The case of Congo — someremarkson education and justice for Africa

One of Robert Fulghum's famous bestsellersis headed: "All | really need to know | learned in
Kindergarten". Thistitle kept coming to my mind when | read the documentation of Unicef on
the situation of children in the world 2004.*

| learned that in the question of education you always deal with a snowball effect —whether
the education is excellent or deficient. The results always fall back on the whole human de-
velopment index of a country. Thereis aclear connection between primary, secondary, and
tertiary education which depend on each other. The quality of primary and secondary school
education determines the quality of tertiary education. On the other hand, it is on the tertiary
level that the school teachers are given their formation. The authors of the book make also
clear that pre-school education is very important for primary school attendance, especially for
girls who otherwise tend to be taken up by heavy homework.

| learned that the literacy rate in industrial countriesis almost at 100 %, the world level is at
84 % for men and 74 % for women, whereasin Africait isat 69 % for men and only at 53 %
for women. The number of internet usersin the industrial countriesis 37 from hundred, in
Africait is one out of hundred.

In Africa, primary school is attended by 63 % of the boys, and by 58 % of the girls. The rate
of secondary school attendanceisfar lower, at 29 % for boys and 23 % for girls. Africaisthe
worse off continent of our planet concerning basic education.

| would like to quote Article 26 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, from 1948:

"(1) Everyone has the right to education. Education shall be free, at least in the ele-
mentary and fundamental stages. Elementary education shall be compulsory. Techni-
cal and professional education shall be made generally available and higher education
shall be equally accessible to all on the basis of merit.

(2) Education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and to
the strengthening of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms. It shall pro-
mote understanding, tolerance and friendship among all nations, racia or religious
groups, and shall further the activities of the United Nations for the maintenance of
peace.

(3) Parents have a prior right to choose the kind of education that shall be given to
their children.”

Given theredlities of Africa, thisis, more than fifty years later, still wishful thinking,. For
instance in the Democratic Republic of Congo, it isin obvious contrast to redlity, asit iswit-
nessed by Jean Kasereka L utswamba, the school coordinator of the Baptist Community in
Central Africa

"In the Democratic Republic of Congo, parents have to pay a monthly school fee for their
children. If they have not paid by the end of each month, their child will be excluded from
class. Children of poor families who are not able to pay regularly, are traumatically suffering
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before they often have to quit the school for ever. Especially in rural areasthereis a desperate
lack of schools: in fact, only some 50 % of all children attend school. The situations of war
and insecurity have led to a complete impoverishment of the population, to joblessness, inter-
nal migration, assassinations (that is why there are so many orphans and street children), clo-
sure and destruction of schools, violation of girls, conscription of boys."?

What has happened?

In the first half of the 20™ Century, the education system within mission stations, built up
mostly by the Catholic Church, was one of the pillars of missionary success (if measured in
figures) and in away also of the colonial system. The reason to become Christian often was
the possibility to send children to the Catholic school which made up 90 % of al schoolsin
the country. With the triad church — school — hospital of the mission stations, the Catholic
Church built up a strong infrastructure which made it one of the biggest Catholic local
churches of the continent.

In the long run, the big shortcoming of this system was the conviction of the colonial admini-
stration and, along with it, of most of the missionaries that elementary education was useful
but that the black population should not go beyond the elementary level. Thus, the colonial
system protected itself by undermining every effort to build up an indigenous, local €lite. The
first university, Lovanium — again Catholic — started in Kinshasa only in 1954. When Congo
gained independence in 1960, it was of al African countries the country with the highest
scholarity rate, but counted only 15 black academics!

Dictator Mobutu first continued the politics of collaboration between Church and state in the
school system. But as part of his campaign of "authenticité" in the 1970s, he tried to nation-
alize the Catholic schools as well as the University Lovanium. After some years he had to
admit that the state was not able to cope with the administration and running of the whole
system. The schools were given back to the churches, and the " écoles conventionnées' were
re-established, i.e. the schools belong to the churches or congregations, and the teaching staff
IS, at least in theory, paid by the state.

Since the 1980s, the economic crisis has had devastating effects on formal education in
Congo. The official salary of ateacher went down from some 300 US $ a month to less than
10 US $.2 Salaries were not paid any more, teachers went on strike. The year 1991/1992 is
renown as "année blanche" with no classes and no state exams. The national budget of
education went down from 24,2 % of al state expensesto 5,2 % and even to 0,7 % in 1997. It
is now between 1 and 2 %. Schools can only survive by asking fees from the parents. The
state has practically given up responsibility for education.

The University Lovanium isin alamentable condition. For years, academic chairs used to be
given asareward for political services, Professors open up the jobsin their department for
family members without regard to their academic qualifications. A professor would easily
improve his pay by selling a compulsory script of hislectures, let's say for one dollar, to his
some hundreds students. The Congolese Government has offered to give Lovanium back to
the Catholic Church, but the Church is hesitating to accept this " Greek gift". The academic
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conditions in the Democratic of Republic lead to the ever growing phenomenon of "brain
drain".

On the other hand, one has to perceive the big efforts the Congolese are undertaking towards
the appropriate education of their children. Parents do everything possible — they would, for
Instance, save money on their own food — to ensure their children school attendance. Pupils
and students work very hard to achieve the state exam (A-level) and, further on, an academic
degree.

What needs to be done?

The Congolese Jesuit Martin Ekwa has dedicated his book "L 'école trahie"* to all "teachers,
professors, administrators who are honestly devoted to the education of the youth, and to the
parents who deprive themselves of the necessary in order to meet the school fees of their chil-
dren". He forwards some suggestions to overcome the crisis of education in his country:*

— Reform of the education system in view of the double finality of the school: transmission
of knowledge and integral formation of the human. This socia function by which girls and
boys are enabled to become agents of integral development has to be stressed. Thisrecalls
the second part of Article 26, quoted above: "Education shall be directed to the full devel-
opment of the human personality.”

— Introduction of modern teaching methods based on creativity and aimed at solving concrete
problems to be met within the actual society.

— Sensihilization of the public and promotion of local communities' participation towards
funding the school system (for instance special taxes).

— Reform of the curricula especially at secondary schools and universities against the back-
ground of today's science and technology.

— Human rights' education must become part and parcel of the curriculain order to overcome
hatred, war, violence, injustice.

— Thevalue of cultural and linguistic diversity needs to be stressed as an important factor for
development of the country as well as of the planet.

— Economic development of companies and concernsin view of employment: Secondary and
tertiary education have to take into account the needs of the national economy as well as of
the civil society.

| am just quoting these suggestions of a Congolese expert, as| am convinced that only the
Congol ese can themselves overcome their crisiswhich isin fact acrisis of society and even
nation-building. We here in Europe can only show awatchful solidarity and try to support
those agents of the Congolese society who do not just enrich themselves but struggle for the
common good.

If we give money, we will have to keep awatchful eye to assure that this money be not only
used for short-term aid, but that the structural level of society be reached and the constructive
nation-building forces be fostered. Investing in education is always along-term strategy on
the structural level.

We should further elaborate on an integral understanding of development and widen our vi-
sion of development aid beyond mere economic aspects. One crucia point is gender balance.
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The snowball effect of education is even more visiblein the case of girls. To learn how to
protect oneself and how to protect one's child, especially against the pandemic HIV/AIDS, is
of vital importance for girlswho are at afar higher risk of HIV-infection than boys. In order
to achieve a better education for girls and women, education and gender justice have to be-
come the top priority of our development policy and programmes.

Our encounter here at the World Y outh Day may help us to seek together for aworld of more
justice. We do as we have learnt at Kindergarten: "If you go out in the world, it is better to
hold hands and stick together."®

Marco Moerschbacher
Institute of Missiology Missio
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