifferent, globalized and restless newworld.
Imyselfbelong to a new and small group of people who

recently and suddenly came into significant wealth

facilitated by social and economic reform in countries

such as India. Where I come from, I would place my
bets more on the bottom-up approach. We cannot im-
agine now where the change makers are hidden, and

how they can benefit from societal interventions that
have enabled all of us who are reading this. So we must
enable every single young mind to get a meaningful

chance to contribute to our sustainable future.

Philanthropy has in fact played a key role in many
countries in pushing for the creation of the first fully
literate global society in human history. If it happens,
we cannot even begin to imagine the downstream im-
pact of this on all other education spaces, including
universities. My husband and I have in fact funded ef-
forts from pre-school through university. I am never
comfortable with any polarized argument about this:
obviously philanthropy is needed at both ends of the
education spectrum. My key concern is that philan-

ALLIANCE Volume 14 Number1 March 2009 www.alliancemagazine.org

Before their first generation learners get into a school,
families often have a sketchy idea of the value of ed-
ucation. It took five decades for the poor in India to
have some faith that 10 years of their child’s early life
spentinschoolisactuallyaninvestmentin the future
of the whole family. But once the child is ensconced
in the school system, families are more empowered
to demand that the state improve education services
andvocational training. I have seen this often over the
pastdecade. All over India, improving enrolment, eco-
nomic growth, and the demographic imperative have
together created a formidable demand resultingin an
unprecedented channelling of state resources into edu-
cation, from pre-school through tertiary. And among
thosewhohave benefited are Anil’s two youngsiblings,
who have made it to a state-run pre-school.

Yes, itis sortofa tipping point. Butitis too early towith-
draw philanthropic support for schooling. We know
only too well the cost of failed schools. Let us accept
that philanthropists have a disproportionate voice in
society and can be very effective advocates and critics.
Itisimportantto use thatvoice well to keep on improv-
ing school systems. For no amount of ‘repair’ work can
later make up for the lack of a strong foundation. You
cannot teach in six months or one year what should
have been learnt across 15. The terrible downstream
impact on livelihood and citizenship potential is only
too visible in the disenchantment of underemployed
and marginalized youth all over the world.

One of the goals of good philanthropy is to make itself
redundant.Ibelieve we are at the golden hour in many
countries and certainly in mine, where our continued
work in school education for a short while more can al-
low the focus tomovesooner rather than later to higher

education. But right now, it is imperative that we stay
in touch with every child, everywhere, and ensure that
among them Anil’s siblings will go to school, and be-
come part, not of our problems, but of our solutions

for tomorrow.
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IN FAVOUR OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Investing in higher
level intellectual
capital smecoion:

‘Only when Africa has entrepreneurs, scholars, scientists,
educators and public officials who can grapple with its problems
will the continent be securely on the road to lasting progress,’
wrote Vartan Gregorian in the New York Times (27 May 2007).
Contrary to the conventional wisdom that investment in

basic education is sufficient for African development, higher
education builds the intellectual capital required for sustainable
development. More effortis needed to improve the relevance and
quality of tertiary education and research in Africa.

Suzanne Grant
Lewis is Coordinator,
Partnership for
Higher Education in
Africa. Email sgl3@
nyu.edu

Africa’s future rests with the development of its hu-
man resources, particularly the intellectual capital

required for social and economic development, which

is developed in institutions of higher learning. A core

mission of higher education is creating knowledge that
offers solutions to the most critical problems faced by
society, including public health crises, endangered en-
vironment and food security, growing energy needs

and an urbanizing population.

There is growing recognition of the importance of a
strong higher education sector if a country is to par-
ticipate in the knowledge economy. While we no longer
debate how fundamental human capitalis toeconomic
growth, thereis greater recognition ofhow critical the

Schoolchildrenin
Bangalore reading
Pratham books

in libraries set up
by the Akshara
Foundationin
government
schools.
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university’srole is in creating scientific knowledge for
the knowledge economy and society. That role is only
expected to increase. The international donor com-
munity and governments, which have often ignored
African higher education in favour of basic education,
are starting to recognize that this has been to the det-
riment of long-term innovation, economic growth,
and the viability of the whole education system. The
World Bank report Accelerating Catch-Up. Tertiary Educa-
tion for Growth in Sub-Saharan Africa (2009) argued that to
achieve stable growth, and to successfully compete in
global knowledge-driven markets, African countries
need higher-order skills and expertise. We need look
no further than India’s incredible advances to see the
value that institutions like the Indian Institutes of
Technology bring to a society.

Higher education also plays a clear role in advancing
democracy. While formal education at all levels is an
important component driving demand for democra-
cy, higher education in particular supplies the highly
trained people required torun democraticinstitutions.
Recentresearch suggests that cohorts of young univer-
sity-trained legislators will be critical in advancing
governance reform in Africa. In addition to training
future leaders, higher education institutions provide
both the voices and the space for difficult debates about
issues critical to a country and region, and help ensure
Africanvoices are heard in international debates.

Arelevant, sustainable basic education system cannot
beachieved withoutinvestingin higher education. Cur-
riculum content, pedagogical innovation, assessment
tools and trained teachers are all generated by higher
education systems. Unless the high end of the system
transforms to value and build 21st century skills, we
cannot hope tobuild them in schools. School-based re-
form has frequently been undermined where teacher
training, curriculum and assessment systems have
failed to innovate.

In spite of all this, higher education in Africa has
been neglected. In the 1980s and 1990s, African uni-
versities suffered neglect due to difficult political and
economic times, increasing debt, forced reductions

Pratham Books is a not-for-profit trust that seeks to publish high-quality
books for children at an affordable cost in multiple Indian languages. As
of January 2009, Pratham Books has published 155 unique titles inup to 11
languages, with 7 million copies printed in all, the goal being to enable ‘A
book in every child’s hands’.

www.prathambooks.org
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in social sector spending, and international funders’
emphasis on basic education. Once-great universities
experienced financial crises, infrastructure decay,
and brain drain. Expansions in enrolment in the last
decadehave contributed to a decline in quality. While
attention to African higher education has increased
in the past couple of years, this is only slowly translat-
ing into significant resources. For example, USAID’s
support for African higher education has shrunk and
consists almostsolely of partnerships with US universi-
ties and private sector entities.

Because of the relatively small scale of higher educa-
tion in Africa, foundation support can have national
and even regionalimpact. Unlike in the US, higher edu-
cationinstitutions in many African countries arerela-
tively few in number. Mozambique’s populationof21.4
million is served by 23 higher education institutions
(12 of them private) while Tanzania has 11 public and
21 private institutions for 39.4 million people. Despite
theselimited opportunities, both countries have made
progress in opening higher education to more females
and to students from poor rural and poor urban set-
tings. Such progress is worth supporting. Selective sup-
port to those institutions committed to responding to
changing societal needs canyield tremendous gains.

Private philanthropyhas a uniquerole, different from
bilateral and multilateral organizations. It has the

advantage of operating ‘outside’ the bureaucracy of
government-to-government relations while still keep-
ing the country’s national strategy in mind. It has the

flexibility to experiment with new and sometimes

risky ideas and projects.It can have the staying power
and long-term perspective required for institutional
capacity building at the higher education level. By cre-
atingregular consultative mechanisms, locally driven

initiatives responding to locally identified problems

can be designed and supported.

THE PARTNERSHIP FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

The PHEA is an initiative of seven private US foundations
committed to strengthening African universities.
Initiated in 2000 by four foundation presidents, it

aimed to call attention to the critical importance of
African universities for social, cultural and economic
development and to tackle larger initiatives than were
possible individually. PHEA consists of the Carnegie

Corporation and the Ford, MacArthur, Rockefeller,
Hewlett, Mellon and Kresge Foundations.

I

| www.foundation-partnership.org
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Students at Eduardo Mondlane
University in Mozambique.

Basic and higher education are both priorities for
Africa’s political and economic development and both
are lacking, in quality and in availability. The African
poor remain marginalized from formal education,
oftenrelying on religious primary education, such as
B&E  Koranic schools. At the secondary and tertiary level,
educational programmes need to be tailored to respond to economic and
social demands, so that graduates acquire the skills needed to excelin
the current job market and contribute effectively to the development of
their nations. In particular, vocational education and training should be
promoted in order to develop African expertise in technical skills which
can lead to self-employment and job creation beyond the limited number
of white collar jobs available in most Sub-Saharan African nations.

Throughout Africa, the university has been the space for critical voices,
the birthplace of national liberation movements, the origin of many of
our civil societies. The current deterioration of rich educational traditions
in some of the continent’s knowledge centres needs to be addressed as
urgently as spreading primary education to the furthest rural village. We
cannot afford to prioritize one at the expense of the other.

Perhaps one cross-cutting priority is educating women and girls, who
are often excluded from education. But girls’ education should not be
prioritized at the expense of universal education, including that of boys.
In Africa, it seems that international donor emphasis on girls’ education
has often disadvantaged boys from poor households who do not qualify
for aid schemes targeting only girls. In the end, the only priority can be
universal primary and secondary education, with high-quality tertiary
education available torich and poor alike.
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