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Foreword: it is not our purpose here, to draw a detailed and accurate portrait of the Togolese 
educational system; given the duration and the nature of our stay there, our viewpoint is 
unavoidably incomplete: indeed, we were staying in the rural and modest-to- poor Savannah 
region, in northern Togo. And biased: most of the youth and professionals we encountered 
belong to the Roman Catholic Church, which is historically very active in the education field 
in Togo.  
So those are impressions that we share, in order to take a step back from our own 
educational system, and to provide food for thought.  

Overall assessment: 

	 Generally speaking, access to quality formal education and a fulfilling career, is 
not widespread.  

Many youngsters have a real potential, that will unfortunately remain largely 
unfulfilled: even those who could attend school _sometimes up to university level_ are likely 
to end up going back to their village and eke out a living by farming a small piece of land, or 
with odd jobs. 

However, it’s worth mentioning that all the youngsters we talked to, showed remarkable 
resilience, solidarity and above all a strong yearning for a better future.  

Educational system specificities: 

Youth education falls to the extended family: children are raised not only by their parents, 
but also by uncles, aunts, grand parents, with whom they stay sometimes for several years. 
Hence, the trademark of their education is strong family and intergenerational values, 
with ensuing assets but also liabilities. 


Public and private schooling: 

	 With no great surprise given the 
country’s colonial past, the Togolese 
schooling system directly derives from the 
French one, though a somewhat outdated 
version. Its distinctive features are lecturing 
and theoretical teaching methods, little 
practical work, little experience with team 
work or autonomy. 

It’s also worth noticing that the only 
teaching language is, by necessity, 
French, excluding all local languages. For 
most of them, this is not the language they 
hear at home. 


	 The first degree targeted is CEP, 
marking the end of primary school; a number of pupils will complete the BEPC level (end of 
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middle school), but fewer will graduate 
high-school, and even fewer will attend 
university (higher education costs are 
out of reach for many).


	 It seems that the public schools 
network cannot meet all needs 
(mains reasons listed are the absence 
of a merit-based system for teachers, 
frequent strikes, seems scarce and 
insufficient, lack of material and 
financial ressources in public schools), 
resulting in the private schooling 
system taking up the slack and being 
omnipresent in Togo : either as faith-
based schools, or independent 
schools. 

	 

	 Even famil ies with modest 
means are willing to pay for what they 
deem to be a better education for their children. Historically, the Roman Catholics schools 
are prominent in this area. 


Hurdles to schooling: 

	 Most families we met, were well aware that schooling is essential; however, cultural 
practices sometimes interfere: enrollment and duration of school attendance are lower for 
girls than for boys, work at the field regularly overlaps school hours, corporal punishment 
is common and sometimes interfere with the children’s abilities at school.


Other hindrances include:


- Infrastructure difficulties : some families live in very remote villages, commuting to 
school is exhausting, or sometimes impossible. Boarding schools have too little 
capacities, and are expensive.


- Material difficulties : access to an appropriate space and to electricity to work at night, is 
not systematic. Families cannot always afford appropriate school supplies, children often 
have to do summer jobs to purchase them.


- Nutrition and health difficulties : very few children enjoy a sufficient and balanced diet, 
whereas the « sudden death » diet, consisting of only one meal per day, is not uncommon. 
From an early age on, they commonly drink a sort of local beer called « chapalo », as it is 
safer than water; but this early alcohol consumption has dire effects on intellectual 
development and abilities. Adolescent pregnancy is common, too often resulting in the 
young mothers’ dropping out of school. 


- Financial difficulties: it is one of the major causes of early end of formal education. 
School stipend system exists, but it does not always effectively helps the pupils to 
continue their studies: for instance, when the school is far and the scholarship covers only 
school fees, whereas the family cannot afford the student’s travel and living expenses.  
Hence stipends are sometimes resold to wealthier families. 
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A frequent alternative: vocational training 

	 For all the aforementioned reasons, a significant 
part of Togolese youth will not, or else for too short a 
period of time, attend school. They will opt instead for 
vocational training, omnipresent in the modest rural 
area where we were. It is a lighter version of the French 
vocational education, with graduate courses, enabling 
students to access jobs such as hair dressing or 
sewing for girls, carpentry or soldering for boys. 

	 Nonetheless, it’s worth noticing that in contrast 
with the French system, in Togo families pay the 
professional providing the training, usually 
substantial amount of money.


A difficult access to employment: 

	 Obviously, it is recommended to attend school to have access to better-remunerated 
jobs ; however, a school or even university degree, does not guarantee access to 
employment ; this is a strong deterrent to school assiduity: why attend school if it does not 
provide a job ?


	 To explain this fact, our interlocutors hinted at the absence of a career orientation 
system, meant to study the demand fluctuations on the job market, and also to help youth 
to identify their aspirations and skills. When asked what they would like to do later, 
youngsters we encountered invariably replied : physician, lawyer, accountant ; but are 
those their real calling, or do they only mirror the social and financial success they long for ? 
Hence a significant proportion of Togolese youth embark on a meaningless and vain quest 
for idealized and utopian careers.


	 Besides, many people stress the discrepancy between studies and the 
requirements of the working world, as well as the difficulty to obtain shadowing or 
vocationally-oriented trainings. 

	 A case in point, is this young girl carrying out laboratory assistant studies: in the middle 
of the term, her university stopped lab work due to financial cuts, however no laboratory 
would grant her a shadowing training because she hadn’t graduated yet; how would she be 
proficient in her field of expertise, which mainly consists of laboratory manipulation? 


	 Finally, younger and older people alike, denounce a locked-up social system, which 
tend to reproduce, the success of a few, and the stalling or downward evolution of many. 
This dire situation is generally referred to with the bashful expression «  for some 
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occupational categories, you need connections… ». In such context, schooling cannot be 
a driving force for social advancement, as it is supposed to.  




Some on-field actors: 

	 In this deprived social context, the Franciscan brothers, who 
have been rooted in the Savannah region for over 40 years, 
introduced us to a number of social actors in Bombouaka and 
Dapaong region. 

All of them do not work directly for or with youth, but each had its 
own approach to local difficulties, unveiling a different face of the 
local population’s resilience and hope. 


* CASPF (Social Action and Women Empowerment Center) of Bombouaka: initiated and 
led by brother Germain, who holds an official degree in social sciences and sustainable 
development, it relies on local volunteers and leaders to roll out actions such as literacy 
teaching, education and training for women, or protection and care of vulnerable people 
within the community. Those actions fall into the category of local people’s empowerment. 


* Don Orione Center for children with disabilities: Don Orione Italian congregation 
manages a very important health care and vocational education Center in Dapaong. Created 
at first to address the needs of children with physical and mental disabilities, it now benefits 
the whole surrounding population.


« Vivre dans l’espérance » (Live in Hope) association: created by the Hospitaliere Sisters 
of Jesus Sacred-heart, and in cooperation with the Hospitalières Sisters of the Immaculate 
conception from Saint-Amand-les-Eaux in northern France, this association aims at tending 
to children infected and affected by HIV, as well as at raising the local population’s 
consciousness regarding AIDS. Its Hospital is open not only 
to HIV-positive persons, but to all, especially the needy 
who otherwise couldn’t afford health care services. 


We also ran into Jovial, a cooking chef who was then 
punctually helping at the catholic mission. His personal 
history is a good illustration of the realities young Togolese 
from modest backgrounds have to face, but also how, with 
tenacity and ambition, it is possible to achieve one’s 
dream.


To get more details on each of these actors, click on the 
specific articles that will subsequently be posted. 
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Avenues of discussion: 

* Families’ involvement, an essential factor for the youngsters’ thriving and 
achievement: 

	 All the social actors we’ve met put a strong emphasis on families’ awareness-raising, 
information and education: for instance, to facilitate the homecoming of a child with 
disabilities; to enhance the acceptance and integration of a HIV-positive child; to improve 
the home working conditions of pupils. 

This advocacy work is performed by a combination of public meetings, support groups and 
practices exchange groups, house-calls. 



	 The notion of family is larger than in Western 
countries, and entails relatives such as uncles, aunts, 
grand-parents, close family friends; it can also entail some 
kind of foster family, such as in the «  Family 
houses » (rather than orphanage) managed by Vivre dans 
l’espérance association. 

In the same vein, we observed the important role of all 
ways of mentors, tutors, referents… All pointing to the 
fact, that a key factor to self-achievement, is for the 
youngster to count for, and be able to count on, a 
caring adult (who is not necessarily one of the two 
parents). 


	 All social actors we’ve encountered use, though in differing fashions, a systemic 
approach to youngsters: the latter are not to be regarded only through the performance 
lens, but also through that of their familial, material environments, and also taking into 
account their physical and psychological health, and personal history. 

	 If this seems to go without saying, its implementation requires appropriate 
arrangements and tools (such as, for instance, a home-calls system), and above all 
multidisciplinary team work in order to determine a common and global strategy.


* Role and impacts of international aid in Togo:  

It was striking to see how, where the authorities and local communities fail, NGOs and 
other international organizations thrive, created, managed and in all cases funded, by 
westerners. 


On the one hand, one can easily understand that urgent needs on-field have to be 
addressed, which can be done using the generous desire of some westerners to share the 
ressources they enjoy.  

But on the other hand, one can wonder wether it is relevant or not, for a great number of 
basic social services, such as health, education, support of vulnerable populations, to 
almost exclusively depend on international solidarity. 
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Effects on-field are multifaceted:


- Authorities and local population’ withdrawal when it comes to coping with a number 
of local problems, a sens of « inevitablity ». A case in point is that of the sponsorship of 
children, a widespread system in Togo as well as in a number of developing countries 
worldwide. It consists in westerners supporting deprived children throughout their studies, 
not only financially, but also emotionally through letters, gifts, sometimes visits. Although 
virtuous in the large majority of cases, we were surprised to 
hear that this system is sometimes regarded as contentious 
by Togolese themselves: first, this kind of support indirectly 
lets Togolese authorities wiggle out of its responsibility to 
improve deficient schooling conditions. Second, local 
actors observe that sponsored children are not necessarily 
those who succeed best, perhaps because having a safety 
net sometimes prevents them from pushing their limits, and 
also because some might consider their sponsorship as a 
due and an end, rather than a mean to achieve a better life 
by their own merit. In these local actors’ opinion, it would 
be preferable to set up local sponsorship (e.g.: loan of 
facilities and material to help young graduates to start their 
activity), which would enhance a sens of responsibility and 
accountability both in youth and local community. 
Eventually it is not our purpose to decry a system that 
benefits so many children around the world, but rather to 
question it in a constructive way : notably, how to ensure 
that the emotional quality of sponsorship balances the risks 
of adverse effects resulting from the financial support ? How to involve the local 
community into it?


- The questioning of development sustainability, when it depends almost entirely on 
foreign money, and is not invested enough by local populations.


- Westerner’s generosity unwittingly maintains a form of colonialism : While in Togo, 
we were shocked by white people’s status, who remain to this day, in the Togolese 
collective psyche, superior to that of black people’s. Note that it is apparently not the 
same in all African countries, especially in Anglo-Saxon ones where black and white 
population are more intertwined. But beyond that debatable consideration, is it not a form 
of offense against people’s dignity, to do things «  in their stead  »? Presumably 
International Aid shifted from « do instead of » or « do for », to « do with »; but on-field the 
limits between those two kinds of aid are sometimes blurred and tenuous.


	 Our conclusion is that social actions initiated and led by local people, are likely to 
be the more efficient and supportive of the country’s sustainable development. 

As a matter of fact, CASPF, even though partly relying on Franciscan international solidarity 
funds, stroke us as the most dynamic and relevant project, as it reinstated a sens of dignity 
and self-confidence into those participating to it, and benefiting from it. 

It is a good example of the relevance of community organizing’s iron rule « never do for 
someone, what you thing that they can do for themselves ».  
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* Similarities between the challenges faced 
by Togolese and French youth: 

First, part of Togolese youth lost their faith in 
the possibility of a better future, especially 
through school achievements; for those who 
still believe in it, studying and then working 
abroad (mainly in France, but also in Canada, 
Anglo-Saxon countries and even richer English-
speaking African countries), remains an ideal 
they yearn for. 

The same kind of disenchantment I can be 
found in French youth, however the underlying 
mechanisms differ according to country: in 
Togo, they will be financial striving, and a social 
system maintaining strong disparities through 
corruption. In France, they tend to reflect 
existential difficulties, « who am I », « what am I 
here for and what do I want to achieve in life », 
and also, to a certain extent, a lack a incentive 
due to unadjusted welfare assistance. 

As a result, Togolese youngsters are surprised to 
hear that even when external constraints are 
lifted, they can be replaced by internal ones. 


Second, the difficult access to the working world during studies, be it to get trained, or 
to earn a little bit of money, makes it more difficult for youngsters to make out what their 
professional aspirations are. 

It also widens the gap between the students’ abilities, and the skills sought by future 
employers. 


* One of our main questioning: how to take up the « reach back » challenge: 

We thought that a person who’s faced a difficult situation, would show natural empathy to 
other people experiencing the same plight, especially in a human-relationship-oriented 
society such as the Togolese one. 

So we were sort of taken aback, when we were told it is a far cry from reality: all social 
actors we’ve met observe that amongst the people they help out of their plight, many won’t 
stop to help others in turn. Some will even cut themselves off their family or native 
community, in order to better enjoy their newly-acquired comfort. 


Of course a majority doesn’t mean all of them, and those who do reach back, do it in the 
most dedicated and selfless way, such as the CASPF monitors, or else the youngsters of 
Vivre dans l’Espérance, who devote their summer vacation to helping at the orphanage. 


We are nonetheless questioned by this finding: 

—> apparently, the absence of proneness to reaching back is not the prerogative of rich, 
individual-oriented countries, but seems to be inherent to human nature and must be 
addressed in all social action projects.

—> Since it is a major driving force to social improvement sustainability, how to encourage 
it?
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