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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
Community schools are alternative education strategies hailed in some circles as 

successful educational development endeavors.  In Mali, support for community schools began 
in 1992 using nonformal education strategies to engage rural Malians in a three-year endeavor to 
provide literacy, numeracy, vocational, and life skills to children in rural areas with limited 
access to formal schools.  Today there are over 1700 community schools in Mali offering the full 
primary cycle.   

This study examines community schools in Mali from multiple standpoints to analyze 
various stakeholder understandings of and experiences with them from three separate, yet 
overlapping levels: international, national, and local.  What are the notions and practices 
regarding community schools at each level?  Where do opinions of community schools converge 
and what are the differences in opinion at the various levels?  The community schools in Mali, in 
this study supported with the assistance of Save the Children/USA, serve as a case study to 
present an embedded and layered analysis of the various viewpoints attributed to community 
schools by different stakeholders.   

The study includes an overview and examination of the nature and history of community 
schools in Mali based on analytical document reviews and field research done during the 1999-
2000 academic year.  Interpretive frameworks are considered to analyze why community schools 
are popular educational development strategies.  The research contributes to a more integrated 
understanding of uses of and perceptions regarding community schools in Mali.  At different 
levels diverse experiences exist regarding community schools.  Results from the study include 
that communication between stakeholders at various levels is often challenging, that different 
ideas exist about what constitutes a “community” school, and that there is both harmony and 
disharmony in opinion regarding the direction of the community schools, particularly when 
referring to their ability to serve local versus national and international needs.  Though 
community schools offer educational opportunities to marginalized children in Mali, there is 
debate over their purpose and ability to contribute to social change and development in rural, 
undeveloped areas.  Paradoxically, though hailed for their “alternative” nature, community 
schools more often serve “traditional” education efforts and the international goal of achieving 
“education for all.”     
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CHAPTER 1 
 

COMMUNITY SCHOOLS IN MALI: BALANCING THE DISCOURSE  
 

 

 

Introduction 
  

Since the early 1990s, community schools have become an increasingly popular 
education strategy for reaching the millions of children who do not currently have access to 
formal schools in Africa, Asia and Latin America (Farrell 2001, Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 
2002).  Community schools serve varied purposes in different countries, though they are 
commonly known as schools that exist outside of the formal education system.  Community 
schools typically offer a broad scope of learning opportunities that range from those similar to 
what formal schools offer, to programs with a curriculum designed to meet the specific learning 
needs of particular groups, such as out-of-school or working children.  They can integrate 
learning activities for a variety of ages in a single classroom, provide a limited-focus curriculum 
aimed at basic education, or they can provide the full primary cycle in separate, age-based 
classrooms, as would a formal school.  There are community schools that arise organically, 
independent of government support, such as those that emerged in Brazil’s shantytowns or in 
post-conflict Chad where spontaneous community schools were created and financed totally by 
villages (Jones de Almeida 2003, Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 2002).  Other types of community 
schools include those that are intentionally planned by a variety of stakeholders, including 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), religious organizations, or even governments, for out-
of-school children (Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder, 3).  Typically, community schools are located in 
the poorer regions of a country or neighborhoods of a city.  They can be public or private; and 
they can function as terminal basic education opportunities for young people who would not 
otherwise have had any such organized training or as feeder schools for the formal education 
system (Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 2002).   

Thus, what “community schools” are and how they are used varies among different 
groups.  In fact, this adaptation to local context is one of the principle reasons why community 
schools have been adopted as a complementary international education strategy for 
accomplishing Education for All (EFA) and one of the prime factors that explains how they are 
organized and implemented.  As a consequence, however, interpretations and expectations of 
community schools can vary widely, as can practices with respect to them.  Different people see 
and experience community schools in different ways, and this results in various discourses about 
just what community schools are.   

At the international level, increasing attention has been devoted to community schools as 
an alternative education model that may serve to increase access to basic education.  Nation-
states have become interested in community schools because of their potential for increasing 
school enrollment rates and for complementing education decentralization strategies.  Villages, 
where there are no other schooling options, have become interested in community schools 
because they have the advantage of proximity and offer a more flexible school day, a locally-
relevant curriculum, and local governance opportunities.   

While a variety of stakeholders are concerned with community schools, most of what we 
know about these schools emanates from the work of the international agencies and non-
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governmental organizations (NGOs) running the schools and programs.  We are not hearing the 
voices of all stakeholders and participants involved in the community school movement, so we 
are not sure what the views and expectations of the various partners may be.  This study is 
devoted to bringing out the multiplicity of voices concerned with community schools and to 
examining the convergent and divergent discourses about this important movement. 

This study examines community schools in Mali. It is focused on the nature of 
community schools in Mali and the various ways in which different stakeholder groups 
understand them.  It is designed to help the reader get a clearer sense of the entire configuration 
of expectations and meanings that now cluster around this increasingly publicized “movement.”  
More specifically, the study will examine and situate the different notions and practices with 
respect to community schools, identifying who is saying what, in an attempt to attain a sense of 
the composite discourse about community schools in Mali.   

Though multiple actors intervene in the discourse, for the sake of simplification and 
analysis in the present study they are categorized into three levels: international, national and 
local.  At the international level, this study focuses on how institutional policy shapes the 
conception and practice of community schools.  At the national level, the historical context for 
community schools in Mali is examined.  In addition, the study focuses on what the notions and 
practices regarding community schools are among national education authorities and policy 
makers.  Finally, at the local level, this study examines what stakeholders are saying about 
community schools, in particular those who are involved directly with them either as participants 
or implementers on a regular basis.  Once the different levels of discourse are established, a 
comparison and integration of these different perspectives on what community schools are and 
how they should function is attempted to analyze where there is convergence and/or divergence 
in current discourse.     

  In Mali, the écoles communautaires or community schools involve community 
representatives and parents to some extent in the design, management, and financial support of 
the school.  The founding, establishment, and development of community schools in Mali will be 
examined in this study in relation to their functions and operations as perceived by stakeholders 
at the three independent, yet interrelated levels.  It will become evident that these schools are 
perceived in varying ways and different purposes are attributed to them.  Forces are at work to 
modify the notions and practices that each different set of stakeholders maintains regarding these 
schools over time, often in directions that the founders of the movement had not originally 
intended.  Moreover, there are contradictions among the perceptions of stakeholders at the three 
levels that create a conflict over their role.  In particular, there is at least latent disagreement 
about whether community schools are best used as a means for reaching the national and 
international goals of universal primary education, or on the contrary are best used to help 
accomplish smaller-scale and more locally-defined development goals.   
 

 

 

Community Schools in Africa: The Story Begins 

 
The problem of access to education is acute in Africa.  Approximately 40 million primary 

school-aged children have never been into a classroom; these numbers represent approximately 
40% of the total age cohort in 2003 (Basic Education Coalition 2004).  In Africa, community 
schools seem to have been adopted by donors and NGOs alike as a hopeful means of increasing 
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enrollment rates in poor communities, because they are believed to offer a form of education 
better adapted and more appropriate to the areas where access to formal schools is limited 
(Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 2002, USAID 1997, World Bank 1999, UNESCO 2001b).  They are 
smaller than formal schools, and they are not required to follow the same regulations (concerning 
teacher training, textbooks, examinations, etc.) as the formal school system.  Furthermore, 
community schools are credited with offering both parents and children in the previously 
unschooled strata of the population an opportunity to participate actively in the school program.  
Community schools often allow or even encourage parents and community members to get 
involved in support activities – like monitoring teacher performance or taking part in curriculum 
development.  Community schools in poor communities often give young people an opportunity 
to gain a basic education more relevant to their own lives without having to commute great 
distances every day.    

These are some of the reasons why community schools are becoming increasingly 
widespread in developing countries such as Chad, Ghana, Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Mali, 
Senegal, Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, and Zambia, often sponsored by alliances of local and 
national or international NGOs (Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 2002).  In Mali, there are over 1,700 
community schools supported by Save the Children/USA (SC/USA), World Education, Africare, 
CARE and many local NGOs, and primarily funded by the United States Agency for 
International Development (USAID) (Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 2002).   

Despite the rise in the number of community schools in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), only a 
few critical studies of the phenomenon exist, and the bulk of documentation on them is contained 
in agency reports, evaluations, and case studies prepared by international NGOs and donors.  The 
first comprehensive review of community schools in Africa attributes their rise in popularity to 
the failures of the formal education systems in many of the countries (Miller-Grandvaux & 
Yoder 2002).  Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder (2002) affirm that there is clearly a need for 
alternatives to the formal education system in Africa, and that community schools are presently 
part of the answer.  However, they note that community schools are often confronted with the 
same challenges that formal schools must face, such as high drop out rates.  The cost of 
community schools is also a recognized concern (Bray 1986, Tietjen 1999, Uemura 1999).  
Though often considered low-cost forms of education, community schools frequently have 
higher per pupil costs than equivalent formal schools.  Tietjen (1999) found that the cost per 
student in Mali was $54 for community schools run by Save the Children/USA and $42 for the 
formal schools.  These studies suggest that the notion of community schools as a promising and 
low-cost educational development strategy may be quite removed from the complex and 
problem-ridden reality of their actual operations.   

Despite the challenges described above, community schools are more often recognized at 
the international level for their potential for improving school participation rates, increasing 
parental and community participation in the life of schools, and effectively decentralizing 
educational provision so that civil society can play a larger role in the input, support and 
management of schools.  These purported benefits are widely discussed in documents produced 
by bilateral and multilateral donors and international NGOs (USAID 1997, World Bank 1999, 
Save the Children/USA 1993).  It is much more difficult, however, to locate reliable records of 
actual parent, student, and teacher assessments of community schools, local NGOs experiences 
in supporting them, or national government views on their effectiveness.  The lack of 
documentation of these stakeholders’ notions and practices of community schools makes it more 
difficult to get a full grasp of their real operations and effects.     
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This study is designed to examine notions and practices regarding community schools in 
Mali at three different levels—international, national and local— and to compare and critically 
analyze the different types of discourse on their effectiveness and impact.  Does the rhetoric that 
accompanies discussions regarding community schools correspond to the realities in the field in 
the case of Mali?  What does a more integrated analysis that ties together the notions and 
practices regarding community schools at all three levels tell us about commonalities and 
differences, if any, in how the movement is experienced and understood?    

Just what constitutes a “level” in the study is not a straightforward matter.  Table 1 
identifies the three locations – international, national, local – and a variety of the stakeholders 
and entities that operate at each of those levels.  (Later, in chapter 3, I will return to this notion of 
“levels” to further distinguish location and “interest.”)  As indicated in Table 1, there are groups 
such as SC/USA that straddle multiple levels.  As an international NGO, SC/USA has staff based 
in its headquarters in the United States (international level) and in field offices in the Malian 
capital of Bamako (national level) as well as throughout the Malian countryside (local level).  
There is American, European, and Malian staff at all three levels.  Many of the national staff 
grew up in villages where there are now community schools.  These SC/USA employees are well 
acquainted with community schools at all three levels because of the exposure to each level that 
they have gained through their daily work experience.  Similarly, some of the national and local 
level education authorities, such as the district level Inspectors and pedagogy advisors, are well 
situated to address notions and practices of community schools at both the local and the national 
levels thanks to their familiarity with the implementation of national educational policies which 
they oversee, and their understanding of local realities in the two districts (Bougouni and 
Kolondieba) under study, in which they live.    
 

 

 
Table 1: Three Levels of Analysis  
Level Location  Entity, Actor or Stakeholder 

International Washington DC 
Paris 
New York 
Westport, CT 

USAID, World Bank, UNESCO, UNICEF, Save the 
Children /USA 

National Bamako, Mali 
Bougouni, Mali 

Ministry of Education, National Pedagogy Institute, 
National nongovernmental organizations, Save the 
Children/USA Sahel Field Office, University of Bamako 
USAID Mission, District Inspectors, Pedagogy Advisors  

Local Kolondieba district 
Bougouni district 
Villages in both 
districts 
Bamako 

National nongovernmental organizations, District 
Inspectors, Pedagogy Advisors, School Management 
Committee (SMC) members, Save the Children/USA in 
Bamako, Bougouni, and Kolondieba, Parents, Students 
Teachers  
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In the next section, I present the problem statement, the purpose of the study, and the research 
questions used to guide it.   
 

 

 

Problem Statement 
 
 Though scholarship and documents dealing with community schools exist, there are few 
critical studies on them, particularly ones that bring the various discourses on community schools 
together as an integrated whole.  The perspectives of particular stakeholders regarding 
community schools are often influenced by their own particular contexts.  The viewpoint that is 
most difficult to find in the literature on the topic is that of local stakeholders who are involved 
in the daily support and management of community schools at the village level.  Most of what is 
written about community schools ignores the perspective of the students, parents, school 
management committee members, local NGO staff, and State education authorities who are most 
closely involved in the action.  In this study, an attempt is made to integrate voices from the field 
on an equal footing with those from international and national policy makers in order to provide 
a clearer understanding of the complexities of community schools in practice.   
 

 

 

Purpose 

 
The purpose of this research on community schools in Mali is to bring out the 

multiplicity of voices that are involved in community schools in order to gain a more integrated 
understanding of the variety of notions and practices associated with them.  As it stands, the 
understandings of community schools are not fully developed because the writings on them are 
overwhelmingly biased with the perspective of the international policy makers and 
nongovernmental organizations.  Here, a systematic attempt will be made to include the voices of 
other important stakeholders regularly involved in community schools so that there is a more 
equitable, integrated and fair understanding of their use as alternative models for educational 
development.  Bringing more stakeholder voices into the discourse heightens awareness of the 
commonalities and differences in opinions regarding what community schools are and what they 
ought to be.  The purpose of this study is to examine the notions of Malian community schools in 
the various realms of discourse, as well as how they are used in practice in an interrelated and 
dynamic context.   

 

 

 

Research Questions and Strategy 

 
 To operationalize this purpose, the following research questions were formulated in order 
to guide the study:  
 

1. What is a community school? 
 



 6

1a.  How have community schools developed in Mali?  What is the historical context of 
development in Mali, and why and how did community schools become a popular 
education strategy in this environment?  What forms do they take organizationally and 
materially?  How do they function?  Who are the various actors and what are their roles 
in relation to community schools?   
 
1b.  What are the various discursive constructions of community schools in Mali?  What 
are the notions and practices surrounding community schools from the international, 
national and local levels?  What do stakeholders such as students, parents, teachers, 
school management committee members, support staff, NGOs, and donors say about 
community schools in Mali and how they should be implemented?   
 
1c.  What are the promises and challenges of community schools according to the various 
stakeholders?  How do stakeholders describe the quality, process, and other illustrative 
dimensions of the community schools? 

 
2. Where do stakeholder notions and practices regarding community schools converge and 

diverge?  How does examining each level contribute to an integrated understanding of 
how they are experienced in Mali?   

 
2a.  Which issues reveal convergence and divergence across the three levels, and for 
which stakeholders?   
 
2b.  What are the factors that support or challenge community schools?  How do these 
enabling and challenging dynamics reveal themselves at the three levels?   
   
2c.  To what extent, if any, do the stakeholders’ notions and practices of community 
schools shed light on the promises and challenges that they face?   

 
2d.  When the discourse on community schools from the international, national, and local 
levels is examined as an integrated whole, what does this tell us about the notions and 
practices regarding community schools in Mali?  Does each level carry equal weight in 
the discourse?  What, then, does this tell us about how community schools could or 
should move into the future in terms of policy and implementation? 
 
2e.  To what extent are community schools’ stakeholders from the three levels in 
agreement on the purpose of community schools and what they can accomplish?  
 
To answer the above questions, I analyzed existing scholarship and did field research in 

Mali over a nine-month period.  International level information was gathered from existing 
scholarship and documents written on community schools by academics, policy makers, bilateral 
and multilateral donors, and international NGOs.  National level and local level information was 
obtained from documents and field research which provided access to the Malian Ministry of 
Education publications, local researchers’ and evaluators’ reports, secondary data provided by 
SC/USA, and interviews and observations at the local level with parents, teachers, school 
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management committee (SMC) members, education assistants, local NGO support staff, national 
education authorities, and both international and national SC/USA staff.   

To best represent the findings, this study is presented as an embedded and layered case 
study including an historical analysis of the nature of community schools and factors that 
contributed to a rise in their popularity in Mali as education strategies.  A multilevel analysis 
provides an integrated understanding of the notions and practices of community schools in Mali.     

Mali, a country in West Africa, was selected as a research site for this study because of 
its high level of recognition among donors and international NGOs as having successfully used 
community schools to increase access rates, the quality and relevance of education and village 
involvement in educational activities (USAID 1997, World Bank 1999).  Furthermore, 
community schools in Mali are recognized for strengthening civil society structures and 
supporting decentralized local governance efforts (Miller-Grandvaux, Welmond & Wolf 2002).  
It is an interesting case in that fewer than a dozen community schools (with no links to the 
formal education system) existed in the county in 1992, and today there are over 1700 
community schools recognized as part of the national education system.  Access to primary 
education in Mali increased by over 14% with the arrival of these community schools (USAID 
2003).  Not only have they grown in number since 1992, but they evolved in character too.  What 
began as an effort to provide a three-year basic education program for village children evolved 
into the community schools providing a full primary cycle (six years) with links to the formal 
education system.   

Yet, establishing a community-based and locally managed school in mostly illiterate rural 
villages, as in the case of Mali, is a challenging endeavor.  The villages that host community 
schools are among some of the poorest in the nation.  Their local agrarian economy is based on 
small-scale commercial cotton farming and thus is highly subject to the fluctuations of world 
market prices, which have been plummeting over the past few years, resulting in a debilitating 
economic crisis. Local cultural beliefs have an influence over who attends school and who does 
not.  It is common for boys to go to school and for girls to attend to household chores.  In this 
study on community schools in Mali, the local context into consideration when examining the 
various notions held, and the practices engaged in, by the various stakeholders at the three levels.  
Salient themes for each level are integrated into an analysis of the areas where these varied 
discourses on community schools converge and diverge in the field in Mali.  This analysis 
reveals areas where different agendas and interests can be problematic, and where future policy 
and implementation work could be focused.  The goal of this study is to move the tension 
inherent in the community school movement to the forefront of our understanding, so as to 
enable us to focus on those issues that are presently submerged in the discourses of the various 
locales and interest groups.   

 

 

 

Overview of the Study 
 
To better understand the notions and practices associated with community schools at the 

three levels -- international, national, and local -- individually and as an integrated whole, the 
following chapters create both a “vertical” and “virtual” slice of community schools in Mali.  
Supporting chapters include an analysis of the history and nature of community schools as well 
as theoretical frameworks that are used to interpret the study’s findings.  More specifically, in 



 8

Chapter 2, I analyze various interpretive frameworks that are relevant to the notion of 
community schools as an education development strategy in Mali.  With over fifty years of 
educational development efforts in the world, what are the theories that help explain the notions 
and practices of community schools by various stakeholders at different levels?  Does the 
literature on international education development and modernization and its critiques, and on 
mass education shed any light on the popularity of community schools as an education 
development strategy?  This chapter also includes an overview of the history and criticisms of 
nonformal education (NFE) strategies for educational development as they are commonly used in 
community schools.     

In Chapter 3, I explain my research strategy, analytical framework and research methods 
for answering the research questions.  The bulk of the data collected on community schools to 
inform local and national level perspectives derives from research I conducted on SC/USA’s 
community school program in Mali during the 1999 -2000 academic year.  In the field, I 
gathered and analyzed documents and data (both secondary and primary) gained in observations, 
interviews, focus groups and informal discussions regarding how local stakeholders experience 
the community schools.     

Chapter 4 is an overview of the nature and history of community schools in Africa and 
Mali.  In this chapter, I conceptualize and explain the rationale for the rise in popularity of 
community schools.  I present a review of existing scholarship and agency documents on 
community schools, particularly those in SSA.  I begin the chapter with a global discussion of 
community schools and end it with detailed information on the history and process of 
implementing SC/USA’s sponsored community schools in Mali.   

In Chapters 5, 6, and 7, I present the findings from the research for this study.  Each 
chapter identifies the notions and practices regarding community schools from a specific 
stakeholder’s vantage point at either the international, national or local level.  I begin each 
chapter with background on the various factors that influence the notions and practices regarding 
community schools at that level.  Chapter 5 is an overview of community schools from an 
international level perspective.  In particular, I examine how Education for All (EFA) as an 
international education policy influenced and contributed to the rise in the number of community 
schools now being used as an education development strategy.  Furthermore, international NGOs 
as designers and implementers of community schools played a large role in their replication and 
support.  NGOs are discussed in relation to the issue of how they contribute to a rising “global 
civil society” in which international organizations work together with states (Hall 2000).  In this 
chapter, I present findings that portray community schools as effective institutions for increasing 
access to a relevant and quality education.  I also discuss criticisms of EFA and international 
NGOs in existing scholarship that deals with the conflicting views of community schools held by 
international policy makers.   

In Chapter 6, I take an historical and contextual look at the evolution of community 
school education in Mali from the perspective of stakeholders at the national level.  I present an 
overview of colonial and post-colonial history in Mali, as well as current economic, political, and 
cultural conditions to provide a rich context.  The bulk of the chapter is on the educational 
context of Mali, the role of the government and current education reform policies, and the 
notions and practices adopted by national education authorities regarding community schools.  I 
end this chapter with an analysis of the content of various evaluations done on community 
schools in Mali.     
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In Chapter 7, I present the data collected during field research activities in Mali from 
November 1999 until July 2000; these data represent the perspectives of the local level 
stakeholders.  Two data sets inform this level.  The first data set informs the discourse from the 
perspective of both parents and students on the notions and practices regarding community 
schools in their village.  The second data set reveals a discourse from the implementing 
stakeholders of the community schools program in Mali: teachers, SMC members, education 
assistants, local and international NGO personnel, and district and national education authorities.  
Three salient issues of discussion at the local level include concerns among the stakeholders 
about their own or others’ capacity to carry out the community school program, tensions in the 
relationship between teachers and community members, and debates over whether community 
schools are best for serving the educational needs of the village or broader national and 
international goals of attaining universal primary education.     

The distinct findings related to the three levels are reconnected and presented in Chapter 
8 for an integrated analysis of community schools in Mali and to determine to what extent the 
notions and practices converge and/or diverge.  In this chapter, I conclude that communication 
among the various levels is challenging; that different ideas exist about what characterizes a 
“community” school according to the level; and that there are tensions associated with whether 
community schools ought to serve local development needs or national and international level 
goals of providing universal primary education.  In the final chapter, I present recommendations 
and implications for future research.  An epilogue provides an update on community school 
events and activities based on key informant interviews done in 2003.    
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CHAPTER 2 
 

TRADITIONAL AND ALTERNATIVE DEVELOPMENT THEORIES: WHY COMMUNITY 
SCHOOLS ARE POPULAR EDUCATION DEVELOPMENT STRATEGIES  

 
 

 
Introduction 

 
The purpose of this chapter is to review conceptual frameworks that can inform an 

analysis of the operations of community schools and an examination of the different perspectives 
taken on them by stakeholders at multiple levels.  This chapter consists of a review of the 
literature dealing, first, with traditional and alternative development theories, and second, with 
mass education and nonformal education (NFE) both of which are manifestations of these 
theories.  Traditional and alternative theories of development are used to justify distinct 
educational development activities that are carried out in developing countries as part of the 
foreign aid policies of developed countries.  By analyzing the principal tenets of these theories 
that guide traditional education development activities (modernization and human capital theory) 
and the criticisms associated with them that contribute to alternative development activities 
(dependency and conflict theories and class and cultural reproduction theories respectively), it 
becomes clearer why community schools are now popular development strategies and why they 
take on a variety of meanings.  Community schools are difficult to pinpoint as either traditional 
or alternative educational development strategies because, as Bock (1992) concludes, “education 
is a complex, often paradoxical, social institution, frequently serving contradictory functions 
simultaneously” (98).  In other words, though community schools are potentially a development 
strategy capable of creating new opportunities and social meanings, they are also capable of 
perpetuating “patterns of domination in society” (Bock 1992, 98).  This chapter analyzes 
theoretical perspectives that describe how education and development are viewed from both 
traditional and alternative standpoints.  Development theory is often divided by two contrasting 
viewpoints: those theorists who draw from modernization and neo-liberal economic debates, and 
those who present alternative perspectives for why these theories are flawed.   

Modernization, mass education, and NFE are the thematic areas that serve as lenses for 
focusing on the various notions and practices of community schools as popular education 
strategies today.  This chapter starts with an analysis of social change theories, their critiques, 
and how they influence foreign aid policies, and then it narrows in focus to look specifically at 
NFE, its history, and how the two theoretical paths contribute to the rationale for supporting 
community schools as an educational approach.  The purpose of the chapter is to explain the 
development pathway of community schools from a theoretical perspective that draws from both 
traditional and alternative development theories.  The approach is represented in Figure 1:   
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Education and Development:  Human Capital 
Theory and Its Critiques (Class and Cultural 

Reproduction Theories) 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1: Theoretical Approach to Building a Conceptual Model for the Rise of Community 
Schools as Education Strategies  

 
 
 
In Figure 1, education theories are stacked on social change and international 

development theories as they draw on traditional sociology to build their arguments for 
educational development efforts.  Education theorists often draw from classical thinkers, such as 
Marx, Weber, and Durkheim, to discuss social change in their own discipline.  Foreign policy 
discussions of what constitute the best kind of education for developing nations often draw from 
both traditional and alternative theories to inform the discourse on mass education or nonformal 
education (NFE) efforts.   

Mass education and NFE are manifestations of the theoretical perspectives since they are 
approaches or strategies for putting traditional and/or alternative theories into practice.  Boli, 
Ramirez, and Meyer (1985) used the term “mass education” in the current era to describe 
education transformation brought about by modernization and human capital theories.  They 
view mass education as an institution that is universal, standardized, rationalized, homogeneous 
in aspiration and organizational form throughout the world, and chartered to socialize the 
individual (Boli et al 1985, 147-149).  Coombs and Ahmed (1974), as cited in LaBelle (1986) 
define NFE as:  

 
Any organized systematic educational activity carried on outside the framework of the 
formal system to provide selected types of learning to particular subgroups in the 
population, adults as well as children” (2). 
 
Both formal education and NFE have been the object of acclaim and criticisms over the 

past fifty years of international development efforts.  More details on mass education and NFE 
approaches as well as their historical background are presented after an analysis of traditional 
and alternative development theories.  I end the chapter with a discussion of how community 
schools can be considered to be a result of both traditional and alternative theories, and both 
mass education and NFE activities.     

 

Social Change and International Development Theory: Modernization and Its 
Critiques (Conflict and Dependency Theories) 

Mass 
Education 

Nonformal 
Education 

Community 
Schools 
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Modernization Theory and its Critiques: Shaping Educational Development Efforts  
 

Modernization theory grew out of classical sociology, which emerged in the late 1800s 
when analyzing social change became the focus for Karl Marx, Max Weber, and Emile 
Durkheim.  The work of these theorists influenced modern sociology and theories used in a 
variety of disciplines.  In the field of international development, their voices influenced and 
guided foreign aid policies that were implemented after World War II, during the rise of 
scientific positivism and functionalism.  For development efforts or consciously planned 
processes for societal change, modernization theory became an instructive formula indicating 
how one might replace traditional values and lifestyles with ones that complemented rapid social 
change (Parsons 1951).  Theories about how to become “modern” grew out of the analysis of the 
rapid social change undergone by Northern countries as a result of the industrial revolution as 
well as the remarkable success of the Marshall Plan in post World War II Europe.  These theories 
were applied to the poorer countries with the expectation that they would lead to similar 
economic, political and social results.   

Theoretical models were created to explain social order based on experiences in the 
United States (Parsons 1937, 1964 & 1951).  These models tended to portray society much like a 
biological organism by characterizing social life as empirical, orderly and patterned.  Institutions 
and structures had indispensable functions that led to a patterned state of equilibrium resulting in 
societal stability (Barrett 1996, 60-61).  Based on the belief that society can be understood as a 
system of orderly patterns, a positivistic or functional framework was developed to explain the 
universal foundation of modern society, which characterized social evolution as a process of 
social differentiation.  Both Parsons (1951) and Rostow (1960) posited that development began 
with a country undergoing a series of changes in the economy (from agrarian-based to industrial) 
that then led to changes in the social structure and evolution from traditional values to modern 
values.  Furthermore, it was thought that modern values were spread through education and the 
formal school system and would contribute to increasing human capital (Inkles & Holsinger 
1974).  

Modernization theory and functionalist strategies dominated foreign assistance programs 
for a few years, but soon the logic of the positivistic framework for development and 
modernization’s projected ideals came under scrutiny.  As Hughes, Martin and Sharrock (1995) 
observe, the individual disappeared in the positivistic emphasis on structure and function, and the 
functionalist framework was not cleansed of normative and political presuppositions and lacked 
historical perspective.  Structural functionalism and modernization theory began to be 
understood as an oversimplification of complex human, social, and economic development.  In 
other words, structural functionalism overlooked the existence of inequalities and injustices in 
society (Hughes, Martin, & Sharrock 1995, 142).  As Dahrendorf (1958) points out, because 
Parsons did not integrate the theory of conflict in his social theory (he ignored the writings of 
Karl Marx), he did not “find the locus of the forces which drive the process and social change” 
(79).  Sahlins and Service (1960) also note that the transmission of social and cultural patterns 
from one society to the next occurs under the wings of dominance (not so much military 
dominance as cultural dominance).   

Thus, criticisms of modernization theory and new frameworks arose, particularly from 
conflict or dependency theorists, which developed into alternative theories.  For example, instead 
of ignoring Marx, Wallerstein (1974, 1975) applied his theories at the global level.  Wallerstein 
(1974, 1975) proposed that theoretical perspectives are dialectical, not mechanical, and must be 
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situated in the world economy, since this is the arena where social action and change take place.  
For Wallerstein (1974, 1975), the world as a whole could be conceived, from an economic point 
of view, as involving a division of labor among regions.  He developed world-systems theory to 
explain the “global expansion of capitalism” and how “the entire world has become integrated 
into a single economic system” (Clayton 1998, 480).  The “core” groups control production and 
the “peripheral” groups supply it.  Foreign aid and development policies are viewed as 
supporting this dependent arrangement (Cardoso 1979).   

World-systems theory also recognized that ideological domination or hegemony existed 
in the world.  To develop this perspective, Wallerstein drew on Gramsci’s (1971) explanations 
concerning the reasons the proletariat or exploited groups did not revolt against their 
subordination in society.  Gramsci (1971) argued, in his writings from prison during 1917-1920, 
that it was not necessarily the economic aspects of class that were controlling; rather, it was the 
ideas deriving from the elite’s class position in society.  Meyer (1977) expanded on Gramsci’s 
ideas by pointing out that Western ideals and forms of organization and logic have transcended 
national boundaries and spread throughout world.     

Others, such as Frank (1967), criticized modernization theory for ignoring the lasting 
effects of colonization and denying alternative forms of development that contrast with Northern 
experiences (Frank 1967).  A dependency theorist argues that time is not linear, making it 
impossible to duplicate the Marshall Plan’s successful development strategies for Europe after 
World War II.  Frank (1967) viewed the relationship between developed and developing 
countries as permanent and impossible to change because of history and the effects of 
colonization.  In this regard, foreign aid is understood to be a form of neo-colonization because it 
continued to link Southern economies to Northern needs.   

Yet despite strong criticisms, it continues to be difficult to dispel modernization’s 
ideology in practice; and though development actors are aware of the above critiques, 
development practices have witnessed little change.  New forces, such as globalization, impact 
the world economy, culture and political systems and values.  Globalization is generally looked 
upon as a homogenizing force (Stromquist 2002).  Stromquist (2002) states that as a result of 
globalization, individualism and competition are highly valued in the world today leaving little 
room for liberatory or contestatory thought in the field of international and comparative 
education.  Thus development activities are often characterized by a “resurgent belief in 
inevitable, linear, human progress” and a “belief that rational human beings” will “be able to 
come to agreement about the nature of society’s problems and the measures necessary to deal 
with them and then cooperate in implementing such measures” (Zachariah 1985, 3-4).  Donors 
continue to fund development activities based on traditional theory for this end. 

If the original tenets that shaped international development theories remain influential, 
what has been their impact in shaping and informing educational development theories?  The 
next section analyzes education theories specifically, their history and the influence of 
modernization theory.  It analyzes alternative theories -- class and cultural reproduction theories -
- which parallel the arguments found in conflict or dependency theories; the only difference 
being that, in this case, they are applied to an educational context rather than to an economic and 
political one.   
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Education and Development: Looking at Yesterday to Better Understand Today 
 

Durkheim wrote Education and Sociology in 1922.  In the book, Durkheim (1956) 
explains education as a process whereby an individual learns the behaviors of a society or a 
given group, thus rendering that individual capable of solving problems in society.  This process 
of learning includes acquiring the physical, intellectual, and most importantly, the moral tools 
needed to function in society (Ritzer 1983).   Durkheim (1956) believes that “each society, 
[when] considered at a given stage of development, has a system of education which exercises an 
irresistible influence on individuals” (65).  Functionalists drew from this theory and 
characterized education as a potentially transformative institution for the developing world 
because it facilitated social, economic, and political change.  Education was thus seen as a 
vehicle transmitting social norms (or social facts),1 occupational skills, political views and/or 
religious values.  In other words, it had a molding mission (Zachariah 1985).   

During the Marshall Plan years, when the practice of foreign aid began, literacy and 
numeracy were considered to be universal requirements for modernization to occur since a 
literate population was linked to ensuring economic independence and political participation.  As 
Fägerlind and Saha (1986) explained, it was felt that “the literate person has greater powers of 
communication, critical consciousness and control over his or her environment” (41).  On the 
basis of this assertion, thresholds for economic development were established.  For example, in 
1965, Anderson suggested that “40% of adult literacy or primary enrollment” would kick off 
economic growth (in Zachariah 1985, 6).  This rationale for the relationship between education 
and economic development led foreign donors to assist developing countries in establishing 
formal educations systems as a primary strategy for creating a modern workforce with attitudes, 
behaviors and values that complemented industrial progress.  Education for human resource and 
economic development became an infrastructure prerequisite for nation building as stated in the 
Washington Conference on Economic Growth and Investment in Education held in October 1961 
(Zachariah 1985, 5).   Further entrenching the traditional idea that education led to 
modernization, Inkeles and Holsinger (1974) and Harbison and Myers (1964), continued to link 
modernization and human resource development through education in their research, especially 
on the Need for Achievement as a basic motive in human endeavor.  Foreign donors continued to 
fund education programs as part of a nation building strategy. 

Thus, primary education funded projects became a priority in the field of international 
development in the 1950s and 1960s.  Modernization theory defined education as an investment 
in people and as a tool for the next stage of development (Rostow 1960).  Schools were 
mechanisms to put into place for economic advancement.  This logic was reinforced in academic 
journals.  For example, one of the earliest editions of the Comparative Education Review 
published an article by C. E. Beeby (1962) entitled “Stages in the Growth of a Primary Education 
System.”  Similar to Rostow’s (1960) theory of the stages of growth leading to “take off” in 
economic development, Beeby’s thesis is that school systems and pedagogy go through 
evolutionary phases.  In other words, educational development projects go through phases to 
shape structures that effectively transmit meaningful lessons and promote social change.  

Human capital theory, or investing resources in humans rather than in economic 
activities, grew out of modernization theory and applied traditional theory to educational 

                                                 
1 According to Durkheim, social facts are the “social structures and cultural norms and values that are external to, 
and coercive of actors” (Ritzer 1983, 68).  Durkheim saw social facts as things both material (such as society, the 
church, state, etc.) and nonmaterial (such as morality, social currents, collective conscience, etc.) 
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development with an economist’s lens.  In his 1960 address to the American Economic 
Association on the theme “investing in human capital”, Schultz stated that education was not 
merely a form of consumption, but also a productive investment (Fägerlind and Saha 1986, 18).  
Human capital theory was based on the assumption of a positive correlation between the level of 
one’s education and one’s ability to produce in the workplace.  Neoclassical economic theory 
underscored the assumption that there is a link between production and human agency and 
supported a conviction that equitable access to educational opportunities would lead to a fairer 
distribution of resources (Papagiannis, Klees & Bickel 1982).  Foreign aid for education was to 
advance technical skills linked with productivity for development.  Human capital theory 
justified and led to large public expenditures on education. 
 However, for the most part, educational development programs, based in traditional 
theory, met many difficulties and failed in application to expand formal education systems in 
developing nations.  It became more difficult to justify the benefits of foreign aid for educational 
development as projects were characterized by 

 
irregular school attendance; high dropout and failure rates; widespread relapse into 
illiteracy; severe regional imbalances in the progress of universalization, with rural areas 
lacking far behind urban areas; lower rates of school attendance and completion by girls; 
poorly trained and poorly paid teachers; badly constructed and inadequately equipped 
schools; and widespread unemployment among even certified school leavers and college 
or university graduates (Zachariah 1985, 9-10).   

 
Donors supporting educational development programs began to think more critically about how 
they were being implemented, as reflected in World Bank publications by Psacharopoulos and 
Woodhall (1985) and Lockheed and Verspoor (1991).   

As a result, alternative critical theories emerged and new theories on why modernization 
did not positively influence students surfaced.  Like conflict theorists, class reproduction 
theorists drew from Marx to characterize schools as institutions that reproduce and support 
inequitable class structures in society.  For example, Bowles and Gintis (1976) wrote about the 
role schools play in preparing students for certain economic functions dictated by their social 
class.    

In addition, a growing recognition that power and knowledge join together in the 
educational context arose (Foucault 1972, Giroux 1983).  Gramsci’s linking of ideology, 
hegemony and schools resurfaced, placing attention on “education as the principal mechanism 
for the promotion of the dominant ideology and for the engineering of consent to exploitative 
structures in capitalist society” (Clayton 1998, 483).  This contributed to the development of 
cultural reproduction theories.  Durkheim’s “social facts,” or the recognition that a society’s 
institutions reflect its dominant beliefs, were used to expand the sociology of education’s narrow 
economic focus.  Cultural reproduction theories opened new doors to other disciplines, such as 
anthropology, to contribute to a better understanding of educational development.  Cultural 
reproduction theories built upon class reproduction theories by claiming that it was not only class 
structures that led to a privileged status in life, but access to elite knowledge and skills.   

Bourdieu and Passeron (1977), the leading cultural reproduction theorists, stated that 
though “cultural capital” could be distinguished from economic capital, both were interwoven in 
a complex way.  Cultural capital is a social resource rather than a monetary one and provides 
“symbolic credit” through the acquisition of the signs of a certain social stature (Levinson & 
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Holland 1996).  With cultural capital, economic capital is easier to secure.  The knowledge and 
skills that are valued in schools and deemed to constitute “intelligence” originate from elite 
classes and yet take on an appearance of universality and objectivity (Bourdieu & Passeron 1977, 
Levison & Holland 1996).  In other words, the language used in schools is not neutral and 
promotes ideas and knowledge that legitimate status and power.  Other comparative 
educationalists, such as Altbach and Kelly (1978) viewed education as “neocolonial” because it 
is largely controlled by foreigners in less developed countries, and serves the needs of former 
colonizers more than the local population.   
 However, despite the criticisms and failures of educational development, every country in 
the world has a national education system.  Boli, Ramirez and Meyer (1985) state that a general 
belief that education is beneficial derives from the powerful ideology that surrounds it.  “Mass 
education,” understood as a manifestation of traditional theory, is analyzed in the following 
section.  NFE, understood as a manifestation of alternative theory, is then analyzed and discussed 
after this section.  Mass education and NFE serve as the end-posts on a continuum of types of 
organized educational activities commonly adopted in development intervention.   

 

 

 

Mass Education and Nonformal Education: Two Strategies for Educational Development 
 
In this section, I examine how traditional and alternative theories are put into practice in 

the context of education.  There are two primary strategies for educational development: mass 
education, or formal education, and NFE.  Mass education efforts are founded in traditional 
development theories such as modernization and human capital development, while NFE is 
founded in alternative educational development theories, as a reaction to the pitfalls experienced 
in mass education efforts.  After an analysis of mass education and its history, NFE is in turn 
examined historically (it has been around longer than mass education) to uncover how it became 
a popular development strategy, and this is followed by an examination of the critiques of this 
approach.  This discussion concludes with an analysis of the reasons NFE has regained in 
popularity today as an education development strategy.  

 

Mass Education 
 
“Mass education” is a term used by Boli, Ramirez & Meyer (1985) to describe 

educational transformation brought about by modernization and human capital theory.  Mass 
education grew out of schooling opportunities that were first provided to elite segments of the 
population and later extended to the masses.  Mass schooling efforts began in the 17th century 
when compulsory education was developed, particularly in countries with national Protestant 
churches.  During the 18th century, the institutionalization of mass schooling grew in North 
America in conjunction with the promotion of societal values deemed crucial for developing a 
new type of citizen for a rational society: self-discipline, industry, efficiency, punctuality, 
loyalty, etc.  During the 19th century, compulsory, mass schooling linked the State to education 
systems, thus making formal education a matter of both personal and national development.   

This basic form of schooling has spread throughout the world, through foreign aid and 
globalization, and has hardly changed over the past century (Fuller 1991).  Boli, Ramirez & 
Meyer (1985) point out three institutional features that characterize mass education: 
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1. It is universal, standardized and rationalized;  
 
2. It is remarkably homogenous and uniform organizationally; and  

 
3. It works toward the socialization of the individual (147-149).   

 
Public schools are characterized as relying on ritualized methods and rote instruction to celebrate 
“individual choice and responsibility, not immersion into corporate groups such as castes, 
classes, extended families, and so on” (Boli, Ramirez & Meyers 1985, 149).  Schools then 
contribute to a rationalized worldview consisting of “a general system expressing principles of 
broad meaning and validity” (Boli, Ramirez & Meyer 1985, 148).  As Boli, Ramirez & Meyer 
(1985) argue, when a society is in pursuit of progress in a rational manner, mass education is 
more likely to be promoted by policymakers because it leads to the adoption of rules and an 
effort to create a collectivity for the new nation state (161).       

Thus, mass education is linked to modernization.  As Meyer (1977) explains, education 
systems are ideological in that “they rationalize in modern terms and remove from sacred and 
primordial explanations the nature and organization of personnel and knowledge in modern 
society” (in Papagiannis, Klees, & Bickel 1982, 255).  Yehudi Cohen states that schools break 
down “local loyalties and replace them with loyalties to the state” (in Fägerlind & Saha 1986, 
33).  Education was expanded to encourage economic growth resulting in the institutionalization 
of a universal model of schools.  The common characteristics that formal schools share shape 
what is determined to be a legitimate education today.  Because human activity is subject to 
habituation, institutions take on meanings and their routines are understood to be social truths.  
Though, there is no empirical proof that a formal education leads to modern lifestyles, it is still 
assumed to contribute to international development since modern nations all have national 
education systems.   

As Fuller (1991) and Boli and Ramirez (1992) argue, it is clear that there are certain 
universal ideas about what constitutes an “educated person,” and systematic education is a ritual 
for bringing students into full being as citizens of a modern state.  Ramirez and Boli (1987) argue 
that, as developing nations progress towards becoming nation-states, they use typical patterns for 
establishing mass education, such as declaring a national interest in mass education, making 
school compulsory through legislation, and creating a Ministry of Education to establish state 
authority over schools (9).  International donors and organizations for the purpose of monitoring 
their progress or being perceived as assisting in the development of a given nation often support 
these steps.  In a sense, the international organizations carry the universal ideals of education to a 
nation.  Educational ideals and practices originate in the larger society (cf. Durkheim) and donors 
and foreign assistance organizations help to put these ideas into practice.  As McNeely (1995) 
states: 

 
Institutionalization takes place according to prescriptions in which international 
organizations play an important role, and national policy aims tend to be consistent with 
international organization decisions and policies (504). 
 
The homogenous nature of mass education makes it easier to apply general education 

policies and strategies to a variety of national development contexts.  Certain activities need to 
be in place to support mass education efforts.  Yet, the uniform organization of a mass education 
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system has also been blamed for misrepresenting the ideals associated with universal education.  
Fuller (1991) states that the potential exists for schools in developing nations to have the outward 
characteristics of schools, without the ability to act effectively as expected.  Fuller (1991) 
suggests that formal education systems in Africa are potentially designed to “signal” modernity, 
rather than achieve it, through the creation of education systems that look like those that comply 
with mass education standards in the developing world context.  The school becomes a symbol 
that states to the world that rational “modern” organizations exist within the country.  Fuller 
(1991) argues that the history and design of many formal education programs force already 
“fragile states” to be caught in a cycle of trying to “signal” modernity in their country through 
the mere existence of an education system.  Signaling modernity is done by creating educational 
infrastructures that symbolically carry out modern learning activities with the goal of assuring 
foreign investors that they are indeed on the road to development which in turn lures needed 
capital into the country.  Fuller (1991) suggests that such activities, not only leave the issue of 
the appropriateness and quality of education behind, but also stretch the already strained resource 
base and weaken trust in political leaders, as promises of a modern lifestyle are often not 
delivered.  

As criticisms emerged on the misapplications of theories for educational development, or 
the pitfalls of doing education on a mass scale, NFE approaches surfaced and received attention 
as innovative methods for achieving an alternative educational development.  The following 
section discusses the historical context for NFE approaches, their various manifestations for 
educational development, and how they arose as education strategies.     
 

Nonformal Education: The Foundation of Alternative Education Models 
 
Nonformal education (NFE) approaches are understood to be capable of assisting 

“participating communities towards lifelong and sustainable learning” (UNESCO 2001b, 9).  
They are methods for creating a learning environment that persists outside a formal institution 
and can be applied to a variety of contexts.  LaBelle (1984) defines NFE as “organized out-of-
school educational programs designed to provide specific learning experiences for specific target 
populations” (80).   Table 1 is a chart that presents the differences between formal, nonformal 
and informal education. 
 
 
 
Table 2: The Differences Between Formal, Nonformal and Informal Education 
Formal Education Nonformal Education Informal Education 

• Highly structured 
• Institutionalized 
• Chronologically 

graded and 
hierarchically 
structured education 
system (lower primary 
school through upper 
levels of the university) 

• Structured, but flexible 
• Immediate relevancy 
• Conducted outside the 

framework of the 
formal system 

• Provides selected types 
of learning to targeted 
subgroups in the 
population 

• Not structured 
• Lifelong process 
• Acquisition of 

knowledge, skills, and 
insights comes from 
daily experiences and 
exposure to the 
environment 

Source: Trisha Ahern, Class Discussion at American University, 1995   
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Formal education is usually state-run and structured in curricular content. NFE is similar 
to it to the extent that it is also “a planned educational activity” (Walters 1998, 436), but differs 
from it in so far as it is more flexible in its content and programming, and does not require 
certification to move to another level (at least historically). Informal education, which may be 
characterized as incidental or everyday learning, is neither systematically organized nor 
recognized in national education systems. NFE differs from it by being a more structured form of 
education.  NFE differs from both formal and informal education, not only in character, but also 
in its application in a variety of contexts, such as agricultural extension, training programs, adult 
literacy programs, occupational skill training, youth clubs, popular education, community 
programs, etc.  A narrow definition of NFE is often avoided for this reason, as there are many 
types of NFE in existence today serving children, youth, and adults, and so the term applies to all 
levels and modes of education (UNICEF 1993).   

The flexibility associated with NFE has contributed to its rise and fall in popularity over 
the years and explains why it is currently regaining in popularity as an educational development 
strategy.  The following section provides more detail on how NFE evolved in educational 
development efforts, emphasizing the hopes and criticisms that were linked to it as an education 
development strategy.  This contributes to understanding how NFE is used today in development 
efforts, particularly those aiming at reaching universal primary education.     

The History of NFE in Educational Development Efforts.  NFE became a popular 
label used to describe educational development activities aimed at mostly poor adults during the 
1960s.  Coombs and Ahmed (1974) pioneered the concept of NFE as a development strategy 
intended to break the cycle of poverty at the rural level.  During the early 1970s, when recession, 
rising inflation rates, and socio-cultural upheavals were widespread, formal education 
experienced its first “crisis” and was scrutinized for how well it contributed to individual, 
national and international development.  Coombs (1985) identified this crisis in 1968 and 
described its symptoms as follows: 

 
Growing obsolescence of the old curriculum content in relation to the advancing state of 
knowledge and the realistic learning needs of students…the miss fit between education 
and the development needs of societies…the growing imbalances and maladjustments 
between education and employment, as well as serious educational inequalities between 
various social groups…the growing gap between the rising costs of education and the 
funds countries would be able to invest in it [were problems] (5). 
 

A general lack of confidence in formal education became common in many nations, including 
developing countries.  As Coombs (1985) discussed, there was incongruity between the purpose 
of education and the realities of the political, economic and social systems in many developing 
nations.  Developing countries did not have the administrative infrastructure or economic 
systems to support mass education and were becoming increasingly dissatisfied with their 
education systems (Meyer 1977).  Jobs did not exist for graduates, a situation that made it 
difficult to sustain the belief that education was an engine for economic development (Fuller 
1991).  These realities led to questions with regard to the purpose and, therefore, content of 
education in developing countries.  

During this time, NFE started to be regarded as an important educational development 
strategy because it was assumed that it could empower poor adults to take collective or 
individual action to enhance their status and power and create systematic change (LaBelle 1986).  
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NFE began to be discussed as an approach that could serve both human capital formation and 
integrated rural development2 as well as broader emancipatory objectives such as those 
propounded by liberation theory3 (Lamichane & Kapoor 1992).  NFE programs were established 
to reach goals such as increasing productivity and ultimately creating social and economic 
mobility, and raising consciousness among the “oppressed” so that they begin to demand 
economic, political, and social change (Lamichane & Kapoor 1992, Freire 1970).  Paradoxically, 
NFE is an approach able to serve both traditional and alternative theories.  It is used as a strategy 
for both vocational training and consciousness-raising.  It is also linked to community-based 
development.   

Freire (1970) paved the way for the more “alternative” interpretations of the uses of NFE 
that are rooted in liberation theory.  He worked with Latin American adults in the 1960s and 
discovered that the best way to enhance learning was to use the learner’s background as the 
foundation for the learning process, and to encourage dialogue that includes both reflection and 
action.  He connected new ideas and thoughts to existing knowledge so individuals became 
active participants in their education and learned to apply new knowledge and principles to real 
situations.  For Freire (1970), the role of the teacher was to pose problems rather than deposit 
knowledge - to link thought and action (praxis).  A second benefit of NFE is that it can be used 
as an approach that potentially leads to the recognition that oppression stems from those who 
hold the power, or economic resources, in a nation (Freire 1970).   

One of Freire’s (1970) ultimate goals involving nonformal or popular education4 was to 
remedy the oppression of marginalized populations by taking them through a process whereby 
they became conscious of their condition to begin to act or retaliate.  He called this process 
concientização, or achieving freedom of thought by developing critical thinking skills that lead 
to changes in perceptions and ultimately action (Merrill 1977).  Taking this focus, Freire (1970) 
linked NFE activities to political purposes, particularly in Latin American countries.   

Freire (1970), Illich (1971) (who argued that mass formal education dehumanizes youth, 
polarizes a society and turns the world into an international caste system), and Coombs and 
Ahmed (1974) all contributed to the rise in popularity of NFE as an alternative educational 
development model.  They fostered the understanding that NFE served to change the behaviors 
and attitudes of those outside the school system who felt disconnected from the more “modern, 
educated” urban populations.  A rise in popular education in Latin America, literacy programs 
for adults supported by UNESCO, and increased funding from USAID for research on NFE at 
various United States Universities (such as University of Massachusetts, Michigan State 
University, Florida State University, and University of California at Los Angeles) helped to 
establish NFE as an alternative educational development strategy.  NFE was determined to be 
practical, able to serve immediate needs in a generally nonhierarchical structure, flexible, 
participatory and integrative by using local knowledge, and able to cater to specific groups, 
situations, and goals (van Riezen 1996). 
 So, while criticisms of modernization and mass education were increasing, NFE became 
an alternative to consider for educational development.  NFE began to be understood as a 
                                                 
2 Integrated rural development occurs when there is an effort to organize the economic, social, political, 
environmental, and cultural resources in a village for holistic development efforts. 
3 Liberation theory is built upon the conviction that “nothing good or profitable can be secured for the poor members 
of an underdeveloped society without a drastic and radical change in the structure of that society, as well as a 
broader radical change of the current socioeconomic, political, and cultural world order” (Fägerlind and Saha 1986, 
24).    
4 Popular education is term often used in Latin America that refers to a community-directed activity.    
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program that engaged individuals in a teaching and learning process that existed outside the 
realm of the formal education system (Coombs and Ahmed 1974).  While programs were 
implemented worldwide during the 1970s with the understanding that NFE led to both human 
capital development and social change, they came under criticism and fell out of favor during the 
1980s.  This was mainly due to four problem areas: who sponsors and controls NFE, what is the 
relationship between technically-focused NFE and socially-focused NFE, is NFE capable of 
being a catalyst for liberation from oppressive structures in society, and what is the relationship 
between NFE and formal education (LaBelle 1986).     

More specifically, criticisms of NFE from Bock and Papagiannis (1983), LaBelle (1984) 
and Arnove (1980) pointed to difficulties facing NFE in practice.  Bock and Papagiannis (1983) 
found that NFE potentially lowered the participants’ expectations and aspirations, as they were 
not part of a larger education system.  Furthermore, it potentially limited access to economic and 
social opportunities by further entrenching unjust systems (Bock & Papagiannis 1983).  It was 
difficult for a NFE program to appear as a “legitimate” form of education.  Coombs and Ahmed 
(1974) also noted that NFE lacked in social prestige, and in access to good jobs or civil society.  
NFE was noted to be used by education authorities to “obviate the necessity of providing school 
buildings or credentialed teachers to rural villages” while urban elites received the bulk of 
education spending and benefits in a country (Arnove 1980, 53).  Being outside the formal 
system, NFE was perceived to be of lower quality because it did not have national financial and 
policy support.  This perception grew when a number of NFE programs were labeled as 
inappropriate and resulted in low turnout or participation rates.  In other words, the rhetoric 
accompanying NFE often outweighed its practical applicability (LaBelle 1984).  NFE, as a 
development strategy, failed to penetrate the global and national levels as a strategy used by the 
World Bank or consistently by national governments, and thus began to erode in popularity 
(Mundy & Murphy 2001).   

During the 1980s, NFE was sporadically used as a development strategy, as the primary 
donor focus was on implementing structural adjustment policies (SAPs) that were considered 
appropriate for helping countries to “grow out of poverty” (van der Hoeven 2000).  Neo-liberal 
policies that emphasized fiscal prudence rather than equity issues, and promoted trade 
liberalization and privatization of public-owned enterprises, were adopted as part of a program to 
remove obstacles to economic growth.  In education, there was more of an emphasis on 
financing and developing secondary and higher education opportunities, and in many countries 
funding for basic education decreased during the 1980s (van der Hoeven 2000).   

However, as van der Hoeven noted (2000), beginning in the early 1990s, when certain 
trends were noticed  -- such as a decrease in enrollment rates in Africa during the 1980s -- a 
renewed focus on inequities surfaced.  Closson, Mavina and Siabi-Mensah (2002) found, while 
examining the shift from state-centeredness to decentralization, that the rise in NGO 
participation in the provision of public services that were rolled back by SAPs had led to a 
revival of NFE development activities.  However, the nature of NFE had changed in the 1990s, 
and globally, education became less integrated into strategies for economic development and 
social change (Closson et al 2002).  Furthermore, since the “winds of democratization” that have 
been blowing over Africa in the 1990s, the government was no longer the sole source or 
implementer of NFE policy, which was now embedded in development and public service 
delivery activities provided by a network of actors (Closson et al 2002, 40).   Similarly, specific 
to education strategies aiming at achieving universal primary education, NFE was revisited, and 
assigned a new role.  During the 1990s, NFE began to be appreciated more for its ability to 
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complement the formal school system, rather than for its ability to raise the consciousness of the 
rural poor to political oppressions.  This resurgence in NFE activity is discussed next as a 
conclusion to NFE.     

Nonformal Education Today.  Though NFE was criticized and programming was scaled 
back with the approval of international donors, it continued to be implemented in strategic 
programs on a small scale in many developing nations through nongovernmental organizations 
and community-based organizations.  Because of their flexibility and their innovative and 
creative approaches for providing education programs to indigenous groups, urban youth, and 
adults, they have remained popular and have been sustained in development activities on a small 
scale (LaBelle 2000).  Because NFE was advanced as a “very broad and loosely defined 
concept,” it has been used in a variety of settings for a variety of purposes (Grandstaff 1978, 
178).  Today, however, an effort is being made to identify when and how NFE works best for 
educational development.   

More recent literature on NFE indicates that it can be a supplementary program 
contributing to lifelong learning or enrichment goals, or a compensatory program5 that balances 
the lack of access to, or success in, formal schools, or an alternative program that aims to provide 
a more relevant and better suited basic education (Hoppers 2000).  Since 1990, the character of 
NFE has changed so that it is now understood a bit differently from its original intent to serve 
poor, rural, illiterate adults as Coombs and Ahmed (1974) envisioned.  It is now often referenced 
in alignment with strategies to implement Education for All (EFA), which is an international 
campaign to support basic education opportunities worldwide and to get those millions of out-of-
school children into a basic education program.  NFE has been a primary strategy used for 
reaching these marginalized children.        
  

Nonformal education – once thought of as a marginal, second-class alternative to the 
regular school system – is now seen by some observers as “the core and cutting edge” of 
the drive toward Education for All (UNESCO 1994). 

 
Among international education organizations, the topic of conversation surrounding NFE 

has shifted from discussing whether NFE activities are worthwhile, to how NFE contributes to 
and helps to achieve UPE for children with limited or no formal education opportunities as 
indicated in Article 5 of the World Declaration on Education for All (UNESCO 2000a).    Thus 
NFE is now a strategy in international education policy.   

NFE is still considered to be an effective strategy for reaching disadvantaged, 
marginalized, and “peripheral” populations (Neilson & Cummings 1997).  NFE programs are 
often credited with creatively addressing national educational problems such as shortages of 
classrooms, lack of trained teachers, and low rates of education.  Furthermore, they work 
effectively in restructuring and decentralization efforts.  It is in this type of activity that NFE is 
linked to the formal education system at the policy level.  For example, UNICEF (a principal 
funder of NFE programs) now uses NFE to achieve UPE in EFA efforts, but qualifies its use 
with three essential conditions:   

 
1. NFE has to be of quality or have the same standards as formal schools; 

                                                 
5 NFE in the context of providing a “second chance” for out-of-school youth has also been referred to as paranormal 
education (Hoppers 2000).  
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2. NFE has to provide linkages to formal schools for an integrated, complementary and 
mutually reinforcing education system; and  

 
3. NFE has to receive adequate support from its providers (UNICEF 1993, 2).   
 
In the form outlined above, NFE plays a more conservative role than the one suggested 

for it by Freire (1970), for example.  Rather than use NFE for economic and social 
transformation, UNICEF (1993) recommends instead that it contribute to providing formal 
education to all.  In other words, at the international level, NFE has become a vehicle for 
providing marginalized youth with the same basic education that formal schools provide.  The 
more revolutionary aspects of NFE, which have to do with raising consciousness and increasing 
the awareness of the oppression that exists in all societies, as discussed by Freire (1970), are not 
prominent in NFE programs sponsored by international and national organizations.  Again, as 
Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) suggest, NFE is considered an appropriate strategy for 
integrating out-of-school youth into the formal school system.  UNESCO (2000a) argues that 
there is no reason at this point to create two parallel, non-synergistic education systems.  With 
this coupling of NFE and formal education through international education policy and 
programmatic efforts, NFE is able to serve both traditional and alternative development needs. In 
the next section of this chapter, I will further discuss how community schools are able to serve 
both mass education and NFE ends.   
 

 

 

Community Schools as Both Mass Education and Nonformal Education 
 
Community schools are a form of NFE in that they are often education institutions that 

exist outside of the formal school system, yet can also complement mass education efforts.  
Community schools use NFE strategies when they do not use or adhere strictly to the same 
curricula, testing, or systems as the formal schools.  They are also more often sponsored by 
international and/or national organizations than the Ministry of Education in developing 
countries.  In the case of the community schools in Mali, NFE serves both compensatory and 
alternative purposes, as they are used to increase access rates and provide a more relevant 
education to rural village students. . 

Both formal and nonformal education programs are designed to build upon and improve 
informal learning processes, yet they differ in their institutional arrangements, educational 
objectives, content, sponsors and groups that they serve (Coombs 1985).  Community schools as 
NFE are often established for populations underserved by the formal system.  Community 
schools, as in the case of Mali, use NFE to demonstrate to village members both the importance 
of education and community involvement in it.  NFE is both a tool for the community to learn 
about the benefits of schooling, as well as for teaching and learning in the classroom.  NFE is 
also used as a method to identify ways in which the community school can better serve the local 
population.  NFE in community schools does not necessarily change the content of the education 
itself; rather it changes how it is delivered and brings more flexibility into the community school 
classroom. 

At the national level, community schools can be used as part of a mass education strategy 
within the formal school system to increase education rates with more flexibility and with more 
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attention to context than traditional formal schools.  Part of the appeal of community schools for 
governments is that they contribute to decentralizing the formal school system6 by encouraging 
local input (e.g. parent involvement) into the education system.  The process of de-formalizing 
schools begins with the introduction of NFE approaches into them, using community schools as 
models of how to proceed (Hoppers 2000).  “Alternative or community-based schooling has 
become, for the first time, a significant slice of the overall national system in a number of 
countries like Mali, Senegal and Burkina Faso” (Easton, Capacci & Kane 2000, 2).  This is 
because the alternative models of schooling have informed national decentralization strategies 
for education reform in these countries.  This is also because alternative models of education, 
such as community schools, are able to take on some of the same characteristics as the formal 
education systems.  This is why Hoppers (2000) questions whether community schools are truly 
“alternative” schools.   

 
In Africa, the history of NFE is full of initiatives that were innovative, managed to draw a 
wide variety of local and national stakeholders, mobilized unexpected high levels of 
resources, and were in modest ways reasonably successful.  Nevertheless, the same 
initiatives have generally also been regarded as “emergency” solutions providing 
“temporary” relief until the government could step in and make either the arrangements 
unnecessary or turn them into “normal” schools (Hoppers 2000 10). 
 

What starts out as NFE, often transforms itself into a more flexible formal education.  One 
explanation for this metamorphosis is that community schools can be subject to similar criticisms 
as NFE in the early 1980s.  Hoppers (2000) warns that community schools ought to be carefully 
implemented, as they may not be appropriate for all situations and can potentially further 
marginalize certain populations.  Similar to Bock and Papagiannis’ (1983) argument regarding 
NFE, his view is that community schools should not entrench unjust systems and need to provide 
equal learning opportunities.  When standards are placed on community schools, then they begin 
to move from pure NFE institutions to fulfilling the universal and uniform goals that formal 
schools try to reach in their attempts at mass education.    

 

 

 

Conclusion: Community Schools Bridging Traditional and Alternative Development   
 

Each decade of development has contributed to the popularity or lack of popularity of 
traditional and alternative educational strategies for tackling the imbalances that exist between 
Western and developing countries, urban and rural areas, elite and poor populations, and so on.  I 
conclude this section by identifying some arguments for why community schools are serving 
both traditional and alternative development strategies.  This rise in the use of community 
schools can be looked upon as both promising and fraught with problems if one considers the 
criticisms of NFE.  A critical theorist may view community schools either as an alternative kind 
of education that challenges the dominant ideologies present in mass schooling efforts, or as 

                                                 
6 However, as McGinn and Street warn, decentralizing is not a ‘quick fix’ and don’t necessarily lead to more 
effective and efficient locally managed administrative systems (1986).  Real decision-making by citizens is what 
makes decentralization a worthwhile political strategy. 
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problematic because of their failure to contribute to economic and social change on a global 
scale.     

Community schools are now considered viable options for providing basic education 
today, as they meet the needs of a complex global, national, and local social order.  As an 
alternative to the national education system, they potentially offer another road for attaining 
equitable access to the same promises that formal education provides -- a ladder to economic 
success -- as denoted in human capital theory.  Since the formal school’s socialization processes 
are in some fundamental sense incompatible with practical life in rural areas in the developing 
world, it seems appropriate that there is a rise in alternative schools such as community schools.     

Community schools challenge some of the basic tenets associated with mass education.  
For example, they may use active learning techniques in the classroom rather than the banking 
style of teaching associated with formal schools.  In addition, they are known for placing more 
responsibility in the hands of the community to determine what is important to learn in the 
classrooms and to develop a local curriculum based on these responses.  This process of 
consultation contributes to the goal of being able to merge what is learned inside the classroom 
with the daily lives of the students.  These kinds of community schools try to accomplish the 
dual goal of educating children, as well as reforming the entrenched ideals that accompany mass 
education.  They institute change starting at the classroom level, rather than the policy level. 

Modernization and human capital theories shape international education policy, as 
education is discussed in the context of social, political, and economic development or change.  
The center drives the action in the periphery.  Alternative or critical theories and NFE strategies 
continue to be used to compensate for weaknesses in the application of traditional development 
initiatives.  Community schools fill a gap in the access of certain populations to a basic, relevant, 
and quality education.  However, the notion that formal schooling is good and potentially leads 
change is more acceptable and manageable than alternative models, such as community schools.  
As Hoppers (2002) wrote, community schools are more temporary than permanent solutions to 
the education problems in developing nations.     

As international educational development efforts are often undertaken to address 
problems in the less-developed nations, such as low access to quality education or high drop out 
rates, the need to conceptualize education in ways that make it appealing to marginalized 
populations has increased.  Community schools use NFE strategies to fill gaps in the formal 
education system.  They complement formal schools rather than attempt to replace them, and 
mass education, as conceived in the North, remains resilient as a global model for how schools 
should function and education should be delivered.  Thus, community schools serve both 
traditional and alternative education efforts that grew out of their respective theoretical 
foundations to increase basic education opportunities and provide more locally relevant 
schooling for children worldwide.   
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CHAPTER 3 
 

RESEARCH STRATEGY 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 
Guba and Lincoln (1981) use the terms “naturalistic inquirer” to describe the role of the 

researcher as an instrument in a qualitative inquiry study.  I used a combination of naturalistic 
inquiry, secondary data analysis, and document analysis as my research strategy while I worked 
for Save the Children/USA (SC/USA) as a research intern with the community school program 
in Mali, during the 1999-2000 academic school year.  Additionally, I used both secondary data 
analysis and document analysis in order to verify what I had learned in the field.  The paragraphs 
below describe the process I followed to carry out research for the study.     
 
 

 

Conducting the Research 
 
When I arrived in Mali, I was presented with raw secondary data on the activities, 

attitudes, and aspirations of community school students and their parents perspectives on 
community schools and the impact that they have had on students and the community that a 
former intern for SC/USA had collected, as well as with various program documents explaining 
the historical evolution of the community schools.  The data I received, while organized and 
complete, had yet to be analyzed.  Analyzing both the secondary data and the documents was a 
useful first step for framing my research strategy while there.  During my first month in Mali, I 
coded the data provided from the secondary data package (more detail on this later in the 
chapter) by identifying certain themes that were emerging in the responses obtained from 
interviews and focus group discussions.  This process of coding was supported by an analysis of 
various program documents.  These program documents provided an historical background on 
how the community schools were conceived in Mali, how they were developed and had evolved 
to date, and areas of concern as identified in program evaluations done by both international and 
Malian evaluators.  (A list of the documents that were analyzed throughout the study is provided 
in Appendix A.)  These documents also provided detailed information on the educational context 
of Mali and the newly formulated PRODEC (1998) or Mali’s education decentralization plan 
that was guiding national policies.    

After having gained many insights from the secondary data and document analyses, I 
decided to use naturalistic inquiry strategies so as to be able to apply those insights while living 
and working with community school stakeholders.  I wanted to gain an understanding of the 
dynamics of the community schools, of local stakeholders’ notions about them and their 
practices with respect to them.  I sought information on three levels.  I did not undertake 
“participatory research,” in that I did not involve the community school stakeholders in the 
research design or collection, or in the interpretation and analysis of the data.  My guiding 
principle while carrying out this study was not to evaluate the situation of the community schools 
or the “performance” of those stakeholders involved in them.  I did not manipulate the research 
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setting; rather the research setting influenced the evolution of the study.  The results of the study 
are therefore presented as an “embedded case study,” which Yin (1993) describes as a study 
having more than one unit of analysis.  In this study, the various levels of observation are the 
international, national, and local levels, and there is also an effort to set the community schools 
within their cultural and economic context in southern Mali.  The next section discusses the 
analytical framework that I used to guide my research.   

 

 

 

Analytical Framework 
 
International educational development actors consider community schools to be 

promising strategies for achieving EFA.  Often missing from the literature though, is the 
viewpoint of national and local actors.  The notions and practices that stakeholders have with 
respect to community schools, and the meanings and expectations that they attach to them, may 
change greatly as one passes from the international level to the national level and then to the 
local environment.  In this research, local and national stakeholders’ notions and practices 
regarding community schools are observed and carefully described to fill the gap in the literature 
on community schools as an educational strategy.  The basis for the analytical framework for this 
study is to create an integrated understanding of the notions and practices of community schools 
at multiple levels in Mali.  A Venn diagram, represented in Figure 2 below, helps to analyze and 
present an integrated framework that explains common notions and practices of community 
schools in Mali (as indicated by the areas where two or three circles overlap), and identifies areas 
where the stakeholders at the three levels have differing notions and practices regarding 
community schools (as indicated by the areas where there is no overlap).    
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Figure 2:  An Analytical Framework for the Three Levels    
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Data on notions and practices with respect to community schools at the international level came 
from the analysis of documentary literature issued by bilateral and multilateral donors, such as 
USAID, UNESCO, UNICEF and the World Bank, as well as SC/USA and other international 
NGOs.  These sources were supplemented by data from semi-structured interviews with donors 
and SC/USA international staff.  Data on perceptions and practices at the national level were 
derived from an analysis of the Ministry of Education’s national education plan, (“PRODEC”), 
as well as from a meta-analysis of evaluations done on community schools by researchers from 
various national-level education authorities, by University of Bamako students, and by 
international researchers hired by SC/USA Bamako office.  Supplemental data at this level were 
provided by in-depth and semi-structured interviews done with SC/USA staff in Bamako and 
Inspector and Pedagogy Advisors.  Finally, sources of information at the local level included 
analysis of secondary data on parent and student attitudes, and on their aspirations and opinions 
relating to community schools, as well as results from semi-structured in-depth interviews and 
informal discussions with SMC members, teachers, local NGO staff, national education 
authorities and SC/USA staff.   

The goal of this research is to arrive at a better understanding of community schools in 
Mali from three different and yet interrelated perspectives: those of international, national and 
local-level stakeholders.  The picture is complicated, however, by the fact that stakeholders from 
a given level may in fact be represented at all levels to some extent. National-level stakeholders 
are not only present in Bamako, the capital of Mali, for example. They operate to some extent at 
both the international and the local levels as well.  Similar points could be made, to varying 
degrees, about the other groups concerned as well.  In seeking, therefore, to portray the 
intersection of perspectives concerning community schools, there is a need for a matrix.  The 
three-by-three figure below (Table 3) is an attempt to illustrate this kind of interaction.  On one 
axis is the physical location of stakeholders and, on the other, the levels at which they operate.  
On the intersection between international-level stakeholders and local-level operations, the 
characteristic viewpoints or concerns of international agents who work at the local level are 
found.  In the same manner, at the intersection of local level stakeholders with national level 
operations, the viewpoint and concerns of those representatives of the local level who intervene 
nationally are found.   

The stakeholders at the three levels view community schools from different perspectives 
depending on how they work with them.  For stakeholders at the international level, community 
schools are an education strategy that fits into a global education program designed to provide 
quality universal primary education for all children.  At the national level, the community 
schools are part of a national strategy to improve the education system in Mali and support as 
well an explicit effort to comply with international education policies.  At the local level, 
community schools are education institutions in practice.  The actors involved in the daily 
management of community schools, such as SC/USA staff or village representatives, may hold 
notions and ideas about community schools in practice that can speak to more than one level.  
What distinguishes notions of community schools and practices regarding them at the local level 
from those characteristic of the other levels is that at the local level all three perspectives and 
types of input cumulate, commingle and produce joint effects.  The three different perspectives 
associated with each level ultimately shape the different notions and practices of community 
schools into an integrated understanding.   
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Table 3: Levels and Respective Categories of Interest Regarding International Education 
Strategies  
AT THE ___ INTERESTS ARE:    

LEVEL: International National Local 

International International 
education policy  

Compliance with 
international education 
policy 

Implementing programs that 
comply with international 
education policy 

National Compliance with 
international 
education policy 

Meeting the education 
demands of the national 
population 

Supporting and developing 
schools that meet the 
education needs of the 
population 

Local Receiving financial 
support for education 
opportunities that 
meet local needs 

National policies and 
equitable delivery of 
education opportunities 

Education opportunities that 
contribute both to fulfilling 
local needs and to providing 
real work opportunities for 
completers 

 
 
 

The notions and practices regarding community schools subscribed to by stakeholders at 
the three levels are sometimes “in sync” with each other, sometimes conflicting, and they evolve 
over time.  The purpose of this study is to begin assembling an integrated analysis of community 
schools in Mali that combines all three perspectives and traces their interactions.  The various 
notions and practices associated with community schools become clearer, the convergence and 
divergence of meanings among stakeholders is made more explicit, and the effects of their 
overlap, complementarity, and opposition can be taken more fully into account in future policy 
development, project implementation, and research.     
 
 
 

Research Questions 
 

The design of the research grew out of the purpose and essential research questions of the 
study.  The overarching questions are recapitulated below:   
 

1. What is a community school?   
 
2. Where do stakeholder notions and practices regarding community schools converge and 

diverge?  How does examining each level contribute to an integrated understanding of 
how they are experienced in Mali?   

 
 



 30

Research Methods 
 

The strategy devised for answering the research questions of the study and accomplishing 
its essential purpose was based on triangulation between the results of two essential research 
methods: document analysis and qualitative inquiry, including field observation and in-depth 
interviewing of stakeholder representatives.  Data collection was carried out during my nine 
months in Mali.  Specific details of the two major data collection methods are provided below.      

 
Analysis of Documents and Existing Literature: Setting the Context for Understanding the 

Community School Movement in Mali 

 
An analysis of documents and existing scholarship provided information about 

international and national level notions and practices with regard to community schools in Mali 
(See Appendix A).  These documents (including agency and donor reports, monitoring and 
evaluation materials, specific program documents on community schools from SC/USA, 
Ministry of Education documents) revealed factors that helped shape perceptions of community 
schools at international and national levels in particular.  At the international level, existing 
scholarship that addressed community schools or similar education strategies outside of the 
formal system was identified for a literature review.   

At the national level, an analysis of the history of educational development in Mali was 
done.  A review of existing scholarship and documentation on the socio-economic, political, and 
cultural contexts of education in Mali, in relation to historical and current events, was undertaken 
by analyzing documents that described the changing status and relations of formal schools and 
other alternative forms of education in Mali (such as Koranic schooling or médersas7).  In 
addition, documents on current education decentralization strategies and programs in the country 
were analyzed for their contribution to an understanding of how community schools became a 
popular education strategy in Mali.   

Both international and national level analyses were complemented by an additional 
examination of the “paper trail” left behind by SC/USA when they began implementing and 
supporting community schools in Mali.  As Patton (1990) points out, “One particularly rich 
source of information about many programs is program records and documents” (233).  These 
documents from SC/USA reveal the process and concerns of the program as it has evolved over 
the past decade and indicate how SC/USA carried out its plans and addressed various 
stakeholders’ concerns.  These documents also provide insight into how local stakeholders 
envisioned and engaged with community schools since programmatic changes were often 
undertaken in reaction to village input.  Various SC/USA reports were used as data sources: back 
to school reports, end of the year reports, minutes from meetings, annual reports, and strategic 
plans.  Other documents utilized included previous evaluations and national education reports 
(see Appendix A for a list of materials analyzed).  The information was used to provide an 
historical picture of the evolution of the community school program, with emphasis on more 
recent years in order to chart shifts in stakeholders’ notions and practices regarding community 
schools.  

                                                 
7 “Médersa” is the French word that stands for the Arabic madrassah.  A médersa teaches both religious and secular 
subjects in Arabic.  It differs from a Koranic school in that it teaches more subjects than just the Koran.  
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Qualitative Inquiry   
 
Qualitative field-based research was carried out from November 1999 until July 2000. At 

the same time, secondary analysis was performed on two data sets provided by SC/USA 
containing both semi-structured and informal interviews with local stakeholders, records from 
participant observation of meetings at the local and national levels, copies of participatory rapid 
assessment (PRA) notes from focus group discussions, and recording of classroom observations.   

The first data set was drawn from a study done from June to July 1999 by a SC/USA 
research intern.  The second data set was drawn from a study that I had done myself from 
November 1999 until May 2000 as a SC/USA employee.  The study carried out in June and July 
of 1999 (data set 1) was designed to examine the activities, attitudes, and aspirations of 
community school parents and students.  The study done from November 1999 to July 2000 
(data set 2) focused on the quality of education in the community schools.  Data set 1 bears in 
good part on the notions and practices of families and other community members in relation to 
community schools, probed through certain questions asked during semi-structured interviews 
and focus group discussions.  In data set 2, I gained an understanding the notions and practices of 
other stakeholders regarding community schools via semi-structured and informal interviews 
with interlocutors who included teachers, members of the SMC, education assistants, local and 
international NGO personnel, and members of the national education program.  Both data sets 
are presented in more detail in the next section.   

In both data sets, purposive sampling was used.  In data set 1, certain communities were 
surveyed on the basis of the number of years a community school had existed in their village.  
Participants in the interviews were community school students, out-of-school students, and 
parents or guardians in the villages.  In data set 2, I purposively sought interviews from different 
local stakeholders to build on the information in data set 1.  In villages, I interviewed teachers 
and members of the SMC.  In other locales, I visited local and international NGOs to interview 
those involved with the community school program and others outside of the program, such as 
the local education authorities, to gain an understanding of their experiences with the community 
schools.  The data sets are used to reveal patterns in notions about community schools held by 
these different stakeholder groups and regularities or differences in their practices with respect to 
the community schools.  The Venn diagram pictured above (Figure 2) was used as a conceptual 
heuristic to cluster and compare the themes discussed at each of the three levels and to determine 
where there were similarities and differences in notions and practices regarding community 
schools in Mali.  The data sets had not been previously analyzed.  SC/USA did not use data set 1 
since they did not have the human resources to wade through such a large amount of qualitative 
data.  As a SC/USA research intern, I collected the material in data set 2 and analyzed it myself.  
Both data sets are discussed in further detail in the next sections.  SC/USA provided a letter 
stating that I had permission to use these data sets for my dissertation. (See Appendix B.  
Appendix C is a copy of my approved Human Subjects Research form and it refers to the 
research that I was involved in directly in data set 2.)8 

Data Set 1: Attitudes, Aspirations and Activities of Community School Students and 
Parents.  In June and July of 1999, SC/USA provided for the execution of a qualitative research 
study to gain a deeper understanding of the “attitudes, activities, and aspirations” of those 
students and parents involved in the community schools in twelve villages in the Kolondieba 

                                                 
8 I did secondary data analysis for data set 1, and did not need a human subjects review and approval for this data 
set, as I was not directly involved in its collection.   
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region of southern Mali.9  Kolondieba is a district in Sikasso, itself one of the eight regions of 
Mali, and it is the geographic areas where the first community schools were established.  The 
goal of the research that led to in data set 1 was to gather information about the experiences of 
the earliest community schools and to derive lessons that could be of benefit to newer ones.  At 
the time of the research, there were 38 community schools in the Kolondieba district.  Eight 
villages whose schools had gone through the full primary cycle were selected for this research.10   
Four villages were purposively selected; they were the first four villages involved in SC/USA’s 
community schools program.      

The research was exploratory in nature and rich in qualitative information.  It was carried 
out through several different modalities: first participatory rural appraisals were carried out to 
gain contextual information about the villages themselves through mapping exercises; second, 
focus groups were conducted to determine ideas about and practices regarding local community 
schools; third, structured interviews with open-ended questions were administered to a purposive 
sample of parents and children, the latter including both students and out-of-school youth.  The 
students selected for interviews included 6th grade leavers in 1997-98 and 1998-99, and 5th grade 
students in 1998-99.  The objectives of the research were to: 

 
1. Determine what the students who finished the 6th year in May 1998 were doing in 

June/July 1999 and what skills gained in the community schools they were using;  
 

2. Evaluate the activities and aspirations of those students who finished the 5th or 6th year in 
May 1999 in relation to the context of skills taught in the school; 

 
3. Compare the attitudes regarding future opportunities of students in community schools to 

those who either dropped out or never attended the community school;  
 

4. Consider the villagers’ opinions of students, drop-outs, non-schooled children and the 
curriculum in the community schools; and  

 
5. Solicit interviewees’ suggestions about how best to improve the curriculum of the 

community schools. 
 

A research intern and members of the Education and Monitoring and Evaluation Teams 
from SC/USA’s field office created the research design.  The first part of the study included 
focus groups involving extended families. (See Appendix D for the questions that guided the 
focus group discussions).  These focus group discussions were followed up by individual 
interviews with both parents and children. (See Appendices E and F for the interview guides).  A 
total sample of 204 children (124 community school students, 37 drop-outs, and 43 who had 
never been to school) and 217 parents (155 men and 62 women) was interviewed.11   Numbers, 
rather than names, were used to track the interviewees and maintain their anonymity.  Though a 

                                                 
9 Villages involved in data set 1 included: Diendio, Siana, Sokourani, Sokolondie, Bogodougou, Siala, Neguela, 
Maribougou, Ngola, Dontéréké, Boundioba and Koni-Boundio. 
10 The selection process was not clearly recorded by the SC/USA employee. I had heard informally that the names of 
all village schools that had gone through the full primary cycle had been put into a “hat” and eight were then chosen. 
11 Fifty-four percent of the children interviewed were boys and 70% of the parents interviewed were men.   
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conscious effort was made to diversify the types of people interviewed, the number of 
interviewees was not large enough to represent the whole community school population in 
Kolondieba.  Thus the results are not generalizable.  Twelve interviewers were involved in the 
data collection.  Each interviewer worked in a single village.  All of the selected data collectors 
were Malian and had completed at least nine years of school.  Since the interviews and focus 
groups had to be conducted directly in Bambara, the interviewers were given a test prior to their 
employment to evaluate how well they translated between French (the national language of Mali 
and the working language of SC/USA’s field office) and Bambara.  All interviewers selected to 
participate in the research activities scored high on this test.  SC/USA personnel provided five 
days of training on research methods, prior to the commencement of data collection activities.  
The first day of training involved explaining the nature of PRA and using role-playing exercises 
to practice this methodology.  Participants learned how to use diagrams for mapping extended 
families and for creating a matrix of school subjects and activities as an activity with focus group 
contributors.  The PRA was used as a tool for focus group discussions only.  Interviewers spent 
the second day examining the French guide developed for the structured interviews, discussing 
its nuances, and getting some practice at translation from French into Bambara.  The third and 
fourth days were devoted to practicing the PRA techniques and interviews in a pilot village in 
order to monitor problematic areas.  The final day was spent addressing and rectifying the 
problem areas.  

The interviewers noted after the data collection process was finished that the 
questionnaires for the interviews were ambitious in nature, tiring and time consuming.  It was the 
first time that the selected interviewers worked with gathering qualitative data and all found it 
more taxing and time consuming than quantitative data collection because it involved 
interviewing techniques like probing and required a good sense of when to pursue a response.  
These factors, as well as some transportation difficulties experienced while trying to get to the 
villages, may have had an effect on the composition of the data.  This is why this data set is used 
in triangulation with data set 2 and the document analyses to verify responses.  Also, because the 
data collection occurred in June and July at the height of the planting season in Mali, many 
parents and children were in the fields when the interviews took place and could not be included. 
The majority of the people who were interviewed were the elderly.  The larger number of elders 
interviewed, as well as the fact that more males than females were interviewed, were also taken 
into consideration in the data analysis.  I compared survey responses from data set 1 with 
interview results from data set 2 when dealing with a common topic, such as discussions on the 
advantages and/or obstacles associated with the community school.  I was also able to compare 
results from data set 1 to other studies done on the community schools that involved parents and 
student perspectives. 

Data Set 2: The Quality of Education in Community Schools.  Data set 2 was 
collected from November 1999 to July 2000 when I worked in Mali as a research intern for 
SC/USA and lived in Bougouni, a district with a number of community schools.  My role as an 
intern was to seek information on how to improve the quality of education in the community 
schools and develop comparable indicators to monitor their progress.  The preliminary analysis 
of data set 1 informed the research design for data set 2. 

“Quality” became a theme or focal point for systematically interpreting and analyzing the 
notions and practices of local stakeholders with regard to community schools.  However, I did 
not look at quality as simply a matter of “instructional resources allocated per student” or of “the 
management or social organization of these inputs that shape the level of student learning…and 
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[determines] the efficiency with which schools employ material inputs to raise achievements” to 
quote the way in which the term is operationalized by Fuller (1986, 495).  Rather, I asked those 
involved in the community school to describe what they liked and disliked about the program.  I 
found that simpler questions led to more direct responses from the participants since asking 
about “quality” directly requires establishing a common definition of what is meant by the term.      

The process for collecting data for data set 2 was less concentrated than that for data set 
1.  The data were collected during the entire 1999 – 2000 school year, and I was the only 
investigator carrying out semi-structured and unstructured interviews and observing classrooms.  
I formally interviewed 48 people – 33 individually and the other 15 in a group of 3 to 4 people at 
a time.  (For example, I interviewed the SMC members as a group, and national pedagogy 
advisors also as a group).  The following table provides a breakdown of those interviewed, and 
Appendix G identifies the role of each in the community schools program in Mali.  In addition, I 
did one semi-structured interview in 2003 – with a female respondent working in the SC/USA 
Sahel Field Office – in order to verify my data and get an update on the community school 
program.  That brought the total number of interviews to 49. 
 
 
 
Table 4: Breakdown of Formal Interviews 
WHO GENDER TOTAL 

Education Assistants 5 Males, 1 Female 6 
**Local Education 
Authorities 

6Males (including a group of 3 national 
pedagogy advisors) 

6 

SC/USA  8 Males, 1 Female 9 
Peace Corps Volunteer 1 Female 1 
Donor 1 Male 1 
**SMC groups 43 Males, 2 Females (14 groups) (3 SMC groups 

were interviewed twice, but I am uncertain 
whether they were the same members) 

45 

Teachers 11 Males, 2 Females (3 teachers were 
interviewed twice) 

13 

** Denotes group interview 
 

 
 
Interviews averaged from 30 minutes to an hour in duration and mostly took place at the 

community school or in the village, though those with SC/USA and other international NGO 
staff or USAID personnel tended to take place in Bougouni and Bamako.  I visited as many 
villages as possible in various areas of southern Mali where community schools have been 
established (Kolondieba, Sikasso and Bougouni) in order to be able to compare data between 
regions.  I visited 23 villages in all.  Approximately 2 to 4 hours were spent in the villages 
interviewing teachers, parents, and members of the SMCs.  I had the opportunity to visit a few 
villages more than once and was able to re-interview teachers or SMC members to determine 
how their responses changed from one encounter to the next.  In each village visited, I looked for 
ways to better understand the dynamics between the community and community schools.  
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Classroom observation was undertaken during most visits, following a written guide in order to 
assess teaching and learning processes.  (Appendix H provides a copy of the guide.) 

Interviews were semi-structured, conducted in French (sometimes translated into 
Bambara) and informal in nature (See Appendix I for interview guide).  Because only parents 
and children had been surveyed in data set 1, I decided that for data set 2 it would be most useful 
to interview other local stakeholders involved in the community school program, such as the 
teachers, SMC members, education assistants, and other support staff, in the interest of 
establishing a more holistic picture.  Respondents remained anonymous in the data set and were 
aware both of my role as a researcher and of the purpose of my research.  Interviews were the 
most feasible means of obtaining data and developing a rich source of information on 
stakeholders’ opinions.  The interviews were often carried out in conjunction with classroom or 
participatory observations – i.e. just after or just before my visit to the classroom.  Most of the 
questions posed were open-ended in nature, since the purpose of the research was to explore 
notions and practices of stakeholders regarding community schools rather than to “poll” them 
regarding a predefined set of alternatives.  It was left up to the stakeholder to decide what issue 
she or he wanted to discuss in reference to the community schools.  I probed respondents to get 
beyond initial reactions and encourage them to articulate their feelings and experience with 
teaching, school management, pedagogy, and school environment.  The interviews also included 
specific questions regarding individual opinions of the community schools, as well as broader 
questions like the following:  

 
1. What are the characteristics or activities that you attribute to the community schools 

program?  
 
2. Describe the community school in its present state.  What is missing that might improve 

the school?   
 
Specific questions addressed four inputs or elements of the community school operations: 
curriculum, teachers (behavior, etc.), school setting (facilities, equipment, etc.), and school 
management (both locally and by international and local NGOs).   

Sampling procedures used in establishing data set 2 were purposive.  During each visit to 
the village I sought to interview the community school teacher or teachers, and members of the 
SMC.  If parents were available, then I would also ask them questions about their experiences 
with community schools.  I used travel time to and from the villages and scheduled appointments 
to interview education assistants and other support staff.   

I observed teaching of lessons in the classrooms and conducted participant observation 
during various SC/USA meetings and training periods for staff and partners.  I recognized that 
during both kinds of observations what I perceived and/or saw was filtered through my biases 
and interests as a Northern researcher.  I knew that both the time and the circumstances of my 
observations were constrained as I often traveled to the villages with education assistants and 
other international NGO personnel who had their own agendas.  As outsiders coming into 
villages for a few hours, it was difficult to gauge what was normal behavior and what was 
behavior adopted for guests.  Thus, I tried to use observations to verify what I was hearing.  For 
this reason, my observations were broad in focus.  However, I did try to look specifically at the 
teaching and learning processes that were occurring in the classroom and designed an 
observation guide for this purpose.  I found it difficult to provide a reliable assessment after 
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observing only one or two lessons.  As I did not understand the Bambara being spoken, I tended 
to look for nonverbal clues, such as how students were interacting (or not interacting) in the 
groups that they were placed in their classrooms. 

I wrote up observations as field notes to describe what I saw, heard and did.  These notes 
reflect my understanding of the context and the conditions of work, and were used to “re-
present” what happened during the study.  Though my study was not an ethnography per se, it 
drew from the advantages that observations in ethnographic research can provide such as 
describing “particular forms of the everyday realms of politics, morality, and understanding” 
(Noblit 1999, 2).  Informal observations gave further depth to the perspectives explained by the 
local stakeholders in interviews.  The observations are certainly a construction of what I 
perceived to be happening and were used as a vehicle for ongoing reflection in the study (Berger 
& Luckmann 1967).  I verified my observations with education assistants and SC/USA staff.  

Rationale for Using Data Sets.  Though the data sets were generated for different 
purposes, they offer a variety of viewpoints that can be examined and integrated as a means of 
analyzing the notions and practices of stakeholders regarding community schools.  The two 
inquiries were explicitly designed to gather information on aspirations, attitudes and activities of 
community school students and parents (data set 1), and the quality of education that the 
community schools provide (data set 2), but they also throw some interesting light on the broader 
topic of stakeholder notions and practices regarding community schools.  As the data are 
qualitative in nature, there are many ways to interpret their meaning.  The aim of this study is to 
“generate insights, to explain events, and to seek understanding…. in a wholistic social context” 
(Anderson 1989, 253) and the data sets contribute to this goal.  
 

Quality of the Data  
 
The primary source of information in both data sets comes from interviews.  The 

interviews in data set 1 are reliable because of the large number of interviewees that offered 
similar responses.  Because data set 2 was driven by naturalistic inquiry, data quality is guided 
by selecting the pieces of data that are most relevant to answering the research questions (Guba 
& Lincoln 1981).  Interview reliability was determined by checking responses with others in 
similar roles.  For example, I would ask certain teachers whether they agreed or disagreed with 
responses given by other teachers to interview questions and why.  As Guba and Lincoln (1989) 
point out with regard to naturalistic inquiry, data trustworthiness or authenticity has to be tested 
for its credibility, fittingness, auditability, and confirmability.  Credibility (or value) and 
fittingness (or applicability) were tested by asking and confirming interview responses with other 
local stakeholders, either in the same role or one connected to it.  Also through my prolonged 
engagement in Mali, I was able to build trust.  Auditability (or consistency) and confirmability 
(or neutrality) were tested through triangulating research methods, member checks, and peer 
debriefings.  In data set 2, visiting a village more than once provided an opportunity to ask the 
same questions again and compare the responses given; it enabled me also to have more fruitful 
discussions, as people became more familiar with me and talked more openly about their notions 
of, and practices with, the community schools.   
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Data Analysis 
 
Data sets 1 and 2 were analyzed by producing “lists of concern and value” (Guba & 

Lincoln 1981, 314).  While reading and rereading survey and interview responses, I wrote down 
a list of the areas most often discussed by the participants.  The lists determined which themes to 
code, and the themes were then systematically coded in a careful re-read of survey and interview 
responses.  This process allowed me to determine patterns in responses regarding recurring 
understandings, experiences, and issues discussed by the interviewees.  The themes emerged 
from what was said; i.e., the subject matter and how it was treated guided my coding process 
(Guba & Lincoln 1981).  I did not determine a preexisting set of concepts.  I crosschecked for 
contradicting information by asking various stakeholders about the reality of certain themes and 
where they ranked in priority for them.     

While in Mali, I remained primarily in the “discovery” mode, but moved towards 
verifying my emerging themes during my last two months in the country.  Before I left, I made a 
point of talking to all of my main contacts including some education assistants and SC/USA 
personnel who worked with me regularly.  In these final discussions, I asked them specific 
questions about particular issues and themes that I saw as emerging from the data to see how 
they would respond.  I wanted to hear both verification and counterarguments in order to better 
understand the complexities associated with issues such as: teachers’ salaries, working 
relationships between local and international staff, new directions, the tensions between serving 
original project goals and newer ones set by donors, and quality issues.  This strategy served as a 
means to verify whether my observations and discussions were on target or misconstrued.   

In addition, before I left I had an exit interview with the SC/USA staff and articulated 
what I saw and the conclusions that I was beginning to reach.  Both were then included in a final 
report for SC/USA on the community schools program.  After returning to the United States, I 
continued to code my qualitative data from both data sets in order to verify the themes for this 
study.  I did peer debriefings with professors and colleagues who also had either done research 
on SC/USA’s community school program themselves or been exposed to them in the field.  The 
goal of the debriefings was to share and discuss my ideas with others to verify again whether 
they had also seen similar patterns.12   

Once I was certain of the themes that I would concentrate on for the local, national, and 
international level understandings regarding the notions and practices of community school 
stakeholders in Mali, I began to analyze them from the perspective of the Venn diagram pictured 
above (Figure 2) in order to explain where there was convergence and divergence in themes or 
issues of concern.     

 

 

 

Presentation of Data as an Embedded Case Study 
 
The purpose of the study is to examine the situation of community schools in Mali in 

order to gain insight into the notions and practices associated with them at a variety of 
interrelated levels: international, national, and local.  Because of the complex nature of the 

                                                 
12 Dana Burde, Steve Klees, Peter Easton, Yolande Miller-Grandvaux, Joshua Muskin, and various employees at 
international NGOs in particular were especially helpful in their willingness to discuss their opinions and 
experiences opinions of the community schools as well as share their own interpretations.    
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community school phenomenon and the multi-level frame of reference adopted, I decided that it 
was best to present the data as an embedded case study.  This case study includes an analysis of 
the outside forces that have an impact the current community school environment in Mali as well 
as its internal dynamics.  The contextual information surrounding community schools is drawn 
from multiple sources (historical analysis, secondary data, and document reviews).  Embedded 
case studies are useful for presenting a complex interaction, such as the one between the 
community school and its context (Yin 1993).  In this study, the multiple layers of the 
community school situation were taken into account to better understand the patterns in various 
stakeholders’ notions and practices of them, including looking historically at how the community 
schools have evolved in Mali.      

 

 

 

Limitations of the Study 
 
I am broadly interested in the economic, historical, political, and cultural factors in Mali 

that impinge on the evolving nature of community schools.  The same process or evolution of 
events may not occur in other countries.  The purpose of the study is not to make 
generalizations13 about how to classify community schools, but to fill a gap in the literature by 
presenting an integrated analysis of the notions and practices of community schools in the field 
in Mali.  The point of this research is to make a contribution to the existing literature by 
presenting a case study that sheds light on an often-overlooked aspect, the local participants’ 
notions and practices regarding community schools.  However, because the data sets are mostly 
qualitative and because there are problems associated with using existing agency literature as 
data sources (such as not having a complete picture of the validity and reliability of their data), 
there are limitations to this study.   

Because I use a constructivist viewpoint to interpret the findings of this study, the activity 
of constructing meaning necessarily includes my personal perspectives and opinions about what 
is important to highlight.  Just as different notions and practices create different meanings and 
needs for those involved in the community schools, there can be different interpretations of the 
same subject (Easton 1998).  Another researcher doing the same study might well collect data 
differently, construct analysis in another manner, arrive at different conclusions, and make 
different recommendations than what I present here.   

As a human being, I have built-in biases and this study exhibits them.  In all research, 
questions and interpretations are influenced by the theories that researchers select to guide the 
study as well as by their own critical orientations.  Clearly, my own biases are displayed through 
the manner in which I interpret my data.  In the presentation of the data, I have tried to highlight 
points where my interpretation may be influenced by personal bias.  For example, while I was in 
Mali talking to the teachers about their salary issues, I started to feel that it was not fair that the 
rural villagers supporting a community school paid for the teachers’ salary while others in peri-
urban or urban areas did not have to contribute such funding for teachers in the formal schools.  
In the data presentation of this issue, I remark how I was swayed by the arguments there and that 
my evolving perspective constitutes a personal understanding of the situation that could 
influence data collection and interpretations.   

                                                 
13 Though, as Guba and Lincoln (1989) discuss, the case study may provide transferability if it facilitates the reader 
to draw inferences that are applicable to his or her own experiences (224). 
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Another limitation is that there are inevitable disadvantages to using secondary data and 
agency literature as data sources, which stem from lack of control over the original research 
design, the selection of variables, or the data collection.  This limitation applies more to data set 
1 than to data set 2, as I was the principal researcher for data set 2, even though I collected it as a 
SC/USA research intern.  An effort to triangulate by introducing other data sources (gray 
literature and other evaluations) is part of the research strategy to address limitations in this 
study.   

The most substantial limitation to this study though, as it aims to present other people’s 
notions and practices of community schools rather than my own, is that I am not Malian, nor do I 
speak fluent Bambara.  Though I am proficient in French, the national language in Mali, it is still 
a second language and I may have missed some subtle meanings even in the responses translated 
to me, or the viewpoints given me directly in French.  Many responses to interviews were 
translated from Bambara to French to English introducing room for error in interpretation.  I did 
not do any of the translation in data set 1, from Bambara to French; SC/USA staff did this.  I did 
the French to English translation, however.  In data set 2 interviews with SMC members, I asked 
questions in French which were translated into Bambara, by either SC/USA staff or education 
assistants, and responses to which were then translated back to me from Bambara into French.  
All other interviews were done orally in either French or English; I translated the French 
interviews from my written notes into English.  I often repeated what I was hearing in a different 
way to make sure I fully understood the interviewees’ responses in data set 2.   

Finally, because I was presented to the villagers as part of the SC/USA staff, their 
perception of me as a white foreigner who potentially had weight in deciding where donor 
money could go may have influenced the tenor of some responses.  However, as I lived in 
Bougouni, rather than in Bamako, I was able to cultivate relationships with people so that they 
had a better understanding of my role eventually.  I saw people involved in the community 
schools outside of the work context.  For example, I often was invited with my family to eat 
dinner at colleagues’ homes.  I was able to work consistently with one education assistant 
employed by a local NGO who was extremely helpful as interpreter, transporter and cohort, 
during the collection of data for data set 2.  Because of my various efforts to triangulate data, to 
draw from a multitude of data sources, and to verify my analyses, I feel that the limitations to the 
study do not jeopardize the results, as long as they are applied to the community schools in Mali 
in the context of the 1999-2000 academic year.       
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CHAPTER 4 
 

THE NATURE AND HISTORY OF COMMUNITY SCHOOLS: ALTERNATIVE 
EDUCATION STRATEGIES IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA  

 
 

 
 In chapter 4, I examine the term “community schools” and how they are used as 
education strategies in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).  I begin the chapter with an analysis of the 
current literature on alternative education models for education development, and how they are 
used and have evolved in SSA.  I end the chapter with a presentation on SC/USA’s community 
schools program in Mali, showing its historical evolution from a focus on providing education 
for local development needs to a focus on providing education that serves both national and 
international goals.     
 

 

 

An Overview of Alternative Education Strategies  
 

A community school is frequently considered to be an alternative education model in the 
developing world context simply because it is a school created outside of the formal education 
system and/or uses teaching/learning processes that differ from those associated with formal 
schools.  Alternative is a nebulous term, however, and like nonformal education, alternative 
education models are designed for a variety of purposes and take on different meanings.  For 
example, alternative schools in the United States alone include “free schools,” which grew out of 
dissatisfaction with the nature and purpose of public education in the early 1970s; “open 
classrooms” and “schools without walls,” schools that attempt to erase the formalized 
relationships between student and teacher; home schooling; schools for at-risk children; schools 
for the arts; and carefully structured schools that are designed to impart certain educational 
philosophies such as Montessori or Waldorf schools.  A single definition of alternative schools is 
impossible to provide, though it can be said that all are created in response to a felt educational 
need that was not attended to in the public school system.   

To illustrate, John Dewey discussed progressive education in the 1930s as a kind of 
alternative to the public school system.  Dewey (1952) believed that educational experiences 
should be consciously designed to meet and match the needs of the community, to reflect 
democratic values, and to contribute to achieving social ends.  Rejecting the theories espoused by 
supporters, educators and administrators of public schools, he endorsed community activities or 
work as part of an education program to enable children to become successful problem solvers 
and community members.  Linking curricula to children’s experiences and interests, as well as to 
their social context was one way in which Dewey highlighted the importance of democratic 
values and encouraged critical thinking and the development of reflective inquiry skills (Dewey 
1952).  The role of the teacher was to structure learning to help students create a relationship 
between experience and individual thinking.   

 Though alternative schools of one type or another have arisen in countries throughout the 
world, in no society have they become a predominant educational philosophy for any length of 
time.  For example, even though Dewey’s progressive schools achieved some notoriety and 
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fame, and spawned other movements at the beginning of the twentieth century, they waned in 
popularity by the 1950s during the era of cold war anxiety and cultural conservatism.   

As Dewey remarks, there has always been a struggle between traditional and progressive 
or alternative ideas about schooling (Dewey 1952).  Traditional education is handed down from 
the past and skill acquisition is a means for attaining a certain end, while progressive education 
aims to instill democratic practices, cooperative inquiry and a social vision that draws from the 
learning context (Dewey 1952).   

Since the early 1990s, with the growing realization that developing countries are 
continuing to experience difficulties in providing universal primary education, there has been 
increasing interest in community schools or alternative educational strategies (with ideological 
assumptions similar to those identified by Dewey) on the part of donors concerned with 
educational development (Farrell 2001, Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 2002).  Community schools 
can arise spontaneously or by design, but often they come about because of some expressed 
dissatisfaction with the formal school system.  In the African case, Thompson (2001) suggests 
that this increase in the popularity of alternative forms of education, like community schools, is 
due to several factors:  

 
first, the direct results of the dysfunction of a de-culturated mainstream formal education; 
secondly, the desire of communities and groups to decide what and how their children 
must learn; thirdly, the developments at the regional and global levels e.g. the Education 

for All Initiative and other regional initiatives and lastly, the impact of educational 
philosophical thoughts (13). 
 
Alternative education models are ideally designed to effect educational change within a 

community or nation and there have been examples of such reform efforts for over a century.  In 
the last twenty years in particular, their popularity has grown rapidly in international 
development circles.  Farrell (2001) goes so far as to say that these models have staged a “quiet 
revolution” over the last decade, given their rapid rise in their numbers and the variety of 
strategies that they use.  He has a database of over one hundred examples of alternative models 
to formal schooling in developing countries.  He points out that very little is known about them, 
even within the country where they operate.  To begin to better understand this phenomenon, 
Farrell (2001) has developed the following list of descriptive characteristics of an alternative 
education model:  

 
• Child-centered; 
 
• Active learning; 
 
• Multi-grade classrooms; 

 
• Less-trained teachers; 

 
• Parent/community participation; 

 
• Peer tutoring; 
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• Self-guiding learning materials developed; 
 

• Student involvement in governance and management of schools; 
 

• Radio usage; 
 

• In-service teacher training (ongoing or regular); 
 

• Ongoing monitoring and evaluation feedback systems; 
 

• Free flow of children and adults between schools and communities; 
 

• Attention to nutrition and health; and  
 

• Flexible school day/calendar. 
 
Not all models include all of these attributes, of course, and most only have a handful of the 
above in their programs.  This list of characterizations is a synthesis of descriptors drawn from 
“best practices” in models that exist so far. 

Farrell’s (2001) list of descriptors differs from what one traditionally thinks of a formal 
classroom, where there is a clear division between grades, a strict academic calendar, and 
certified teachers.  Most traditional schools provide “chalk and talk” rather than exploring a 
variety of methods for teaching; and most purvey state approved curricula using “core” subjects 
that often flow from Northern ideas about education (Arnove 1980).  As Tyack and Cuban 
(1995) point out, such universal patterns of education are hard to dispel; a standard “grammar” of 
expected patterns of what comprises a “real school” has been branded into the collective 
consciousness and constitutes a globally accepted model.  Yet, agreeing with Dewey (1952), 
Farrell (2001) suggests that this widely accepted model for education is fundamentally anti-
learning.  It does not incorporate the wide variety of “ways of knowing” into its model 
(Masemann 1990).     

As mentioned earlier, alternative education programs represent a reaction to deficiencies 
in formal education.  Farrell (2001) writes that the wide variety in alternative education models 
that exist today is an indication that long-entrenched assumptions about traditional schooling can 
be challenged.  Only recently though, have these alternative education models been given 
increased attention in developing nations in an effort to better understand their promise and 
challenges and to capture some of the lessons learned from their use that could contribute to 
improving the overall education system in each country (Farrell 2001, Miller-Grandvaux & 
Yoder 2002).  Farrell (2001) suggests that experience to date with alternative education models 
in developing countries has at least taught us the following lessons:  

 
• Traditional models of schooling can be decentralized without cost implications; 
 
• Teachers are not necessarily obstacles to fundamental school change; 

 
• Governments can give up control over schools; 
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• Children are naturally driven to learn; 
 

• Multi-grading works well; and 
 

• Early childhood education is essential to enable a student to learn to his/her fullest 
potential.   

 
Farrell (2001) also finds that the alternative education strategies most frequently deployed in 
developing countries have a series of common traits.  They typically entail:   
 

• Working with marginalized children (either in urban or rural areas) who have missed out                         
       on primary education;  
 
• Using smaller classroom sizes;  

 
• Focusing on gender equity in the classroom;  

 
• Training paraprofessional teachers in nonformal settings; 

 
• Adopting curriculum that may (or may not) vary from those of the formal schools.  If the      
      community schools use the same curriculum as their formal counterparts, however, it is   
      often a condensed version);   
 
• Involving community or parents to some degree in the management and daily support of   
      the school; and   

 
• Referencing schools supported by BRAC (Bangladesh Rural Advancement Commission)   
      and Columbia’s Escuela Nueva (New School) as models that inspired the design of the  
      alternative program.   

 
Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) write about similar characteristics among community 
schools in SSA as well as about some of the particular strengths and weaknesses of the African 
variety and the specific challenges that they face.  (Their views will be discussed in more detail 
in the next section).    

Most other documents concerning alternative education models, and/or community 
schools, are written by international NGOs and donors or technical agencies and are usually 
devoted to presenting a specific program, like the BRAC experiences or community schools in 
Egypt (e.g., Prather, 1993, Kline 2000, Guttman (no date), Figueredo & Anzalone 2003, 
UNICEF 1993).  In a 1993 document, however, UNICEF outlines the rationale for using NFE to 
diversify strategies for achieving UPE, analyzes what is needed to make such approaches 
effective, and provides a series of case examples.  The same document underscores the need to 
make sure NFE approaches are of high quality, link to the formal school system, and have 
adequate support.  If these characteristics are ensured, then UNICEF (1993) maintains that NFE 
approaches can be appropriate innovations to use within the formal school setting, in traditional 
indigenous education institutions, and in nonformal programs that use flexible calendars, 
paraprofessionals, multi-grade classrooms, an accelerated curriculum, and convenient facilities 
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(4-6).  Based on case study research, the same source formulates ten conditions that determine 
the effectiveness of alternative education models: 

 
1. A unified comprehensive system for UPE; 
 
2. A supportive climate of opinion; 

 
3. A support structure for planning and implementation; 

 
4. Adequate resources; 

 
5. Strong community and parent involvement; 

 
6. Assessment of learning achievement; 

 
7. Taking advantage of modern and traditional media potential; 

 
8. Expansion and replication of innovations; 

 
9. Addressing gender disparity; and 

 
10. Continuing educational opportunities beyond primary education (UNICEF 1993, 6-10). 

 
As suggested in this section, and as Farrell (2001) and Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) point 
out, generalizations about alternative education models are difficult to make due to their great 
variety and the very different specific contexts to which they are adapted.  For the purpose of this 
study, it is important to narrow the definition of alternative education somewhat and to focus on 
what community schools are experiencing in Mali.  To this end, the next section is devoted to 
introducing community school education in sub-Saharan Africa, analyzing what alternative 
education strategies mean in Africa, and describing their leading characteristics in Mali through 
an examination of SC/USA’s community school program.    

 
 

 

Community Schools as a Form of Alternative Education in Sub-Saharan Africa 
 

In this section, I present examples of alternative education models that speak to the 
history and nature of their use in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).  In this section, the two most 
frequently cited alternative education models in East Africa are described as a prelude to 
examining the experiences in Mali: Education for Self-Reliance in Tanzania in the 1960s, and the 
Harambee schools in Kenya initiated in 1963.  Both represent education models that grew out of 
a recognition that the current formal education system was not meeting critical needs.  Both met 
with some success as well as failure.           
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In the Arusha Declaration of 1967, Julius Nyerere, the President of the country, identified 
African socialism with communal living, or ujamaa,14 and encouraged collective activities in 
agriculture to promote rural development.  People in Tanzania were encouraged (and sometimes 
forced) to work, live, and learn together for the benefit of the nation.  Education for Self-

Reliance (ESR), the title of a well-known work by Nyerere, was also an integral part of the 
vision described in the Arusha Declaration to counteract the effects of the colonial education 
that, Nyerere (1968) declared, had enslaved Tanzanians to ‘northern’ interests and norms at the 
expense of their traditional values.  ESR was conceived as an education for liberation from the 
elitist values of colonial schools and as a means of promoting voluntary and cooperative efforts 
to achieve local development (Mulenga 2001).  Nyerere (1968) advocated for a model of 
education that connected its participants to their local society, benefited the common good, and 
fostered a spirit of cooperation and equality.  Nyerere proposed the following values as a basis 
for reforming the Tanzanian education system: 

 
1. Education should be oriented to rural life; 
 
2. Teachers and students should engage together in productive activities and students 

should participate in the planning and decision-making process of organizing these 
activities; 

 
3. Productive work should become an integral part of the school curriculum and provide 

meaningful learning experiences through the integration of theory and practice;  
 

4. The importance of examinations should be downgraded;  
 

5. Children should start school at the age of 7 so that they are sufficiently mature to 
engage in self-reliant and productive work when they leave school; 

 
6. Primary education should be complete in itself rather than serve merely as a means to 

higher education; and 
 

7. Students should become self-confident and cooperative, and develop critical and 
inquiring minds (Kassam 1995, 253).  

 
National reforms based on ESR were met with mixed success.  Not all policies were 

implemented and Tanzania continually faced resource shortages and international pressure to 
link education to economic production rather than social change.  Even though Nyerere managed 
to achieve nearly universal primary education, widespread adoption of maternal language 
instruction, and design of more relevant education for Tanzania, ESR as a national education 
strategy was not sustainable (Samoff 1990).  The ideology that supported ESR did not fare well 
in practice.  It proved too difficult to alter the colonial schools enough to integrate them into an 
ujamaa model for the economic and community system (Mulenga 2001).  Furthermore, the 
government could not afford to maintain the infrastructure that it developed in the 1970s to 
support health and education delivery, and the quality of education decayed.  By 1993, the 

                                                 
14 Ujamaa means familyhood in Swahili.  Nyerere based his vision for national development on an African socialism 
based in family life.     



 46

proportion of primary school-aged children in school declined to 82%, and then fell further with 
the introduction of primary school enrollment fees (World Bank 2002b). 

In neighboring Kenya after the country’s accession to independence in 1963, the 
Harambee15 movement led to a grassroots community initiative to develop self-help secondary 
schools in the absence of national provision.  The Harambee movement is another example of 
efforts to make African schools more relevant to African lives.  The Harambee movement began 
spontaneously when Kenyans recognized the need to improve secondary education and make it 
more relevant to future economic opportunities for youth.  Operationally, community 
participants devise and implement Harambee schools in three phases: initiation, organization, 
and implementation.  The goal of the initiation phase is to create awareness of the local need for 
secondary education facilities.  A campaign is led by a community leader, such as the village 
chief, a district education officer, a teacher, etc. to discuss Harambee options with a community.  
The organization phase is when strategies for leadership, participation, and fundraising are 
established.  During the implementation phase, working groups take charge and oversee 
activities for putting a Harambee school in place.  Funding for Harambee schools comes mostly 
from wealthy citizens and international NGOs established to support them through donations; 
community members contribute to their construction.  A Harambee school is modeled after a 
government school, yet the government did not take responsibility for them until 1990 (Rugh & 
Bossert 1998).  Though the Harambee schools expanded secondary education opportunities, even 
for girls, they faced problems such as low quality, inequitable provision of services, variable 
costs for parents, and unplanned growth which causes schools to fold (Rugh & Bossert 1998).    

As seen in these examples, the notion that the activities that alternative education models 
promote are directly linked to economic and social development is a persistently recurring issue 
for education.  In African countries, there has been a continual debate about the underlying and 
very basic purpose of schools.  The pendulum tends to swing with changing political, economic, 
and cultural climes.   

The latest shift in the use of alternative education models as an education development 
strategy in SSA began in the 1990s after many African nations continued to witness declining 
education enrollment rates.  Table 5 identifies the number of community schools examined in 
Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder’s (2002) study. 

 
 
 
Table 5: Number (#) of Community Schools by Country in SSA 
Country # of Schools Country # of Schools Country # of Schools

Benin 1217 Guinea 254 Togo 38 
Burkina Faso 23 Malawi 1657 Uganda 190 
Ethiopia 1305 Mali 1718 Zambia 4 
Gambia 27 Somalia 19   
Ghana 547 South Sudan 8   
Source: Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder (2002) 
 
 

                                                 
15 Harambee is a Swahili word meaning “lets pull together” (Bray 1986). 
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Community schools are increasingly the focus of attention as a promising and innovative 
alternative education model.  In the following section, I present an overview and analysis of 
community school programs in sub-Saharan Africa today and their various characteristics.     
 

Community Schools Today in Sub-Saharan Africa 
 
Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) use “community-based school management” as a 

theme for their research on the strengths and weaknesses of community schools, and the roles 
that they play in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).  They state that community-based management is a 
common element of all community schools in SSA.  Finding it difficult to define community 
schools, Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) used in their study a conception of community 
schools as institutions that involve community members in the managerial, administrative and/or 
financial responsibilities of running the school.  Additionally, they distinguished community 
schools from NFE programs.  NFE programs are traditionally outside of the formal education 
system, whereas some community schools have direct links to state education system. Though 
the community schools in their study drew from NFE methods to guide teaching methodologies 
and introduce subjects relevant to local life in the classroom, they were all identified as 
institutions with some links to the formal education system in the country.   

Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) identify a community school in Africa as a school 
that is created with the help of the community.  The community school either uses the 
government curriculum or a different one.  The community schools in Mali are a mixture of 
those that follow the government curriculum and those that follow an independent curriculum 
that combines national curriculum topics with indigenous interests.  What makes a community 
school different from a formal school when it uses the same curriculum is the management and 
support structures used in the community schools.  Local management of the community school 
differentiates it from the traditional school.       
 Community schools are often treated and viewed differently at the national level 
depending upon the country and the national education authorities’ opinions of them.  As Miller-
Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) point out, in some countries such as Chad, which has écoles 

spontanées (spontaneous schools), the government does not encourage their development 
because they do not think that they are of high quality, even though they are strongly supported 
by certain villages.  In other countries, such as Mali and Senegal, the government uses 
community schools as a tool to decentralize the education system and accepts community school 
graduates in the formal schools.   Finally, in countries, such as Zambia, the government works 
very closely with the community to accredit the community schools.   

Community schools may or may not have the goal of transforming the educational 
institutions that exist in their host country.  Often, they complement the formal school system in 
meeting the educational needs of the local population.  On the other hand, they can be 
established to reform and transform how education is provided in countries.  Hoppers (2000) 
talks about the “new basic schools” in Africa, which focus on “learners and on skills related to 
the country’s cultural and moral values, but also to civic responsibilities and to the rapidly 
modernising world of work” (10).  These schools use functional bilingualism, and flexible 
schedules, staff, and infrastructure to provide youth with needed skills.   
 In either case, community schools are capable of changing the educational landscape of 
an African country.  They offer fresh opportunities for unschooled youth in rural areas where low 
access to formal education for all populations, particularly for girls, is the problem (UNESCO 
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2003).  The goals of Education for All (EFA)16 include turning to alternative education models, 
such as community schools, to achieve increased access to a basic education that is more relevant 
to the rural context, cost-effective, of better quality, and able to democratize the governance of 
schools through decentralized processes and local accountability (Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 
2002).  Ideally, there is more space for change and parental and/or teacher input in this context.  
Clearly, as the name suggests, what differentiates a community school from a formal school even 
if it has links to formal schools, is the central focus on community and how its members 
contribute to  improving the school system.  In theory, community schools are locally owned and 
parents and other community members contribute in part to the daily processes and management 
of the school.  This may include contributing to the school financially, administratively, and to 
the design and content of the curricula.   

Yet, community schools are often located in rural areas in Africa where balancing the 
human and financial resource requirements of a school with other community needs is 
challenging.  Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) explain how those involved in community 
schools often find it difficult to balance the strengths and challenges that characterize community 
school education.  They say that a community school is rarely able to work on more than one 
area that needs strengthening at a time.  For example, a community’s inability to provide a 
trained teacher for a community school may result in poor teacher quality.  In other words, the 
expected strengths of community schools can encounter contradictions or criticisms.  Miller-
Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) point out how the complexities of a community school are not easy 
to address, as they are by no means ideal models of education.  Rather, community schools are 
often put into place to meet the most pressing needs in environments where there are many 
challenges for a child to complete the full primary cycle.  Rarely can one community fully 
overcome all of the challenges that arise in supporting a community school.  Table 6, based on 
Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder’s (2002) lists of strengths and challenges of community schools in 
sub-Saharan Africa, further supports their point that each potential reason for why community 
schools work well (or strength) is often met with hurdles to overcome to achieve this strength (or 
challenge).     

 
 
 
Table 6:  Strengths of and Challenges for Community School Education 
Potential Strengths of Community 

School Education  

Potential Challenges for Community 

School Education 

Fulfill demand for education Lack of teachers, local resources, 
community financing, government support, 
financial and managerial sustainability 

Increase access and enrollment Lack of teachers, low enrollment, high 
dropout and repetition rates, lack of 
continuity to public or secondary schools, 
lack of certification 

Improvements in gender equity Not reaching gender equity goals 
  

                                                 
16 EFA will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5 as a driving force behind the rise of community schools on the 
international level.  Basically, EFA is an international policy and commitment among nations to try to attain 100% 
enrollment rates for children in primary school by the year 2015.  
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Table 6: Continued  
Improved retention, particularly for girls Low enrollments, high dropout and 

repetition rates 
Increased quality of education Lack of textbooks and materials, poor 

student performance, poor teacher 
qualifications, poor quality of education, 
poor infrastructure, lack of contact with 
other schools for academic and extra-
curricular activities 

Improved student performance Poor student performance, inability of 
community school graduates to further 
their education in public schools 

Good results with untrained teachers; new 
method of teaching and learning 

Poor teacher qualifications, lack of 
recognition for unofficial teacher training, 
lack of support and supervision for teachers

Improved infrastructure Poor infrastructure 
Increased government and outside support; 
impacts on national education systems and 
education reform 

Lack of financial and managerial 
sustainability, lack of legislation regarding 
community schools  

Increased government-community relations 
and partnerships 

Hostile attitudes toward and lack of 
information about community schools 

Effective parents’ associations; 
communities more involved in education 

Lack of financial and managerial 
sustainability 

Increased relevance of schools to local 
needs 

Lack of knowledge in how to insert local 
needs into formalized learning environment 

Source: Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder (2002), p. vi – vii. 
 
 
 
As Table 6 suggests, there are a fair number of obstacles to overcome for those communities 
interested in supporting and managing a community school.  This list indicates that it is unlikely 
that a community could tackle more than one of these issues at a time.     

Also, what Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) outline as challenges faced by 
community schools in Table 6 does not differ greatly from Gilbert and Tounkara’s (2002) list 
compiled to facilitate discussion of educational development challenges in sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA) in general.  They list the following education challenges for West and Central Africa:   

 
• Schools are not equipped to address the realities of their surrounding environments.  As a 

result, they do not meet the community’s needs and parents are not motivated to invest in 
a system perceived as offering little hope of improving living conditions. 

 
• Demographic growth has outstripped economic growth, limiting the government’s ability 

to respond to families’ requirements in terms of schooling. 
 

• Distribution of responsibilities between the government and communities, with respect to 
the management of education, is not equitable. 
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• A severe shortage of financial and other resources for school infrastructures, poorly 

qualified teachers, and very low household incomes (Gilbert & Tounkara 2002, 2).   
 

The only areas of challenge where alternative education models seem to differ from 
traditional ones involve the critical factors that Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) identify as 
determining the success of a community school in Africa, based on their analysis of existing 
community schools in SSA today: 

 
• Recognizing community schools legally and integrating them into the national education 

system; 
 
• Governments paying for teacher salaries, teacher training, improving teachers’ working 

conditions, and professionalizing community school teachers;  
 

• Ensuring that local and central government agencies monitor and support community 
school teachers; 

 
• Governments providing textbooks and teaching materials; 

 
• Governments paying a portion of construction costs; 

 
• Local government becoming responsible for community schools; 

 
• Upholding community management of schools; 

 
• Identifying and supporting local community leaders; 

 
• Supporting capacity building for parent committees and committee federations; 

 
• Encouraging continued NGO involvement in education; 

 
• Developing close relationships with public schools; 

 
• Paying school fees as a collectivity rather than having parents pay for each student;  

 
• Continuing to offer alternative education, including practical subjects in the curriculum; 

and 
 

• Forming regional networks of exchange (vii). 
 
Interestingly, much of what is mentioned above creates an expectation of a greater role to be 
played by the government in the evolution of the community school, and this may interrupt the 
process that community schools set out to establish – building the capacity within the community 
to design, implement and monitor their own school system in the spirit of reconnecting the 
formal learning environment to practical rural development efforts.  Miller-Grandvaux and 
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Yoder (2002) essentially say that the more the community school complements the government 
school model, the more likely it is that it will be sustained.  However, the more the community 
school follows the national education system, the less it is able to address the concerns of the 
village, especially when its ideas for school improvement do not fall under the umbrella of the 
national education system.      
 So, why are community schools so popular as an education strategy if they are fraught 
with the usual challenges for educational development in Africa, and with contradictions?  One 
reason may be that there is a perception that community schools in Africa cost less to build than 
government schools.  The Economist (1995, March) reports that a “village school” costs $1,500 
compared to roughly $10,000 for a government school.  Also, teachers get paid about an eighth 
of what they would get paid in a public school.  However, this argument is not unchallenged.  
According to Tietjen (1999):  
 

There is far more expense associated with the creation and operation of the community 
schools than has generally been publicized or acknowledged…schools do not function 
independently, but require support and a support structure that represent considerable 
costs in addition to more apparent routine school operations and consume a considerable 
portion of the total school budget (78). 
 
The economic considerations surrounding community schools bring up other issues 

concerning community schools that are subject to debate, in particular, the argument that they are 
often schools offered to the “poorest of the poor.”  If this is the case, then why is it that rural 
people who are most in need of government support are asked to pay more for their children’s 
education in community schools than is required of their urban counterparts whose children 
attend formal schools that receive the full benefit of human and financial resources supplied by 
the public?17  In general, and to varying degrees, communities interested in participating in a 
community school program are expected to pay for the schools’ construction and upkeep, and to 
finance, in part, the teachers’ pay, educational materials and the opportunity cost for managing 
the school.   

Bray (1986) discusses the issue of community financing of school activities and points to 
both positive and negative effects.  Governments often cannot pay for education (they may be 
prioritizing their resource allocation in favor of the military rather than education, for example, 
or they may be responding to pressures from international financial institutions to restructure 
their current system), leaving the rural community with no other option than to pay for their own 
initiatives if they are interested in setting up an education institution.  The positive effect of a 
community contributing directly to the support of a school is that people in the village become 
involved in the school and begin to value the education offered because they feel more connected 
to what is being done and have more control over its direction.  Ideally, this involvement of 
parents and other community members should extend beyond contributing to infrastructure 
improvements to avoid community exploitation and overburdening already poor households.  
However, the extent and kind of local involvement in a community school is an area that needs 
to be further explored, as this is potentially where already marginalized communities are being 
asked to pay, in lieu of the state, for their child’s education.     

Yet, despite the challenges of equity, cost, and management, community schools continue 
to grow in number and influence in SSA.  International donors continue to support them as 
                                                 
17 Both Steven Klees and Dana Burde asked this question when I discussed my study with them.        
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effective spaces for learning that did not exist before.  National education decentralization plans 
in Africa (such as those in Mali, Senegal and Zambia) often include community schools.  Even 
though, as Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) conclude, a host of factors contribute to 
improved education, not just the novel idea of creating community schools, this kind of 
alternative education model is often endorsed to increase access and enrollment rates in SSA by 
policy makers.  In the next section, I analyze the historical context of community schools in Mali 
and present SC/USA’s community schools program.   

 
 
 

Community Schools in Mali 

 
The oldest community school in Mali began in 1963 in a village called Zansoni in 

Koutiala.  It and others that sprang up in this region began as local initiatives, when communities 
were dissatisfied with the formal education offered.  The second wave of community schools 
arrived in Mali in the 1990s with SC/USA’s sponsorship, in the southwestern region of Mali, 
Kolondieba.  Other international NGOs also began to support community schools so that now 
they also exist in Koulikoro, on the outskirts of Bamako, Ségou, Mopti, Sikasso, and Bougouni 
regions.      

The political, economic and sociocultural context will be discussed in greater detail when 
the national level dialogue on community schools in Mali is presented in chapter 6. In the present 
chapter, I first analyze why community schools became so popular in Mali, and this is followed 
by the presentation of a specific example, that of the SC/USA program.  A map of Mali is 
presented below to serve as a reference for identifying areas of community school activity in 
Mali.  
 

 

 
Figure 3: Map of Mali 
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In brief, a history of mismanagement of educational affairs and a lack of state funding, in 
an environment where the demand for education was high and supply was low, encouraged 
Malians to seek alternatives to the formal education system for their children.  At the national 
level, the Ministry of Education (MOE) could not meet the rising demand for primary school.  At 
the local level, people were dissatisfied with the quality of education within the public school 
system.  As in most countries, paradoxes existed within the Malian education system.   

In such a situation, Mali became fertile ground for alternative education models, such as 
community schools, particularly in rural areas.  Almost 2000 community schools operate in Mali 
today, most having opened since 1992 with the support of USAID, GTZ or German Technical 
Cooperation, the World Bank and various international NGOs (e.g. SC/USA, World Education, 
Africare, CARE).18  These organizations work collaboratively, but they each have a different 
approach when it comes to the implementation of their community schools program.  Table 7 is a 
breakdown of international NGO-sponsored community schools in Mali in 2003 by region.   
 
 
 
Table 7: Number of Community Schools by Region in Mali in 2003 
Sponsoring 

International NGO 

Koulikoro Sikasso Segou Tombouctou District of 

Bamako 

World Education 504  284  11 
Save the Children/USA  804    
Africare   80   
CARE    24  
Total 504 804 364 24 1707 
Source: USAID (2003) 
 
 

 
SC/USA’s community schools program aims to increase access to relevant, quality 

education for Malian children while encouraging the active participation of parents’ associations 
and other community representatives in the program (Save the Children/USA no date).  SC/USA 
and the other international NGOs implement their programs in partnership with local NGOs.  
The international NGO aims, ultimately, to transfer the responsibility for managing and 
overseeing such a program to local NGOs.  To this end, it shares the responsibility for managing 
the community schools program with the local NGO in order to help the latter develop its 
knowledge and skills, i.e. its capacity.  International NGOs vary in their approach to working 
with local NGOs and the community schools.  For example, SC/USA places more emphasis on 
working in the classrooms to develop life skills curriculum and more active teaching techniques, 
while World Education uses the government sponsored curriculum and places more emphasis on 
working with the school management committees or parent councils.  The partner NGOs learn 
technical skills based on the international NGOs’ programmatic focus.  To give a more 
illustrative example of how a community school program is designed, implemented, and 

                                                 
18 Tounkara (2001) estimates that because of donor contributions, access to basic education opportunities in all of 
Mali increased from 46% to 65% between 1996 and 2000.  More information on the current education context in 
Mali is provided in Chapter 6. 
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managed by an international NGO in Mali, an overview of SC/USA’s community school 
program is described in the following section.  
 

SC/USA’s Community Schools Program in Mali 
 
Save the Children/USA (no date) uses six key programming principles to guide its 

activities: child-centeredness, gender equity, empowerment, sustainability, scaling-up and 
measurable impact.  Based on these, as well as on a participatory process assessing strategies and 
results, and reflection on future directions and approaches, they identified their vision for the 
community school program to be: 

 
A school, integrating the national system, sustainable, entirely managed by the 
community in a dynamic partnership, and where quality, learner-centered instruction is 
delivered through an appropriate methodology with equal opportunity for boys and girls 
in a supportive environment (Save the Children/USA no date). 
 
SC/USA considered working with community schools when staff began to notice that 

children were peeking through the windows of the literacy centers during the lessons and 
absorbing them more quickly than the adults.  SC/USA staff and community members remarked 
that children were beginning to write on walls and in the dirt.  This led to a general enthusiam for 
providing a basic education program for the children (Interview 15).19  After doing a situational 
analysis of education needs in the area, SC/USA discovered that in the Kolondieba region, where 
approximately 30,000 school-aged children lived, only 30 public schools existed.  Out of the 
30,000 children, only 4,321 students attended public schools (approximately a 14% enrollment 
rate), and 13 of the 30 schools were located in the 5 largest villages, leaving only 17 schools to 
serve more than 200 villages (Save the Children/USA 1993).   

SC/USA initially decided to work to increase the students’ access to the public schools in 
the Kolondieba area by collaborating with two public schools in 1990, but it soon became clear 
that programming through these institutions was an inefficient and unrealistic way to address 
educational access.  Parents did not send their children to the few public schools that existed 
because they were too far away and/or children were needed by their families to do housework or  
help with other chores.  Because many public schools were located farther than a student could 
walk daily, the student often lived with a host family in that town if it was decided by his/her 
parents that he/she should attend the school.  However, parents in general did not like this 
arrangement.  Though students brought their own provisions to the host family’s household, it 
was not enough to guarantee his or her attendance in school as the families often took the child 
out of school to work in the fields or to do household chores.  Furthermore, parents were aware 
of high failure rates in the public schools, as well as discrimination against girls in the classroom 
(Interview 18).   

As described above, negative impressions of public schools existed in the Kolondieba 
region.  Adding to this was a belief that the formal schools corroded village customs and 
traditions since many children did not return to their village after attending them (Interview 14).  
People felt that the public schools uprooted children from their villages.  As one elder explained:   

                                                 
19 These interviews informed my understanding of how the community school program evolved in Mali and how it 
was managed.  They were done while I did field research in Mali and are coded by number.  Appendix G provides a 
list of the interviews by category and the date of the interview. 
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I visited my younger brother in Bamako and planned to stay for a month, but only lasted 
one week before I felt that I had to return home.  My brother is a state employee and with 
this role has become a complete stranger to me.  I saw no links between my life and his 
any longer (Interview 14).  

 
Another parent said, “a child who goes to a public school ends their world at home and cannot 
return to the village, it is like losing a generation” (Save the Children/USA 1993).   

The Process of Community School Development.  The desire to create a program that 
eliminated the above barriers, combined with increasing agency documentation of successful 
alternative education models by international NGOs, such as those sponsored by BRAC 
(Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee), motivated SC/USA to consider designing a more 
appropriate education program for students in the Kolondieba region of Mali.  Because sending 
children away for education was not appealing to families in this region, a principal objective 
was to establish schools in the villages themselves.  Since the government did not assist with 
human or financial resources, management by the community and using local resources became 
a priority.  Local development and sustainability were a concern, so the school context was taken 
into account in the development of the pedagogy (Save the Children/USA 1993).   

An “all staff retreat” was held in 1991 to address the question of what could be done to 
improve educational opportunities in the area.  One of the most common discussions revolved 
around how to involve the community in the project so that it could manage the schools.  To 
ensure sustainability, it was important to weave community support into the project from the 
beginning.  However, this set off debates about how much to expect from the community 
because many members of the education team felt that villages would not value and, thus, would 
not accept such a project, or they would not have enough money to contribute to the project, 
considering the general poverty that existed in the region (Interview 17).  However, it was 
concluded that it was more important to experiment with true self-development than to create 
dependency.   

After the retreat, SC/USA staff began researching and travelling to observe NFE 
programs.  They examined models both inside and outside Mali to get a feel for what would 
work best for this region.  Members of the research team spent two weeks at the University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst’s Center for International Education to present their ideas for the 
development of community schools and receive feedback from various students and professors.  
They discussed both pedagogical and management aspects in order to learn strategies for 
promoting nonformal, community-based schools.   

Members of the research team also went to visit BRAC-sponsored NFE programs in 
Bangladesh and other community schools in Nepal.  The team compared the Asian experience to 
the African experience to draw some lessons that are applicable in Mali.  Research was also done 
to see if similar projects existed in the region and to assess their results.  This included travelling 
to other cities in Mali such as Segou, Bamako, and Mopti.    

The BRAC model influenced the development of Malian community schools, as it 
addressed many of the issues that the team found important.  SC/USA decided to simulate the 
BRAC sponsored NFE programs by reducing the courseload from the public school system and 
providing an education appropriate for the rural context.  The guiding principles for the 
community schools that emerged from this exercise included:  

 
1. Community management of the school;  
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2. Community resources help to sustain the school;  
 

3. Relevant curriculum and language for village needs and the lives of children;  
 

4. Local input such as labor, materials, teacher support, in cash or in kind; and  
 

5. A flexible school calendar to accommodate the planting season and other family and 
community responsibilities (Save the Children/USA 1993). 

 
The First Schools 

 
SC/USA’s community schools program began officially in 1992 with the objective of 

establishing one school in each village to provide a more relevant education aimed at raising 
literacy, numeracy and other skill levels so as to enable village self-development.  The school 
year was planned to last seven months (generally, from November 1st until May 31st), with 
classes held six days a week and lasting four hours at most, each day. (Market day was planned 
as the one day off so that people could travel and shop.)  The program was initially conceived as 
a three-year endeavor providing instruction in Bambara, the maternal language of village 
children in the Kolondieba region.  SC/USA and the community (thanks to its participation in 
construction and management) provided the materials.  Provision for teachers willing to accept 
lower salaries was essential.  Parity between boys and girls in the classroom was a requirement.   

SC/USA piloted the community school program in four villages after discussions with 
twenty villages (four in each of the five districts in Kolondieba) about the idea.  SC/USA told 
community members that they were not obliged to participate and that strong community 
involvement would be necessary for the creation and sustainability of a community school in 
their village.  After the initial visit, SC/USA returned after two weeks to evaluate the level of 
interest and motivation in the village for establishing a community school.  If the community was 
interested, more details about what it was required to do for the project were presented.  This was 
also a time to discuss concerns.  After a second meeting, SC/USA returned the following week to 
reconfirm the village’s position.  Of the twenty villages initially approached, three (Dontereke, 
Ngola, and Boundio-Koloni) were interested in pursuing the development of community schools.    
A fourth village, Bouidoba, was added when community leaders decided that they too wanted a 
school, after witnessing training events involving village children and noticing that people 
approved of it.   

Meanwhile, SC/USA collaborated with the Institut Pédagogique National (IPN or 
National Pedagogical Institute) to develop the community school curriculum.  Since adapting the 
curriculum to the local socioeconomic and cultural context was essential, SC/USA surveyed the 
pilot villages and asked community members what they felt would be most helpful for their 
children to learn in the schools.  In addition to gaining literacy and numeracy skills, the four 
areas that communities wanted included as subject matter in the community schools were:  

 
1. Agriculture, to improve techniques used in the region;  
 
2. Health, to address problems such as measles, whooping cough, malnutrition, and 

diarrhea;  
 



 57

3. Credit, to better organize, strengthen and systematize existing savings groups; and  
 

4. Life skills, to reinforce village customs and traditions (Save the Children/USA 1993).   
 
The results of the survey were used by IPN to design a curriculum appropriate for the 

school-age level by taking the general teaching model and incorporating desired themes 
suggested by local participants into it.  IPN’s teaching guide provided a general overview and 
specific teaching modules.  Each year the curriculum for the next year was developed during the 
summer months.  They began with one grade and added another one each year so that the process 
of curriculum development was done progressively allowing them to take into consideration how 
it was received and to identify areas of weakness so as to strengthen them.    

Nine villagers from the pilot villages were chosen by community members to participate 
in a training in Boudioba, following which they became teachers in the community schools. They 
were mostly neo-literates recruited from the literacy centers, which helped keep cost low. 
Nevertheless, they were seen as ideal candidates, since they came from the communities, held 
positions of leadership (some of them serving as officers in village associations or other 
organizations) and were well respected.     

IPN provided the first community school teachers with additional training to ensure their 
literacy in Bambara, and then trained them in how to prepare students so that at the end of their 
first year they would be literate and numerate in their maternal language.  In addition, teachers 
were trained in supplementary subjects such as hygiene (body, clothes, food, milieu) and social 
skills (politeness, discipline and virtue).  The training session in Boudioba involved, not only 
teacher preparation, but also further explaining to the villagers the needs of the project, their 
participation in it, the role of outside participants such as IPN, and the action plan for the 
upcoming year.   

To oversee school activities and administration, a school management committee (SMC) 
was charged with managing the community school’s day-to-day affairs and planning for the 
future.  To promote a sustainable structure, its members are appointed by the village without  
SC/USA’s involvement.  SC/USA provided training in Bambara for the SMC members on their 
roles and responsibilities which included:  

 
• Targeting the goals of education and their importance for the community; 
 
• Understanding the importance of the role of the SMC and its overall function; 
 
• Administrative management skills; 
 
• How to find resources for the school and teacher salaries; 
 
• Explaining the role of partnerships; 
 
• Understanding the individual functions and responsibilities of its members; and  
 
• Gaining technical knowledge on how to contribute to the promotion of the school (Save the 

Children/USA 1993). 
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SMC members’ are responsible for: 
 
• Discussing the importance of education in their village; 
 
• Providing technical, financial, human and material support to the school; 
 
• Mobilizing internal resources (natural and financial) to create and maintain the school; 
 
• Raising money;   
 
• Recruiting students and teachers; 
 
• Surveying school activities (school attendance, teacher’s work, etc.); 
 
• Building and maintaining the school; 
 
• Buying and maintaining school furniture; 
 
• Buying and renewing teaching material; and  
 
• Contributing to the financing of teacher training (Save the Children/USA 1993). 
 
Other activities some SMCs carried out included finding financial support for teachers to attend 
trainings, getting a property title for the community school from the district chief, meeting with 
district education directors, and/or assisting in obtaining birth certificates for those children who 
did not have them so that they can enroll in the community school. 

The first scholastic year, November 1992 to May 1993, was well received and considered 
successful.  USAID took notice and started contributing more resources to international NGOs in 
Mali to expand community school efforts.  The following sections explain the expansion of the 
community schools in two stages:  the first three years of providing the “minimum education for 
the maximum number of students,” and the expansion stage or introduction of grades 4-6 to the 
community schools (Save the Children/USA 1993).     

Stage One: One Village, One School (The Access Years).  In the second year of 
SC/USA’s community school program, staff met with members of the villages that were not 
originally interested in the community school program.  Villagers were more receptive during the 
second visit because they had seen and heard that after one year, the community school students 
in neighboring villages were reading and writing.  They realized how much a community school 
could help their community, particularly if it imparted useful skills for cotton growing, and 
literacy and numeracy for village association activities.  In general, it was relatively easy to 
recruit more villages the following year to join in the community school project, so that in each 
subsequent year, more community schools were added to the program (Interview 14).  

Local NGOs20 became partners of SC/USA in the second year of the community schools 
project and not only helped to liaise villages to SC/USA (and vice-versa), but also provided 

                                                 
20 A more in-depth discussion of the local NGOs involved in the community schools program is provided later in 
this chapter.   
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education assistants to oversee community school activities and progress.  Education assistants 
were trained in active learning methods by the IPN and had at least nine years of formal school.  
In 2002, there were approximately 80 education assistants involved in SC/USA’s community 
school program.   

Community schools continued to grow in popularity in the Kolondieba region and the 
demand for them rose.  This growth was coupled with existing participants’ lobbying for an 
additional three years to be added to the schools to complete a full primary cycle.  Parents and 
community members asked the following questions: Can the students sustain what they learned?  
Is three years enough to instill an educational foundation that can be built upon for a lifetime 
(Interview 14)?  These concerns and the general level of enthusiasm surrounding the community 
schools motivated SC/USA to add a fourth year and to introduce French into the curriculum.  
With each successive school year, a new year was added until grade six was reached.  With the 
shift from a three-year to a six-year educational program, the original goals and objectives of the 
community schools changed.  IPN helped to develop a new curriculum for the fourth, fifth and 
sixth grades focusing on French, history, geography and science, and new teachers were 
recruited to deliver instruction in French.  This required seeking teachers who had gone to public 
schools themselves.   

Stage Two: Expansion (The Quality Years).  By the year 2000, SC/USA supported 786 
community schools, involving approximatley 50,000 children and 2000 teachers.  With the 
addition of grades 4-6, making the community schools equivalent in grade levels to the formal 
schools, the main thrust of the progam changed to that of providing a school that would benefit 
children in two ways.  Now the schools provided not only a more relevant education, but also an 
opportunity to link to the national education system.  These two goals are described as the 
passerelle interne, or internal bridges, and the passerelle externe, or external bridges, in the 
context of community schools in Mali and are described as follows: 
 
1. Students better integrate themselves into the practical life of their village and contribute to its 

development.  This goal is labeled the passerelle interne so that the schools create bridges for 
internal development in the community.  A life skills curriculum is included so that the 
students’ knowledge of health is stronger, as is their knowledge of natural resource 
management, animal breeding, microenterprise management, and their capacity to make 
decisions affecting their civil and social lives.   

 
2. Students gain competence to go onto higher levels of education if they so desire.  This goal is 

labeled the passerelle externe meaning external bridges are created by the school to other 
educational opportunities.  By the end of the program, the students are literate and numerate 
in French and capable of integrating into the public school system (Save the Children/USA 
1998). 

 
IPN developed teaching guides in reading, writing, math, history, geography, science, 

and French which conformed to the national curriculum used in public schools.  SMCs organized 
the recruitment of a second generation of teachers who were able to instruct in French, as well as 
the building of new classrooms for the continuing students. The increasing number of 
community schools, as well as the addition of French to the curriculum, helped the program to 
gain credibility and raised hopes that students could continue to the formal secondary schools 
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after six years.  With the expansion, SC/USA hailed the benefits of the community schools, 
based on various evaluations and yearly data collection activities, to be: 

 
• Access to basic education: A school in the village allows students to attend without travelling 

to neighboring villages and enables students to simultaneously continue to carry out 
household responsibilities, which is particularly encouraging for girls’ education.  Now that 
the community schools were accessible, the dropout rate decreased and the attendance rate 
increased. 

 
• Change in the community’s attitude towards education: Communities see benefits for their 

own development. 
 
• Immediate use of school learning: Because the curriculum is adapted to community life, 

students quickly apply what is learned in school at home, such as teaching health lessons to 
siblings and helping parents by reading their letter to them, etc.    

 
• Community autonomy in managing its own school: Community members gain confidence 

and become involved in their children’s education.   
 
• Validation of community competence: Through the use of local teachers and community 

members in the classroom (such as artisans, chiefs, etc.) communities contribute to their 
children’s education. 

 
• Working collectively and cooperatively to support the school: The community schools are 

open to more innovative ideas for community development, such as creating village 
pharmacies. 

 
• Democratization of education: Formerly marginalized children now have an opportunity to 

go to school and are experiencing their right to education (Keita 1999).   
 

Yet, obstacles associated with quick growth and a lack of qualified personnel quickly 
became a problem, especially when faced with the question of the passerelle externe.  To tackle 
this problem, the focus of SC/USA’s community schools program shifted from increasing access 
to the community schools to improving their quality.  SC/USA’s 2000-2001 action plan for the 
community school program was to:   

 
• Continue to improve educational quality in schools by strengthening teacher capacity and 

reinforcing classroom supervision strategies; 
 
• Integrate students into the Malian education system (after 6 years in a community school, 

students can continue to the public school); 
 
• Create village youth associations to implement passarelle interne goals; 
 
• Certify students for practical skills and knowledge gained (life skills test); 
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• Intensive literacy classes for members of the SMC;  
 
• Introduce gardening and health education programs into the schools;   
 
• Produce phase-out plans for community schools shared with and agreed upon by the 

communities; 
 
• Study issues related to dropouts and girls’ education; and  
 
• Help students in grade six prepare for the certificat d’études primaires (CEP or primary 

education certificate) exam.   
 

SC/USA shifted its programmatic focus to improving the quality of the curriculum in the 
community schools, recruiting more women to be involved as teachers and SMC members, 
improving teacher training efforts, and increasing training for SMC members on how to work 
with the local education authorities.  From the access years to the expansion years, the 
community school program became more complex to manage.   As the program grew, the need 
for local NGO support also grew.   

 
The Role of Local NGOs 

 
Local NGOs are key actors in implementing and overseeing the bulk of community 

school programs in Mali because they are the eyes and ears of SC/USA’s Education team, as 
they carried out essential implementing activities and did the majority of the monitoring 
activities.  The local NGOs had offices in the Kolondieba, Bougouni, or Bamako areas to 
facilitate working with SC/USA.  SC/USA worked on the community school program in Mali 
with the following local NGOs:  

 
• CRADE: Cabinet de Recherche Action pour le Développement Endogène (Action Research 

Instititue for Endogenous Development); 
 
• AMPJ: Association Malienne pour la Promotion des Jeunes (Malian Association for Youth 

Promotion); 
 
• GADS:  Groupe d’Action pour le Développement au Sahel (Action Group for Sahel 

Development); 
 
• ASG: Association Subaahi Gumo (Subaahi Gumo Association); 
 
• GRADE BANLIEUE: Groupe de Recherche Action pour le Développement des Banlieues 

(Action Research Group for Peri-Urban Development); 
 
• AADEC: Association d’Appui à l’Auto développement Communautaire (Support for 

Community Self-Development Association); 
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• AMAPROD-SAHEL: Association Malienne pour la Promotion du Sahel (Malian Association 
for Sahel Promotion); 

 
• AMADECOM: Association Malienne pour le Développement des Ecoles Communautaires 

(Malian Association for Community School Development); 
 
• FDS: Foundation pour le Développement au Sahel (Sahel Development Foundation); 
 
• AID MALI: Association Malienne d’Initiative et d’Action pour le Développement (Malian 

Association for Development Initiative and Action); 
 
• GRAT: Groupe de Recherche Action pour le Travail (Action Research Group for Work); 
 
• PADI: Partenaires au Développement Intégré (Partners for Integrated Development); 
 
• OMAES: Oeuvre Malienne d’Aide à l’Enfance au Sahel (Malian Assistance for Sahel 

Children); 
 
• CAEB: Comité d’Action pour l’Education de Base (Action Committee for Basic Education); 

and 
 
• GRID: Groupe de Recherche pour l’Initiative et le Développement (Research Group for 

Initiative and Development). 
 
SC/USA relied on the local NGOs to carry out its program and reach the large number of rural 
villages involved in the project.  In particular, the education assistants provided the bulk of 
support to the villages as they regularly visited them to check in on how the community schools 
were doing and to work with the teachers.  An education assistant described her role to me in an 
interview as follows:  
 

I work to raise the community’s awareness about the importance of education.  My job is 
to make these communities capable of managing a community school and then, after the 
school is in place, I go once a week to visit and follow up with the school.  The purpose 
of this visit is to see how they are doing pedagogically, how the teachers are performing 
and what the conditions are in the classroom.  I often look specifically for the level of 
student participation in the classroom, especially for girls.  If there are problems with the 
teacher, then I talk to him and work with him on his teaching methods.  If there is a 
problem with teacher payments, then I set up a date for a meeting with him and the SMC.  
At the meeting, we exchange ideas and try to find solutions to the challenges.  I also train 
other education assistants to raise awareness about important education issues (Interview 
17).   

 
The local NGOs also participated in strategizing and discussing with SC/USA about 

difficulties present in the community schools, such as mobilizing communities to pay teachers’ 
salaries on time.  Sharing information with SC/USA was done informally through field visits, 
and formally through monthly reports and a yearly forum with SC/USA.  Generally, an annual 
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meeting between SC/USA and local NGO partners highlights a specific theme or troubling 
problem experienced by the community schools.  In 1999, the focus of the partner meeting was 
on the lack of gender equity in the classroom and the high teacher turnover rate; and in 2000, it 
focused on how community schools fit in with the government’s new decentralization policies.  
Though, SC/USA seemingly works well with the local NGOs, as Tounkara (2001) reports, in 
general, the relationship is hierarchical; SC/USA presents the local NGO partners with an 
overview of their responsibilities and how to implement and evaluate the program; rarely does it 
involve the local NGOs in the strategic planning phase of the program.     
 

The Impact of SC/USA’s Community Schools Program 
 
SC/USA has identified for USAID a variety of effects that the community school 

program has had, at both the community and national level, on gender, children, and teachers.  
Below is a presentation of the impacts determined by SC/USA, based on back-to-school and end-
of-the-year reports and local evaluations, and reported to USAID in the 2000 Annual Report 
(Save the Children/USA 2000).     
 
Impact at the community level : 
 
• Communities have learned how to organize and unite around the community schools which 

provide practical experience and a unique opportunity for mobilizing to meet village needs.  
The leaders of the SMCs present new ideas to villagers to debate concerns about the 
development of education.  Once the school is built, there is room to incorporate new tasks 
into the community that reinforce capacity.    

 
• SMC members receive training in literacy, democracy, and management.  This has resulted 

in diminished fears among villagers towards authorities; communities now have more 
contacts locally and nationally and gain knowledge of their rights. 

 
• There has been a change in the communities’ attitudes towards education.  Today, villagers 

are paying money to send their children to school and for teachers’ salaries, whereas before 
communities resisted sending children to the formal school that were free.  The community 
schools generated a renewed energy toward education and people cooperated to make this 
alternative education model work.  The work that the community members do is validated, as 
neoliterates are able to be teachers, SMC members democratically discuss issues, and a more 
effective education system is in place in the community as a result of local participation.  

 
Impact on Gender 
 
• Women are learning that they can play a larger role in the education of their children,  The 

SMCs encouraged women to become members.  Women generally managed girls’ activities 
in Mali, so it was important for them to be part of a decision-making mechanism to help 
manage school activities.  As women gained more confidence in their role as leaders, they 
found opportunities to practice these new skills as members of the SMCs.   

 



 64

• Villagers speak regularly of the importance of girls’ education and how they will have a 
better future after years in school, learning how to read, write and calculate, and how to stay 
healthy or be better mothers.  

 
Impact on Children 
 
• The rate of education has increased.  Before the community schools program, parents were 

reticent to send their children to public schools.  The communities demanded different kinds 
of schools, and the international NGO responded to this demand.   

 
• Parents noticed differences in children’s behavior after being in school.  They learned faster 

and were more disciplined.  They were able to meet both school and domestic responsibilities 
by having a community school in the village.     

 
• The community school students discuss aspirations and a variety of futures.  They have both 

scholastic and practical knowledge.   
 
Impact on Teachers 
 
• Teachers are proud of their work.  Before the community schools, many villagers did not 

have any sort of outstanding role in their community.  Teachers serve the community in an 
honorable and exciting way.   

 
• Indirectly, the role of the teacher is demystified, and people realize that just because one does 

not have a University degree it does not mean that one cannot serve an educational role 
responsibly and successfully. 

 
Impact at the National Level 
 
• Convergent pedagogy is tested. 
 
• PRODEC was inspired.   
 
• The pass rate of students taking the CEP exam was increasing.  The first year that the 

community school students took the CEP exam, five students passed.  The second year this 
number rose to 32 students, and in 2000 it reached 185 students.  At this rate, the community 
school students’ pass rates are similar to their public school counterparts’ pass rates.   

 
At the time of this report, SC/USA staff  were proud of their accomplishments and hopeful to 
make more strides in providing opportunities for children in these areas through the community 
schools.   
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Conclusion 
 
 Chapter 4 is an overview of the nature and history of alternative education models in 
general in SSA, and of community schools in Mali in particular.  The purpose of this chapter is 
to provide a context for reading Chapters 5 through 7 in which data is presented with regard to 
the notions and practices of community schools from the international, national, and local levels.  
Analysis of this data in Chapter 8 will take into consideration the nature and history of 
community schools and the information provided in this chapter.  The main themes to remember 
while reading the chapters that analyze the data are: that the alternative education models rise 
and fall in popularity in reaction to the pitfalls of traditional education; that community schools 
or other alternative education models have been used in Africa during and since colonization to 
provide access to a more relevant education than the formal school system; that community 
schools are increasingly being used as popular education strategies for reaching out-of-school 
children in rural areas in particular, and providing them with basic literacy, numeracy and life 
skills; and that SC/USA’s community schools program in Mali was very popular, grew quickly, 
and evolved in character over the past decade.  With the case of the Malian community schools, 
there is a rising awareness of the necessary dialectic between education that uses indigenous 
knowledge for local development and education that is provided to gain modern-scientific 
knowledge (Bhola 2002).  As Bhola (2002) states, both are important in the context of Africa and 
one should not supercede the other. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

THE INTERNATIONAL POLICY LEVEL AND COMMUNITY SCHOOLS 
 

 
 

Introduction:  Factors Shaping Policy at the International Level 

 
International education policy influences the direction of education development 

strategies at all levels, with various actors involved in its conception, design, and implementation 
strategy.  This chapter is devoted to reviewing documents related to international level policies 
for educational development and the implementation of these policies.  The documents are from 
public multilateral organizations such as the World Bank and the UN agencies, from bilateral 
donor agencies, and also from international nongovernmental organizations (NGOs). The various 
factors that contribute to the rise of community schools as popular choices for educational 
development, and the potential challenges that they face, become apparent upon analysis of these 
documents.  When reviewing international level documents on community schools, two themes 
emerge to dominate discussion: a) the Education for All (EFA) campaign, led by United Nations 
agencies and devoted to achieving universal primary education (UPE) by the year 2015; and b) 
the role of NGOs in designing, implementing, and supporting community schools.  Before 
presenting the analysis of these documents, I will examine the current international context in 
order to provide some basis for understanding why the EFA movement and NGOs have exerted 
such an influence on the rise of community school programs.  I argue that the “global civil 
society” that has come about since the 1990s plays a significant role in creating and enhancing 
this influence (Hall 2000, Scholte 1999, Korten, Perlas & Shiva 2002).  The global civil society 
provides a space for various NGOs to work together with states (Hall 2000).  As more actors 
begin to participate in international education policy development, Hall (2000) notes that they 
are beginning as well to constitute a stakeholder group that both supports and reflects on the 
effort to educate all children that lobbies for pointing policy in that direction.  They help to create 
an environment within which donors interact with states to implement just such policies.  These 
few words suggest at least how in a global civil society international institutional networks serve 
to reinforce international policies like EFA – and so, by extension, to support the development of 
community schools and other initiatives that contribute to increasing access to education.  The 
global civil society reinforces the importance of EFA and the role of international NGOs in 
international level discussions of education policy.     

 
 
 

Global Civil Society 

 
Globalization is a process that can be considered from economic, technological, 

educational, political, and cultural points of view (Monkman & Baird 2002).  Conceptual 
frameworks that help to explain globalization have been developed in various disciples and 
address issues such as internationalism and multilateralism and considerations as apparently 
arcane as the “transnational imaginary” and the social construction of the reality of globalization 
(Stromquist & Monkman 2000).  The phenomenon of globalization clearly influences 
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international education policy. According to Torres (2002), it is “not possible to understand the 
situation, prospects and alternatives in ‘developing countries’ without a macro and a world 
perspective” on their evolution, given the degree of inter-relatedness in our world, where 
international agencies shape in large measure the South’s education agenda (46).  It is within this 
world context, influenced by economic, political, and social factors, and international level 
actors, that the global civil society operates.   

The concept of the global civil society is derived quite simply from applying notions and 
definitions of civil society to a global level.  Though the concept of civil society has been around 
since the sixteenth century, discussion of global civil society only emerged in the 1990s (Scholte 
1999).  Hall (2000) defines civil society as “the autonomous space for citizen action, 
organization or theorization” (11).  The concept of civil society serves different purposes and 
holds different meanings in any given context (Scholte 1999).  Civil society is a third sector, 
distinguishable from the market and the state, where people can make a concerted effort to 
influence society through voluntary associations and other citizen-based organizations (Scholte 
1999).  Hall (2000) builds on the concept of civil society to define “global civil society” as  

 
the place where social movement organizations, international research and advocacy 
networks, [and] global policy bodies, as well as a wide variety of NGOs and international 
NGOs, interact with states (11).  
 

Scholte (1999) points out that there is little consensus on precisely what “global” means, 
however.  He identifies five characteristics that distinguish what is “global:”  
 

• Intense interaction and interdependence between country-level units; 
 
• A liberal environment where resources move to wherever they are needed, 

unencumbered by state-imposed restrictions like trade barriers, capital controls and travel 
visas; 

 
• A universal phenomenon found in all corners of the world; 
 
• Broad-scale imposition of Northern, or American modern structures; and  
 
• A social space that transcends territorial geography (Scholte 1999, 8).  

 
From this set of characteristics, Scholte (1999) infers that civil society has become global 

when civil associations concern themselves with issues that transcend territorial geography, 
when they use supraterritorial modes of communication, when advocacy campaigns like EFA or 
the struggle to overcome HIV/AIDS adopt a “transborder” style of organization, and when they 
are motivated by “transworld solidarity” (10-12).   In other words, civic activity is no longer 
limited to state-society relationships and national ideas within the context of individual countries.  
This situation has led to multi-layered governance and increased legitimacy for suprastate 
governance, especially in developing nations where international organizations are intimately 
involved in policy decisions and the design of social welfare programs; and it contributes 
markedly to blurring the public/private divide (Scholte 1999).     



 68

 Though the growth of a global civil society today has the potential of making the climate 
for political decision-making more favorable to some critical social welfare goals, Scholte (1999) 
and Mundy and Murphy (2001) question whether it has improved democratic processes on an 
international level or has added any new dimensions to current politics.  There is a potential for 
both good and ill in the influence that global civil society exercises on educational development.  
Mundy and Murphy (2001) suggest that the units of this new global civil society may potentially 
serve to 

 
influence, perhaps democratize, the structure of world politics, both through their 
increasing influence within existing international institutions and through their capacity 
to use this influence to leverage change in individual nation states (86).  

 
But if this is the potential, it is not necessarily the reality. Mundy and Murphy (2001) note that 
the positive impact of global civil society on national governments in the developing world has 
yet to be proven, and that there are obstacles in the way of achieving this ideal.  The question 
remains whether a global civil society has the ability to challenge the global decision-making 
structures that often constrain the activity of national governments while simultaneously 
supporting local development, and whether alternatives to the current world order will arise (93).  
Scholte (1999) writes that though global civil society could be a major contributor to securing 
material welfare for the underprivileged, to ensuring more civic education, to admitting more 
voices to the global dialogue, to providing more opportunity for debate, and to achieving 
increased transparency and accountability in national politics, its constituent organizations do not 
yet have adequate capacity in human, material, and “ideational” terms to guarantee such 
outcomes (25-28).  Thus there is a danger that they will contribute instead to creating flawed 
policies, to perpetuating undemocratic practices, and to a continued lack of the “right” kind of 
representation at the global level.   

Others, such as Samoff (1997), voice a similar concern: that global civil society cannot 
overcome the institutionalization of international influence.  The strong convergence of 
viewpoints among the actors of global civil society – largely Northern organizations – about 
appropriate strategy for achieving social welfare goals and about what constitute legitimate 
institutions for operationalizing it risks making intercontinental relationships more and more 
hegemonic (Samoff 1997, McNeely 1995).  In this environment, Samoff (1997) suggests,  

 
education comes to be regarded as an investment and a manufacturing process, with 
significant decreased attention to learning as a process and to the other social and 
political goals generally expected of education systems (equality, equity, national unity, 
citizenship) (14).   

 
In other words, the rationalized systems put in place by donors and development agencies to 
provide technical assistance —and increasingly staffed by NGOs – set priorities that determine 
where funds for educational development will be committed, based on global conceptions and 
general principles (Arnove 1980 & Meyer et al 1997).  Though it may seem that these new 
initiatives of global civil society are expanding the involvement and “voice” of national actors, it 
may just as well be true that this is only a more complex way of carrying out business as usual.  
Global civil society, though theoretically committed to a more equitable distribution of power 
and greater decentralization of decision-making authority, is now faced with the challenge of 
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overcoming the concentration of power associated with the sort of “elite” globalization that grew 
out of the application of the neo-liberal policies that have characterized development assistance 
ever since World War II (Korten, Perlas & Shiva 2002).   

It is within this context, where a variety of actors converge on the international stage, 
inform, and shape international policies, that support for community schools developed.  The 
following sections of this chapter discuss how two key factors contributed both to the rise of 
community schools and to the notions and practices that characterize activity in support of them 
at the international level:  a) the EFA campaign, as a force transcending national borders and 
involving a network of actors; and b) the increasing role of NGOs, entities that in principle are 
neither governmental nor market-oriented and that constitute the building blocks of a global civil 
society.     
 
 
 

The Education for All (EFA) Campaign 
 
EFA is a universal campaign that was launched in 1990, following the World Conference 

on Education for All convened in Jomtien, Thailand that same year by UNICEF, UNESCO, 
UNDP, and the World Bank.  Its mission was to achieve the purposes articulated in the “World 
Declaration on Education for All,” adopted by all participating governments and organizations at 
the conclusion of the Jomtien conference.  A critical means for accomplishing this mission was 
to create widespread awareness of the need to get the world’s then 130 million out-of-school 
children of whom two-thirds were girls) to attend primary school (Anderson 1993).  Donors and 
NGOs in attendance at the conference agreed to make universal primary education (UPE) their 
goal and committed themselves to reaching that objective by the year 2000.  Developing nations 
agreed to use EFA guidelines to inform national education strategies and many devised plans for 
implementing EFA policies and initiatives in their own countries.  The “Framework for Action to 
Meet Basic Learning Needs” that was endorsed at Jomtien highlighted the following six goals for 
developing nations to consider for attaining UPE in their countries: 

 
• Expansion of early childhood care and education; 
 
• Universal access to, and completion of, primary education; 

 
• Improvement in learning achievement; 
 
• Reduction of adult literacy; 
 
• Expansion of basic education and training for youth and adults; and 
 
• Increased acquisition by individuals and families of knowledge, skills and values for 

better living (UNESCO 1990).  
 

As a result of Jomtien, the quest for UPE became the dominant goal of educational 
development programs in the 1990s.  As EFA was designed to address the inequities that exist in 
the access to, and the quality of, schools in many developing countries, new strategies and 
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innovative approaches capable of attracting out-of-school youth into classrooms and providing 
quality education were particularly sought out.  UNICEF made efforts to determine who was 
being left out, or who did not have access to educational opportunities, as part of a needs 
assessment designed to consider how to overcome the problem of providing such an 
overwhelming number of children with access to education (Anderson 1993).  It was recognized 
that girls, rural and poor children, and other disadvantaged groups such as refugees, had less 
opportunity to attain quality education.  As a result, there was a significant increase in programs 
offering basic education to these groups.  Table 8 presents an overview of the percentage of out-
of-school children by region in 2000.  The largest percentage of unschooled children is in Sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA), which may also explain why community schools have experienced such 
growth in this region. 

 
 
 
Table 8: Percentage of Children Out of School by Region, 2000  
East Asia and the Pacific 14% 
Arab States 7% 
Central and Eastern Europe and Eurasia 3% 
Latin America and the Caribbean 2% 
Sub-Saharan Africa 37% 
Source: Basic Education Coalition (2004), 6. 

 
 
 
With the EFA campaign, education was understood to be a human right.  (The first time 

education was recognized as a right was in 1948 with the adoption of the UN declaration of 
Human Rights, a perspective reaffirmed in 1989 with the Convention on the Rights of the Child.)  
However, this time, the right to a basic education expanded to include all ages, and the means for 
ensuring it were understood to include in a variety of learning environments.  It was no longer 
just a case of school-aged children in primary schools.  As stated in World Conference Reports, 
basic education provided the “essential skills, knowledge, and attitudes required to function in 
the modern world, and develop personal, intellectual, and social capacities” (USAID 1993).  
Learning opportunities were now to be provided to those who had missed out on schooling in 
their younger years as well.  For these additional groups (adolescents, young adults and older 
adults) who had missed out on their right to basic education through the formal system, an 
alternative education models were proposed to meet their basic education needs.        

Despite the commitment by the world to attain EFA, the goal of universal primary 
education (UPE) was not reached by the targeted year of 2000.   To discuss the reasons why the 
world had not been able to reach that target, another World Education Conference was held in 
April 2000 in Dakar, sponsored once again by the United Nations.  Participants in the Dakar 
conference adopted a revised Framework for Action that reaffirms the need to reach universal 
primary education, this time by the year 2015.  The original six goals were reaffirmed but more 
guidance was provided concerning how they could best be attained. A UNESCO document 
issued that year (2000a) reports that the Dakar Framework for Action led participating 
governments to commit to the following: 
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• Expand and improve comprehensive early childhood education, especially for vulnerable and 
disadvantaged children; 

 
• Ensure that by 2015 all children, especially girls, children in difficult circumstances, and 

from ethnic minorities, have access to and complete free and compulsory primary education 
of good quality; 

 
• Ensure that learning needs of all young people are met through equitable access to 

appropriate learning and life skills programs; 
 
• Achieve a 50% improvement in levels of adult literacy by 2015, especially for women, as 

well as equitable access to basic and continuing education for adults;  
 
• Eliminate gender disparities in primary and secondary education by 2005 and achieve gender 

equality in education by 2015 – with a special focus on ensuring full and equal access for 
girls to basic education of good quality; and  

 
• Improve all aspects of the quality of education to achieve recognized and measurable 

learning outcomes for all –especially in literacy, numeracy and essential life skills. 
 
Themes prominently discussed in Dakar included access for girls and women, improvement of 
the quality of basic education, and increased participation of communities in the management of 
schools (UNESCO 2000a).  A number of innovative strategies were proposed to make learning 
environments more child-centered, interactive, and exploratory and promote a better “fit” 
between the school and the context and conditions of the community (UNESCO 2000a).  After 
the Dakar conference, EFA was also adopted to be one of the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDG) of the United Nations21 reinforcing its importance to the international community and its 
relation to other indicators of human welfare.  As part of the same initiative, the World Bank 
began to “fast track” a certain number of developing nations that were within sight of EFA in 
order to accelerate their progress toward full achievement.  To become eligible for more EFA 
funding, developing countries were required first to develop Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers 
(written by the national government) in order to indicate how education reforms would be nested 
within a broader national development strategy.  Second, agreement had to be reached between 
sector specialists and donors regarding education sector policies and implementation strategies.  
Once these two activities were finalized then the developing country was able, in theory, to tap 
into more donor funds as a support for attaining the goal of UPE for their country.  This 
approach was based on the belief that a country could not use development funds effectively 

                                                 
21 The Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) were developed during consultations among the World Bank, the 
IMF, UN agencies and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) to create a global 
partnership and commit the international community to a framework for measuring development progress.  The 
eight goals, with accompanying indicators, include: 1) eradicating poverty and hunger; 2) achieving UPE; 3) 
promoting gender equality and empowering women; 4) reducing child mortality; 5) improving maternal health; 6) 
combating HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases; 7) ensuring environmental sustainability; and 8) developing a 
global partnership for development.  More information can be obtained on the website developed to discuss the 
MDGs at http://www.developmentgoals.org. 
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until policies, institutions, and governance were well thought out and explicitly designed for 
achieving national priorities.   

Conference participants recognized that, as Illich (1971) predicted, universal education 
could not be attained through schooling alone but that this goal might be reached if alternative 
education models were used to complement formal schools.  For this reason, Burde (2003) notes, 
“at a policy level, community schools are extremely popular among international organizations 
and bilateral funding agencies” (2).  When international level policy makers and donors think of 
alternative education models, they look to the experiences of NGOs.  NGOs frequently work 
outside the formal school system.  In the following section, I examine the argument that 
community schools have grown in popularity, in part, due to the rise in international NGOs’ 
involvement in EFA initiatives and policy discussions.  NGOs are key participants in the global 
civil society’s efforts to meet EFA goals.     
 

 

 

The Increasing Role of NGOs:
22

 Actors in Both Global and Local Civil Society 
 
Boli and Thomas (1997) observe that international NGOs “proliferated from about 200 

active organizations in 1900…to nearly 4000 in 1980” (172) and there seems to be little doubt 
that this number is rising.  NGOs have long been involved in development or advocacy activities, 
but beginning in the 1980s, NGOs began to fill the gaps in social welfare programs created by 
the decrease in public service programs occasioned by structural adjustment and the “credibility 
gap” caused by the minimal success of multilateral projects and previous donor funding.  They 
were recognized for their ability to offer a “human face” to development and for their low-cost 
management style (Broadhead 1987).  NGOs gained a reputation for flexibility and for a less 
bureaucratic approach to the satisfaction of local needs than failing government institutions 
(Korten 1987).   

Beginning in Jomtien, international NGOs oriented toward education in particular began 
to assume an increasingly important role as facilitators, designers, implementers, monitors, and 
evaluators of education development programs (Mundy & Murphy 2001, Stromquist 1998).  
Though initially the UN and the World Bank considered NGOs as “flexible collaborators” rather 
than actual decision-makers, NGOs fought to prove their value in participating on the global 
scale in education debates23 (Mundy & Murphy 2001, Stromquist 1998).  As a result “EFA 
discussions have heralded NGOs’ new roles as alternative education providers, innovators, 
advocates, and policy dialogue partners” (Miller-Grandvaux, Welmond & Wolf 2002, 1).  NGOs 
gained a reputation for having a comparative advantage over bilateral and multilateral 
organizations in knowing how best to meet the education needs of marginalized populations 
since they had links to grassroots organizations.  Indeed, a recent UNESCO document (2001b) 
provides a hefty list of the accomplishments that NGOs have made in support of EFA: 

                                                 
22 UNESCO (2001b) defines an NGO as “any organization, association or civil society movement which defines 
itself as such.” NGOs vary greatly in kind ranging from international NGOs to local NGOs, community based 
NGOs, grassroots NGOs, quasi-governmental NGOs, etc.  This study involves mostly international NGOs and will 
be referred to as such.  In this section, the term “NGOs” refers specifically to NGOs working in the education sector.    
23 Although, Mundy & Murphy (2001) also point out that it is debatable whether they really are a part of global 
discussions since the World Forum organizers “attempted to keep a tight limit on NGO invitations to Dakar” by 
capping the total to 55 (compared to 125 in Jomtien) (114-115).  
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• Community empowerment and an increased capacity to take responsibility and defend 
interests; 

 
• Deeper reflection of a situation and having a vision of development linked to greater 

appreciation of local knowledge; 
 

• Greater involvement in decision-making on the part of villagers, minority and 
marginalized groups; 

 
• Integrated approaches to learning and development by creating links with other essential 

development sectors; 
 

• New opportunities for access to education and other development sectors; 
 

• Reduction of gender inequalities and improved access of women to an education that is 
adapted to their needs; and  

 
• Development of partnership synergies based on exchanges and common activities (18). 
 

Miller-Grandvaux et al (2002) present four major areas in which education sector NGOs can 
potentially exert their influence on the African continent:  
 

• In the NGOs’ relationship with the government;  
 
• In the NGO’s involvement in national policy-making;   

 
• In the NGO’s relationship with the donor; and  

 
• In how the NGO works to influence civil society and their role in the education sector 

(1).  
 
Ideally, NGOs act as advocates with donors, national policy makers, other civil society 

groups and NGOs, mediate between them and national organizations, and share their experiences 
at the international level to inform policy and research (Ilon 1998, Klees 1998).  Potentially, 
NGOs inform global civil society about educational development strategies that work.  NGOs are 
looked upon as critical players in the effort to achieve EFA24 (Bray 2001).  USAID (1998) states 
in its strategic framework for basic education for Africa that it is “critical” for NGO and 
community activities to link with government at all levels for program sustainability.  In other 
words, as part of USAID’s overall objectives and goals, they do not see that their work can be 
carried out and sustained without NGOs playing a significant role in both delivering programs 
and working to build the skills and knowledge of like institutions in the host developing country.          

                                                 
24 However, Mundy and Murphy (2001) write that NGO participation is not always fully welcomed at policy 
meetings sponsored by the UN and World Bank.   



 74

With more attention on the role of NGOs in development efforts, increasingly, NGOs are 
also able to play a larger role in the development of policies.  Miller-Grandvaux et al (2002) 
identify four ways that NGOs influence education policy:  

 
• Through policy dialogue;  
 
• Through coalition building;  

 
• By using links with donors involved in policy to support education interventions; and  

 
• By leveraging change through large resources received to fill gaps in the education sector 

(33-35).   
 
NGOs often influence policy through partnerships and advocacy campaigns.  The Collective 
Consultation of NGOs on Education for All (CCNGO/EFA) was established by UNESCO’s 
education sector and NGOs to “facilitate professional dialogue and to carry out joint activities to 
inform educational policies and practices” (UNESCO 2001b).  However, despite language that 
suggests an equitable partnership between donors and NGOs, donors often see themselves as 
very much the senior partners who give the NGOs the “right” to be involved in policy 
discussions at the international level (Miller-Grandvaux et al 2002).  Furthermore, as Samoff 
(1997) observes, “some non-governmental organizations depend so heavily on contracts with 
national governments and international organizations that functionally they might reasonably be 
regarded as quasi-governmental organizations” (11).   

Stromquist (2002) suggests that the increasing involvement of NGOs in development 
activities is a direct response to the changes brought about by globalization.  NGOs are “forces 
of civil society in the form of education organizations” and are able to help people deal with their 
changing environments (Stromquist 2002, 5).  Also, while NGOs potentially help create a 
stronger civil society in many nations by mentoring nascent local NGOs and other groups to 
respond to and work toward changing their environment, in some ways, they also can help to 
preserve the integrity of local education and indigenous knowledge.  NGOs are well placed to 
use nonformal education strategies and techniques to work with local groups in creating 
programs that integrate local concerns with planned education programs, either in conjunction 
with formal schools or as independent programs.  Yet, the heightened performance expectations 
that are placed as a consequence of these new roles, may ironically contribute to a loss of 
flexibility, innovative capacity, and training potential on their part.  From this point of view, as 
Broadhead (1987) puts it, NGOs may become more responsive to “changing fashions...rather 
than fashioning change” (5).  In the following section, I identify and analyze the most important 
criticisms both of the EFA campaign and of NGOs as actors in implementing education 
programs.     

 
 

 

A Critical Analysis of EFA and NGOs 
 
 Ironically, though EFA is portrayed as a global effort, it is often criticized for not being a 
truly international initiative.  Though purportedly designed as a guide to developing nations, the 
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key documents and strategies of EFA were elaborated with little representation from these 
nations.  Nekhwevha (1998) claims that EFA is a “western conceived pedagogical method in line 
with the educational recommendations of the IMF25 and the World Bank especially in their 
rhetoric” (16).  He further argues that EFA took no account of African educational philosophy or 
culture in selecting educational approaches and that this omission explains the ambiguous and 
narrow nature of its goals.   

Another criticism of the EFA campaign and the policies devised to implement it is that 
the underlying programmatic areas and delivery systems remain identical to those of earlier 
failed efforts.  The unrealistic goal of attaining UPE during a decade (the 1980s) when SAPS 
were literally “sapping” developing nations’ ability to provide education seemed like a cruel joke 
to some (Nekhwevha 1998).  Other critics claimed that EFA obscured government shortcomings 
with the shift in responsibility moving from national level partners to international and local 
level partners in the effort to attain UPE (Burde 2003).  Nekhwevha (1998) criticized EFA for 
fostering a culture of silence because it excludes African knowledge and experiences and draws 
from scientific and technological communication steered by the de facto hegemony of the 
English language.  Even the term “Education FOR All” implies a service being delivered from 
higher authority (government or international donors) rather than a participatory process 
involving “Education BY All” (Easton et al 2000).  Torres (2002) also notes that the narrow 
focus on children in UPE campaigns’ prevented proponents from looking at development 
activities from a broader human development perspective.  Torres (2002) wonders how 
education and learning can become an integral part of daily life in places where adult demand for 
education is overlooked.  Others have been disappointed by the lack of funding for this effort.  
The Global Campaign for Education (2003), a worldwide alliance of NGOs and trade unions, 
scolds donors for not keeping their promise to the governments of developing countries to close 
education financing gaps if they carry out agreed-upon reforms.   

Furthermore, even though many international finance institutions, such as the World 
Bank and IMF, provide monetary support for education reform, in general, 
“governments…believe that it is their legitimate right and responsibility to control everything 
that happens in their country” and this is particularly true in education programs, given their 
heavy social and political implications (Miller-Grandvaux et al. 2002, 6).  Thus, there is often 
friction between the various international and state actors on how to carry out educational 
change.  

Some researchers find that the system for external support for education reform that 
donors and NGOs have put in place in fact impedes the development of local capacities and 
increases dependence on outside assistance (Samoff 1995, Klees 1998).  As aid increases, 
choices driven by national and local populations are limited and pressure increases from the 
international financial institutions (such as the World Bank and the IMF) and NGOs to take their 
advice with their money.  Additionally, as Samoff (1995) suggests, the skills that external 
agencies bring to local contexts are not rooted solidly in, nor are they well attuned to, the needs 
and existing capacities of indigenous populations.  Meyer et al (1997) criticize NGOs for casting 
themselves as “oppositional grassroots movements” while simultaneously contributing to the 
“further structuration of rationalized systems” that are externally oriented (165).      

Another perspective involves considering how funding mechanisms are established and 
why they function in the way that they do.  NGOs get funding (mostly from donors) for various 
“projects” investments designed to bring about educational change.  But Kajese (1987) suggests 
                                                 
25 International Monetary Fund. 
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that this is the wrong emphasis, “NGOs should move away from project funding,” he advises 
“toward funding human resources and institution building in developing countries” (85).  Nyoni 
(1987) adds that NGOs and external actors in general can be “dangerous” if they create in their 
wake attitudes of “universalism, self-colonization and elitism, individualism and fear” (53).  As 
Nyoni explains regarding NGOs: 

 
They often pretend to represent the fashionable and universally acceptable development 
ideas, knowledge and skills.  Great pressure is put on the rural poor to comply with 
certain “universal conditions” both to get national approval and a mandate to act, and to 
obtain international aid…This imposed universalism suppresses and often destroys local 
initiatives and self-reliance in terms of people acquiring their own attitude towards their 
own lives and evolving their own social organization and institutions through which these 
ideas, knowledge and skills can be generated and developed.  There is, therefore, no room 
for local people’s cultural diversity and possibilities of different paths towards human 
liberation (53). 
 
Boli and Thomas (1997) agree that though NGOs appear non-confrontational on the 

surface, they can foster conflict by helping to homogenize world polity (174).  Other than 
approaching a community to solve their “problems” rather than building on their strengths as a 
whole, NGOs have remarkably homogenous approaches to their work.  These similar approaches 
grow out of “modern” cultures and bureaucratized systems.  The norm is that donors provide 
funds to international NGOs (after a competitive grant process) who subcontract local NGOs to 
help in program implementation, and then these groups visit rural villages to discuss how they 
can build the local capacity to better meet their development needs.  As Boli and Thomas (1997) 
mention, there is little room for innovative programming in this expected development scenario.  
Thus, though NGOs are helping to bring more social services and programs into the hands of 
district and local level authorities from centralized governments, their involvement in national 
planning and decentralization efforts should not be taken for granted as positive.  Mundy and 
Murphy (2001) point out that the “overall pattern of relationships among NGOs at Dakar tended 
to mimic the structure of center-periphery relations in the world system, in which Northern 
actors play leadership and coordination roles” (121).  Within this configuration, there is little 
room for social change.   

NGOs can also on occasion resist the hegemony of international policies.  At the 1986 
UN General Assembly Special Session on the Critical Economic and Social Situation in Africa, 
indigenous NGOs requested that their international counterparts strive for greater autonomy from 
Northern governments because they felt that dominant policies were having an adverse effect on 
the quality of life at the local level and on chances for genuine political and economic 
independence.  They wanted to resist being used as implementers of policies determined by the 
short-term interests of outsiders (Kajese 1987).   

NGOs, and specific to this discussion, international NGOs, may therefore be both 
critiques and conduits of international educational policy, while themselves exercising 
considerable influence on its implementation.  Perhaps NGOs are still finding their niche in 
international policy discussions.  The Open University recently did research on how the 
operational experience of an NGO informs advocacy and discovered that within NGOs 
themselves, employees did not understand the role of advocacy (Hudson 2000). I will turn now 
to their specific influence and role in the growth of the community school movement.   
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The Role of EFA and NGOs in Promoting Community Schools in Sub-Saharan Africa 

 
Community schools, as an educational development strategy, fill a gap in education 

provision – at least as perceived at the international level – and to that extent seem to contribute 
significantly to attaining the goal of UPE.  NGOs are responsible for a good portion of this 
movement.  As new understandings of global civil society arise and place increased emphasis on 
local initiative, community schools and related alternative education strategies gain increased 
“resonance” in international education policy circles.  As EFA has gained new adherents and 
increased legitimacy and developing nations have begun reshaping their policies to link local 
educational reform with broader development goals, there is also a new willingness on the part of 
education policy makers to adopt nontraditional methods for ensuring out-of-school children the 
kind of basic education that will give them literacy, numeracy, life skills, and hopefully, a better 
chance for finding employment upon completion.  In part, this shift in perspective regarding the 
use of NFE as a prime means of providing basic education is founded on the success that NGOs 
have experienced in “embedding” NFE activities in other kinds of development programming 
that they provide, from agriculture to HIV/AIDS prevention (Closson et al 2002).  Now that 
international NGOs are considered to be participants in a global civil society, they bring their 
experiences and understandings of NFE to international education policy debates, including their 
perspectives on the role and importance of community schools.   

International NGOs often work outside of the formal education system but when they 
work within it, it is usually to provide programs that complement the formal system or fill gaps 
in its delivery patterns, such as creating supplementary curricula or catering to underserved 
groups like working children.  They therefore quite naturally bring to the international level their 
experiences working outside of the traditional system.  The convergence of EFA and increasing 
prominence of NGOs has thus contributed both to growth in the number of community schools 
in the world and – at least among international stakeholders – to their broader acceptance as 
legitimate and viable institutions for serving marginalized children and youth.     
 
 

 

Conclusion 
 
Though it is clear from the international standpoint that community schools potentially 

contribute to attainment of worthy goals like basic education for all, and that there are an 
increasing number of global civil society-oriented groups that can support this cause, there have 
also been criticisms of how EFA has been conceived and managed, and of the role that 
international NGOs have played in the movement.  The influence that the international level 
exerts on what is experienced at the national and local levels remains firm, even though there is 
an effort to include more diverse voices (such as those of NGOs) in the policy debate and to 
entertain more innovative ideas (such as the foundation of community schools) in the agenda for 
action.  Within the global civil society, the vast majority of international policy makers and 
NGOs are theoretically supportive of community schools, but in practice that support is 
sometimes difficult to maintain and to operationalize.  Critics suggest that community schools, 
though fitting well with current international education goals for development, have had a hard 
time achieving sustainability and remain dependent on the support of the international 
community and of donor organizations, a source of subsistence that is not always reliable.  To 
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this extent they could be considered as essentially “fads” that serve for a time as a vehicle for 
expressing innovative EFA strategies, but are not really durable organs of civil society.  

NGOs are, perhaps, in a difficult position being caught between the state and the market.  
As they become more involved in the global civil society, either through EFA campaigns or by 
using donor funds, their ability to serve the needs of the local population and civil society at that 
level is compromised because there are competing demands on their time and energies.  As 
NGOs are tugged in various directions as actors in development activities -- from innovative 
program designers, to advocates, to policy discussants -- they become a “jack of all trades, 
master of none.”  In this sense, they also compromise their advantages as intermediaries between 
the local and global levels.   

NGOs that become increasing involved as policy makers risk losing their ability to ask 
the “questions of life” that Frantz (1987) deemed so important for NGOs to address – that is, 
questions that express the common vital concerns and aspirations of local groups.  NGOs that 
address these questions are concerned with supporting social movements that grow out of 
community-based groups.  Frantz (1987) states that for NGOs to play a viable role, they “cannot 
be controlled by or be the localized expression of mechanisms of political or economic 
domination” (123).  In other words, their first concern must be to represent the immediate 
group(s) or social movement(s) with whom they work at the local level rather than to be guided 
by the political or economic concerns of external actors.  Subject themselves to fierce 
competition for funding from the international level, NGOs are often torn between being actors 
in global discussions and implementers at the local level of programs that grow out of honest 
dialogue with civil society groups.     

At the international level, community schools are thought to constitute a viable strategy 
for attracting out-of-school children and putting NFE methods to use in ways that contribute to 
attaining national and international EFA goals.  International discussants rarely examine exactly 
how community schools have fared in practice, but their image remains a popular fixture in 
international debates about UPE strategy.  Though they rose in reaction to neo-liberal 
development policies implemented through SAPs, which rendered the developing countries 
unable to provide education for their rising populations, alternative education models such as 
community schools are not, however, perceived to be alternatives that contribute to changing 
current economic and social systems.  They are perceived instead as innovative models that 
contribute to maintaining traditional forms of education rather than transforming them.     
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CHAPTER 6 
 

THE NATIONAL LEVEL AND COMMUNITY SCHOOLS 
 

 

 
In this chapter, I introduce Mali’s historical, socio-cultural, economic and political 

contexts.  In the beginning section, I review environmental factors within Mali that support the 
rise in the number of community schools.  Then, I review national policy initiatives that support 
community schools in Mali.  I end this chapter with an analysis of existing evaluations done 
specifically on the community schools program in Mali either by international or national 
researchers.  The evaluations provide data that can help uncover the notions and practices 
regarding community schools from a national level perspective.  Results from this analysis of 
data suggest that different notions and practices regarding community schools exist at the 
national level when compared to those discussed at the international level in the previous 
chapter.  At the national level, there is more concern over the capacity of the various 
stakeholders to implement the community schools, yet the latter remain attractive as an education 
strategy that contributes to increasing access to basic education and decentralizing the education 
system.    

 

 
 

Understanding the Context in Which Community Schools Developed 

 

The Socio-Cultural Context 
 

Mali is a country that is culturally diverse and has a rich history. Almost twice the size of 
the state of Texas, it is the largest country in West Africa.  Its size, which encompasses at least 
two different ecological zones, and its complex history, have contributed to the make up of its 
economy and brought together a population now numbering approximately 11 million, which 
includes a variety of ethnic groups, each facing different challenges.  The northern part of the 
country, which borders on Mauritania, Algeria, and Niger, lies almost entirely in the Sahara 
desert (over 65% of Mali is considered to be desert or semi-desert).26  It is inhabited by a mostly 
nomadic population of Tuaregs and Moors who constitute 10% of the population of Mali.  
Conflicts involving control over the commercial centers of Tombouctou and Djenné, and over 
trade routes linking the northern and southern “shores” of the Sahara desert that pass through 
them, have plagued this region throughout history.  Both the Tuaregs and the Moors lead 
lifestyles that differ from those of southern Malians, and claim an Arab heritage in spite of their 
Berber origins.  The economy of the northern region suffers from progressive desertification and 
frequent droughts.   

Southern Mali is similar, in its physical geography to the neighboring countries of 
Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, and Guinea.  Savanna grasslands with ample rainfall have 
contributed to its label as the economic center of the country. Its economy is based on agriculture 
and fishing, which together employ 80% of the labor force.  The main crops that are grown 

                                                 
26 All percentages in this section came from the CIA website containing the World Factbook 2002 unless indicated 
otherwise. http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ml.html 
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include cotton, millet, rice, corn, vegetables, and peanuts.  Livestock-raising involving cattle, 
sheep, and goats is another important constituent element of this economy.    
 
 
 
Table 9: Mali Country Profile   
Mali Country Profile 1996 1999 2000 

Total population 9.9 million 10.6 million 10.8 million 
Population growth (annual %) 2.4 2.4 2.4 
Life expectancy at birth (years)  42.6 42.3 
Fertility rate, total (births per woman)   6.3 
Mortality rate, infant (per 1000 live births)   120.4 
Mortality rate, under 5 (per 1000 live births)   217.6 
Urban population (% of total) 27.4 29.4 30.0 
Prevalence of HIV (female, % ages 15-24)  2.1  
Illiteracy rate, adult male (% 15+) 57.6 52.7 51.1 
Illiteracy rate, adult female (% 15+) 72.3 67.3 65.6 
Girls in primary school (% total enrollment) 39.3   
Girls in secondary school (% total 
enrollment) 

32.6   

Source: World Development Indicators Database (April 2002) 
 
 
 

Overall, the Mande constitute the largest single ethnic group in Mali accounting for 50% 
of the population.  The Mande group is comprised of sub-groups that include the Bambara,27 the 
Malinké, and the Soninke/Sarakole.  Bambara, or more accurately Bamanankan, the language of 
the Bambara, is the most widely spoken language in Mali, and is understood by at least 80% of 
the population.  Other ethnic groups include the Peul, Bozo and Songhai.  Malians have a well-
established reputation in West Africa as great farmers, herders, fishers, and traders.  The majority 
of the population (80%) subscribes to the religion of Islam, while adherents to traditional African 
beliefs (9%) and Christians (1%) constitute a small minority.  The version of Islam practiced in 
Mali incorporates some traditional African beliefs and practices and is generally a tolerant one   
The Tuareg and Peul are traditionally involved in camel and cattle nomadism and belong to 
populations that have spread across Mali and much of West Africa.  The Songhai and Bozo are 
two groups that have settled along the Niger River.  The Dogon live along the Bandiagara cliffs 
and hold on to their traditional culture, which ranks among some of the most studied cultures in 
anthropology because of the interest generated by its complex cosmology.28  They have their 
own alphabet and live by a five-day week.  The Bambara, Malinké and Soninke/Sarakole groups 
are the principal inhabitants of southern Mali.  The bulk of the Malian population resides in the 
southern part of the country.  In general, resources grow scarcer as in Mali as one moves 
northwards; rainfall diminishes and desert conditions begin to predominate. 
                                                 
27 “Bambara” is a heteronym of Peul and Moorish origin.  The Bambara refer to themselves as bamana and the 
language that they speak is locally called bamanankan (Amselle 1990). 
28 An excellent book to read on the Dogons’ cosmology is Marcel Griaule’s Conversations with Ogotemmêli: An 
Introduction to Dogon Religious Ideals (London: Oxford University Press, 1965). 
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The Bambara generally live in large compounds with extended family members.  In 
Bambara tradition, elders are respected, make most of the important decisions within a 
compound or community, and are well cared for by other family members.  Age groups are 
relied upon to undertake economic and other activities.  Polygamy, which is considered a sign of 
economic success, is widely practiced, as are patrilocal residence and patrilineal descent, with 
children traditionally acquiring their father’s name and ethnic identity (Dettwyler 1994).  
Children are considered to be sources of wealth, and a man’s success depends on the number of 
his children.  The Bambara are also famous in West Africa for their esoteric knowledge 
concerning natural phenomena. 

Socially, “cousinage” and the social ritual of tea drinking are two aspects of Mali’s 
culture that one cannot escape (Rhéal 1997).  Cousinage, or sanankouya (a joking relationship), 
is a form of interethnic communication and affiliation rooted in the cooperative disposition of the 
various ethnic groups and their interactions with one another (Boukhari 2000).  As Dettwyler 
(1994) notes: 

 
Joking relationships involve official, sanctioned silliness, centered around the trading of 
insults, which often make reference to otherwise unmentionable body parts or bodily 
functions…you are expected to treat your joking partner with rudeness and intimacy, but 
always in the spirit of fun rather than meanness (60). 

 
The closest parallel to this in American culture would be the “roasting” of a person.  The 
cousinage relationship serves to drain off and circumvent latent hostility between members of 
different ethnic groups.  This arrangement is in stark contrast to the other more formal 
relationships that characterizes this patriarchal society, such as the one that exists between a boy 
and his father (Dettwyler 1994).  Besides jokes, marriage is also used as a means of 
strengthening ties between communities and ethnic groups.   

Tea drinking is one of the favorite pastimes in Mali, particularly among groups of men.  
Drinking tea customarily involves sitting around a small blue kettle in which the tea is boiled 
three times over burning charcoal and then poured into glass cups.  The first cup is said to be 
strong like life, the second sweet like love, and the third bitter like death.  Tea is always served at 
village gatherings involving serious discussion and important decision-making. 

Greetings are another daily ritual of importance.  As Dettwyler (1994) appropriately 
remarks, “greetings form an indispensable part of daily life in Mali” and symbolize politeness 
and respect (8).  The greetings can be quite elaborate, requiring that each person ask the other a 
series of questions: Did you spend the night in peace, are you healthy, are your children healthy, 
is your mother healthy, is your father healthy, how are your crops, etc.  Toro te is the usual 
response meaning, “There was no trouble.”     

As in many African nations, women in Mali shoulder the bulk of responsibility for taking 
care of households.  As mentioned earlier, Bambara village social structures are patriarchic and 
this trait is reinforced by Islam, which is popularly understood as casting women in lower status 
than men.  These social and cultural factors play important roles in the economic, political, and 
social structures in Mali and effectively limit economic and educational opportunities for many 
Malian women. Women nonetheless work in the fields, participate in village associations, and 
act as griots or storytellers.  One of the roles of the griot is to maintain peace between people.   

Though women often share the financial burden of schooling in Mali, they are rarely 
involved in the decision concerning who in the family will be educated.  This decision is 
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traditionally reserved for either the chief of the village or the father.  Education in Mali will be 
discussed in greater detail following the presentation of its historical, economic, and political 
contexts. 

   
The Historical Context 
 

Mali has a well-documented history that is rich in commercial, religious and scholarly 
activities.  The city of Tombouctou, founded as a Tuareg trading post in approximately 1100, 
was a major center of Islamic learning in the 14th century, during the Songhai Empire (1335 – 
1591).  The Sankoré University located there, was renowned in the Islamic world in its time.  
Instruction at this university was carried out in Arabic and it dealt mostly with religious learning.  
It is reported that books were bound and produced in Tombouctou as early as the fifteenth 
century.  Tombouctou, as a town on the northern bend of the Niger River, was a natural meeting 
place for Berber and African people.  African scholars in Tombouctou strove to promote a 
culture of peace in a zone of interethnic contact and conflict and often used mosques as 
mediation and arbitration centers for warring groups in the region.  This social arrangement 
lasted until the Moroccan invasion and destruction of the Mali Empire in 1591, which also 
essentially destroyed intellectual life in Tombouctou.   

Northern Mali was a place that attracted not only scholars, but also merchants because it 
served as an interface and locus of exchange between “black” Africa and the countries and 
cultures of the Mediterranean littoral.  Another Malian community of the same general region 
that is rich in cultural and commercial history is Djenné, which was established in the third 
century B.C.  Djenné grew as a market center for the trans-Saharan gold trade and also as a 
spiritual center for Islam.  It is home to the Djenné mosque, the world’s largest adobe structure, 
originally built in the 13th Century (and rebuilt in 1907).  In the 14th century, Djenné was already 
carrying on trade with Britain and Italy (Boukary 1999).       

On a larger scale, the territory of the current state of Mali was at times an integral part of 
the historical West African empires of Ghana (600-1076 A.D.), Mali (800 -1550), and Songhai 
(1335-1591), which extended well beyond its borders.  The most famous of all the rulers of these 
empires was undoubtedly Soundiata Keita who headed the Mali Empire around 1230 and is 
treated as a “god-hero” in the tradition of the Malinké, one of the subgroups of the Mande 
peoples mentioned above (Imperato 1989).  According to legend,  Keita was born physically 
handicapped, yet capable of enormous feats.  It is believed that much of the social organization 
of Bambara-Malinké society today was shaped during his reign (Boukary 1999).  Another 
famous emperor of Mali was Kankan Moussa (1314-1337) who, reportedly, caused a deflation in 
gold prices in the markets of Egypt and Mecca when he carried an estimated eight tons of gold 
with him on a pilgrimage to Mecca. 
 Some new kingdoms emerged at a later time both in central and southern Mali.  They 
include, from north to south, the Islamic Peul kingdom of Macina (1700-1862), in central Mali, 
the Bamana state of Ségou (1712-1862), the kingdom of Kaarta (1633-1854), and the Senufo 
kingdom (1600-1898).  

Although Mali ended up being colonized by the French, its early European explorers 
were mainly from the British Isles.  Major Houghton arrived in Mali in 1791.  The Scot 
adventurer Mungo Park (1771-1806) followed him and made two extensive trips throughout 
Mali and died there.  As word spread about a fabulous city called Tombouctou, explorers from 
all over Europe began to arrive and take trips up the Niger River to catch a glimpse of this 
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historical land.29  During the 19th century, theocratic states formed as a result of jihads led by 
armed clerics helped to postpone the European colonization of Mali.  The Tall dynasty, begun by 
El Hadj Omar Tall (1794-1864), helped to unify much of what was then known as southern 
Sudan (i.e. present-day southern Mali), with its capital at Bandiagara.  However, the French 
conquest of Mali initiated in 1854 by Louis Léon César Faidherbe who dreamed of a French 
Empire extending from Senegal to the Red Sea (Imperato 1989), could not be stopped.   

European involvement in commercial activities in West Africa began with the slave 
trade, in 1441, Portugal being the pioneer.  Direct political control of African affairs by European 
powers did not occur until the late 19th century, when the colonization of the African continent 
took place.  Africans lost control over their societies, and new values, norms and traditions were 
imposed upon them during this episode of their history.30  The Malians resisted France’s 
colonization efforts for more than thirty years, and it took another 15 years for France to pacify 
the nomadic, desert dwelling Tuaregs.     

During French colonial rule, which lasted 68 years, Mali was divided into cercles, which 
served as administrative units for judicial and tax collection purposes.  These units were 
subdivided into cantons headed by local African leaders, often selected because they could read 
and write in French.  The goal of assimilating Malians to French culture became the foundation 
of the education system (Gérard 1997).31  

Agricultural development was of primary concern during French rule, particularly after 
World War II.  The French were particularly interested in improving Malian farming techniques 
applied in the production of cash crops by introducing plows and irrigation schemes.  The French 
maintained control over the farming methods, crop choices, and in many cases the processing 
and marketing of harvests (van Beusekom 1997).  They also carried out research on cotton, 
which was to continue during the post-colonial period.  Southern Mali became a major cotton 
zone.   
 The Malians did not take kindly to French rule, particularly the Dogons, Tuaregs, Bobo 
and Bambara who tended to distrust “modern” institutions.  Each of these groups staged 
uprisings, but the French managed to quell their initiatives.  However, starting in the 1930s, 
educated Malians began to form “political voluntary associations” whose avowed reasons for 
existence were social, cultural, or sports oriented (Gérard 1997).  Modibo Keita, who later led 
the struggle for Malian independence, belonged to such a group.  The struggle for independence 
culminated in a referendum held in 1958, in which Mali opted for membership in the French 
Community, which served as a prelude to complete independence from France in 1960.    
  
The Economic Context 

 
Mali is one of the poorest countries in the world, according to the Human Development 

Index 2003, an annual publication of the United Nations Development Program (UNDP).  Over 
70%32 of the population lived below the poverty line between 1990 and 2001, and the adult 

                                                 
29 An excellent book about the various trips made by explorers on the Niger is de Gramot, Sanche. (1976). The 
Strong Brown God: The Story of the Niger River. Boston: Houghton Mufflin Company. 
30 To better understand the enormous impact of French rule on Malians, read Bâ, Amadou Hampaté. (1973). The 
Fortunes of Wangrin. Bloomington: Indiana University Press. 
31 There will be more detail on the history of schooling in Mali, how it developed under French rule, etc. in the next 
section of this Chapter titled Education in Mali. 
32 The ODHD (Mali’s Observatory for Sustainable Human Development) reported a 72% rate of the population 
living below the poverty line, defined as living on less than 50 cents per day. 
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illiteracy rate was reported to be 73.6% (UNDP 2003).  From 1972 to 1974 and again from1983 
to 1985, the country experienced severe droughts, which ended its self-sufficiency in food 
production and contributed to its current situation of acute and chronic food insecurity.   
 

 

 
Table 10: Mali Economic Profile 
Mali Profile 1996 1999 2000 

GDP growth (annual %) 3.2 6.1 4.5 
Agriculture, value added (% of GDP) 51.8 46.5 45.8 
Industry, value added (% of GDP) 17.9 16.7 17.1 
Services, etc., value added (% of GDP) 30.3 36.8 37.1 
Exports of goods and services (% of GDP) 20.0 24.9 25.0 
Imports of goods and services (% of GDP) 35.8 36.0 40.4* 
Fixed lines and mobile telephones (per 1000 
people) 

2.1 3.6 4.3 

Personal computers (per 1000 people) 0.5 1.0 1.2 
Paved roads (% of total) 12.1 12.1  
Trade in goods as share of GDP (%) 48.9 51.5 54.0 
High technology exports (% of manufactured 
exports) 

2.5   

Foreign direct investment, net inflows 
(current US$) 

84 million 19 million 76 million 

Present value of debt (current US$)   1.3 billion 
Total debt service (% of exports of goods and 
services) 

18.2 13.7 12.1 

Short-term debt outstanding (current US$) 79 million 191.5 
million 

136.2 
million 

Aid per capita (current US$) 49.9 33.5 33.2 
*  Imports increased considerably because in early 2002, Mali held the African Nations Soccer 
Cup Tournament 
Source: World Bank (2002c)   
 
 
 

Mali is faced with numerous problems, including advancing desertification in the central 
region, and poor transportation infrastructure throughout the whole country, making it 
exceedingly difficult to tap into the various mineral deposits, including gold, manganese, iron, 
diamonds, and lithium for which there are indications.  Two thirds of the land area of Mali lie in 
the Sahara desert to the north and in the semi-desert Sahel area in the center, and are not very 
suitable for agriculture.  The remaining third, which constitutes the southern region, is devoted to 
the cultivation of a cash crop – cotton – which is exported, and food crops such as rice and 
cereals.   

The country relies mostly on imports for its consumer goods as well as capital goods.  It 
imports mainly machinery and equipment, construction materials, petroleum, food and textiles.  
Most of these products come from Côte d’Ivoire, France, Senegal and Germany.  There is a 
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small industrial sector, which consists of food processing, construction, and phosphate and gold 
mining.  Urban areas experience higher unemployment rates than rural areas, 14.6% and 5.3% 
respectively, according to 2001 estimates. 

Mali’s most important exports consist of cotton, gold and livestock, and its main trading 
partners are Brazil, South Korea, Italy and Canada.  As a raw material supplier, the country is 
vulnerable to price fluctuations in the world market.  Farmers tune in religiously to the weekly 
radio show that announces prices for grains or cotton, as agriculture drives economic 
performance.  Economic activities slowed in 2001 due to a cotton sector crisis and food crop 
production difficulties (World Bank 2002).  The difficulties in the cotton sector stemmed, in part, 
from subsidies given to cotton farmers in rich countries that contribute to price distortions and 
give them an unfair advantage.  In 2003 Oxfam began a campaign to eliminate cotton subsidies.  
The Presidents of both Mali and Burkina Faso wrote an op-ed piece in the New York Times 

asking the leaders of the United States and other “rich countries” to take into consideration the 
fact that cotton is their countries’ “ticket into the world market” (Touré & Campaoré 2003).  
Fortunately for Mali, gold exports doubled at this time, compensating a bit for the reduction of 
income from cotton and food exports.   

The Kolondieba district is where most of the cotton (or white gold) is grown in Mali.  
The Compagnie Malienne pour le Développement des Textiles (CMDT), which oversees cotton 
production as well as provides some social programs such as literacy and financial management 
training, is headquartered in Bougouni.  CMDT encourages the creation of village associations to 
manage the cotton crops and the money gained from their sale.  In the Bougouni, Kolondieba, 
and Sikasso regions, where the bulk of community schools exist, the village associations play an 
important role in grading and weighing cotton, ordering supplies and equipment, and managing 
credit (Bingen 1998).   

On a smaller scale, most retail trade takes place in the marchés or central markets.  These 
are generally places bustling with people and where bargaining is a common practice.  In most 
marchés, vendors such as butchers selling meat products, women selling piles of vegetables, and 
traders selling household wares, sit in stalls along narrow aisles, exhibiting their goods.  In 
addition to food and other goods, one can find spices, crafts and items for magic.   

Child trafficking is a problem that affects particularly the Kolondieba region.  Many 
young people, especially boys, often are lured into seeking their fortunes in Côte d’Ivoire, Mali’s 
richer neighbor to the south.  According to reports, these children end up spending years trying to 
earn enough money to buy their way out of slavery in the cocoa plantations (DOL 2004, ILO 
2000).     

The Government of Mali (2002) stated in its final Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper 
(PRSP),33 that the principal objective of its economic policy is to succeed in growth oriented 
activities that contribute to poverty reduction.  Commercial policies and investments are part of 
the national strategic plan to increase the supply of goods and services for export, or for the 
domestic market.  Within the PRSP, it is stated that Mali aims to reduce the incidence of poverty, 
increase economic growth, increase and diversify food sources for better food security, and 
manage natural resources in a more sustainable manner so as to achieve both improved 

                                                 
33 According to the World Bank, a PRSP “describes a country's macroeconomic, structural and social policies and 
programs to promote growth and reduce poverty, as well as associated external financing needs.”  Governments 
through a participatory process involving civil society and development partners, including the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), prepare PRSPs. http://www.worldbank.org/poverty/strategies/ 
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production and protection of the environment.  Thus, agricultural growth (as opposed to 
industrial growth) is seen as key to reducing poverty.   

 
The Political Context 

 
Following independence, Mali’s first leader, Modibo Keita, who co-founded a radical 

Marxist party34 in 1946, turned his back towards France, the former colonizer, and looked for 
inspiration in the Soviet Union.  He experimented with socialism, emphasizing public sector 
involvement and rural participation in economic development, and turning the country into a 
one-party state.  His actions however, tended to contradict his policies, and ultimately his one-
party rule was challenged.  Keita became increasingly unpopular, particularly after he 
restructured the banking and financial system in 1962, withdrew Mali from the CFA monetary 
zone, and created the Mali Franc (Boukary 1999).  Opposition to his policies was met with 
arrests and destruction of opponents’ villages.   

General Moussa Traoré overthrew Modibo Keita in 1968 in a bloodless coup.  However, 
it was simply a case of one dictatorial regime replacing another (Imperato 1989).  State socialism 
was maintained – at least in appearance – until the early 1980s, when a market-based economy 
was reinstalled, though former relationships with socialist or communist nations remained 
strong.  Ironically, Traoré spoke of improving democratic processes and when the local populace 
began to demand civilian participation in national government issues, for example, they were 
met with resistance.  Further aggravating the situation was that by 1990 structural adjustment 
programs were in full force causing economic difficulties nationally.  These increasing economic 
and political difficulties reached an apex in 1991 when students and women staged a 
demonstration that ultimately led to Traoré being charged with murdering pro-democracy 
protesters during the 1991 coup.       

An interim government was then installed, and it supervised in 1992 the first multiparty 
presidential election ever held in Mali since independence.  Alpha Oumar Konaré, a newcomer 
to politics (he is an archeologist and historian), won the election.  Since Konaré’s accession to 
power, the country has remained politically stable, with only a few student strikes.  He was 
reelected to a second term in 1997.  Konaré proved to be one of a few African leaders to abide by 
constitutional term-limits and willingly step down from their post.   

The latest presidential elections in 2002 provide some insight into the political culture of 
Mali.  Twenty-four candidates were on the list for president in the April 28, 2002 elections, but 
three were considered favored.  Soumali Cissé, a former finance minister, Ibrahim Boubacar 
Keita, a former prime minister, and General Amadou Toumani Touré (better known in Mali as 
ATT).  Though, there was some difficulty in the election,35 (for example people complained of 
not receiving voting cards), ATT was named the new President on June 8, 2002.  He is a former 
military man who became famous as a result of his contribution to the overthrow of President 
Traoré, his successful supervision of the subsequent elections as interim president, and his role as 
broker of peace in the Central African Republic.  

Today, policies fostering the decentralization of the political system and the growth of 
civil society are on the agenda in Mali (Tounkara 2001, Seely 2001).  Konaré started the ball 

                                                 
34 Union Soudanaise-Rassemblement Démocratique Africain (US-RDA) or Sudanese Union-African Democratic 
Assembly 
35 The Economist (2002) reported that the delay in issuing the results occurred because the only technician who was 
able to do a computer analysis was injured in a car crash. 
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rolling by decentralizing the education system, traditionally centered in Mali on the national 
Ministry.  His restructuring entailed the reconfiguration of responsibilities among levels of the 
system indicated in Table 11 below.  
 
 
 
Table 11: Education Responsibilities by Political Level 
Level of Responsibility Activities/Roles 

National responsibilities • Define national policy 
• Support partners in policy implementation 
• Oversee and coordinate implementation 
• Evaluate the education system 

Regional responsibilities • Professional schools 
• Special Education efforts 

Cercle responsibilities • Secondary Education 
• Elaborate educational development programs 
• Curriculum and school calendar development 
• Recruiting and overseeing teachers 
• Managing transfer of education materials  
• Constructing, equipping and managing schools 

Commune responsibilities • Pre-school 
• Primary school  
• Literacy Programs  
• Curriculum and school calendar development 
• Recruiting and managing teachers 
• School infrastructure 

Village responsibilities • Mobilize resources 
• Sensitize parents to the importance of education 
• Recruit students 
• Identify sites for schools 
• Participate in school evaluations 

Source: PRODEC (1998) 
 
 
 
The former cercles have been replaced by administrative and fiscal communes consisting of 11-
45 members, depending on the size of the population.  These communes work cooperatively and 
are charged with health, education and some infrastructure development.  By mid-1999, 682 
communes had each elected a council of representatives and a mayor who are in charge of tax 
collection and budgets (Seely 2001).     

The World Bank (1999) and USAID (2003) hailed the Malian leaders' decentralization 
measures as instances of good governance.  Others, such as Seely (2001), posit, however, that 
Konaré implemented this unprecedented relinquishment of control to the local level, not so much 
in the interests of effective governance and accountability as to prevent the Tuaregs – the Berber-
related and partly nomadic people of northern Mali – from starting a civil war.  Granting 
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decentralization and an increase in local autonomy served to appease some of their demands. 
Seely (2001) agrees, in any case, that Mali made genuine social progress during this period and 
endorses the reputation it acquired in the Konaré years as a peaceful country in a region filled 
with autocratic regimes and wars.  This reputation was solidified when President Konaré helped 
put an end to bloody clashes instigated by the Tuaregs on the borders of Mauritania and Senegal 
(Boukhari 2000).   

Civil society constitutes in Mali a third sector that interacts with both the private and 
public realms of society, and influences economic and political events.  Tradition, history, and 
the increasing collaboration between international and local NGOs are among some of the 
reasons that have contributed to creating a vibrant civil society in Mali, which I will discuss in 
greater detail in the next section.  

 
The Role of Civil Society in Mali 

 
Miller-Grandvaux et al. (2002) judge that Mali now has a “vibrant civil society with 

promising experiments in democratization” (4).  Decision-making by consensus rather than 
majority vote has been a long-standing cultural tradition in Mali (Laugharn & Muskin 1997).  
Though consensus is often a cumbersome and time-consuming process, it has contributed to a 
dynamic civil society in Mali.  As Laugharn and Muskin (1997) state:  

 
Few other countries in Africa, let alone in the world, exhibit the same degree of respect 
and harmony among different ethnic groups and economic strata.  Consensus calls on all 
members of the community to pay full attention to issues and to express their views 
articulately if they wish to have a say in the outcome.  It builds solidarity, skill at 
compromise, and active commitment to final decisions, even those that are contrary to 
one’s own preferences…” (62).36   
 

 In the judgment of many observers like Laugharn and Muskin, Mali and Senegal have the 
most developed civil societies in all of West Africa.  Concerning Mali, a report by USAID 
(2001) suggests the following reasons for this success:  
 

1. Mali has long tradition of creating associations for resource management, mutual aid, 
economic support and cultural promotion;  

 
2. International NGOs have helped to spawn or nurture an indigenous NGO sector; 

 
3. International donors have helped to build the capacity of community-based 

organizations; and  
 
4. There has been a favorable legal, policy and regulatory environment in Mali since the 

transition to democracy in 1992 (5).   
 

Historically, there has always been an “embryo of civil society” in Mali (Boukary 1999).  Even 
during French colonization, in 1937 there were officially 119 trade unions and 42 professional 

                                                 
36 On the other hand, it is not unheard of that “elite” voices will often manipulate this process to secure their 
viewpoint.   
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associations in the country (Boukary 1999).  Boukary (1999) states that the influence of socialist 
ideas (acquired through contact with French teaching staff and civil servants) fostered the growth 
of such groups.   

In any case, thanks to enabling conditions and a variety of external inputs, Mali has 
developed a diverse and dense civil society.  The report by USAID (2001) states that most civil 
society organizations in Mali can be considered to be at an “intermediate level,” meaning that 
they are more than traditional community-based organizations (CBO), and have evolved into 
classic NGOs or federated bodies or cooperative CBOs.  In other words, they extend beyond the 
village level in their influence and begin to create a network of actors that bridge communities to 
national level authorities.  The problem areas noted in the study included a lack of organizational 
structure, a lack of internal accountability, and a lack of core cadre of competent staff.  The same 
report also points out that the Malian government allowed civil society to flourish in order to 
improve the socioeconomic welfare of the country, for it recognized that this goal could not be 
reached without support and input from a variety of self-directed local associations able to 
mobilized the population for development ends (13).   

However, these civil society organizations rarely play significant decision-making roles 
at the national level and face other challenges.  Even the best known civil society organization in 
Mali, the cotton farmers’ association, does not play a major role in decision-making at higher 
levels (Easton 1998).  Conflicts may arise between local NGOs and other civil society 
organizations when they compete for limited resources.  Another persistent problem is that 
within civil society organizations, women still tend to be marginalized (USAID 2001).     

Nevertheless, an indigenous NGO sector is now thriving in Mali.  There are over 1500 
NGOs in Mali and some are considered dynamic, representative of society in politics and well 
organized (Miller-Grandvaux et al. 2002).  Tounkara (2001) explains the rise in NGOs in Mali as 
occurring in four stages:  

 
1. In the 1970s NGOs began to manage relief activities to deal with the drought-caused 

famines;  
 
2. NGOs became places where diploma-holding youth found jobs (with state support);37  

 
3. NGOs began to coordinate their efforts and to work collectively; and  

 
4. NGOs became involved in national legislation. 

 
The Ministry of Homeland Administration oversees NGOs in Mali.  Within this Ministry 

there are two large coordinating committees: one coordinates both international and national 
NGOs, and the other works specifically with national NGOs.  Some sector specific NGOs have 
an umbrella group that oversees their activities and helps them to raise funds, make contacts, and 
provide professional development activities for the various local NGOs.  Such a group was 
formed for basic education, with a membership of 143 local and international NGOs, but was 

                                                 
37 Tounkara (2001) states that Malian NGOs have a business orientation and compete with each other for survival 
and professional development.  This orientation makes them appear to be seeking profit rather than working for 
benevolent purposes. Furthermore, the procedures used by the international NGOs to find local NGO partners is a 
competitive one which encourages the local NGOs to act more like businesses in this resource scarce environment.    
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later disbanded following disagreements over the management of a particular project (Interview 
15).   

Specific to education, those who manage the formal school system tend not to consider 
NGOs and other civil society organizations as appropriate partners, because they lack capacity in 
terms of personnel, office space, and management skills.  Moreover, their work with poor 
populations makes them dependent on donor funds funneled through international NGOs, putting 
them in a tenuous position in the eyes of the Ministry educators (Tounkara 2001).  This leaves 
the local NGOs little choice but to concentrate their efforts outside the formal education system 
and to support the community schools that make up 31.7% of primary schools in Mali (Tounkara 
2001).  However, in donors’ eyes, local NGOs are legitimate partners for education development 
in Mali; they represent the needs of communities with their participatory methods and tools for 
program development (Tounkara 2001).     

As stated earlier, the focus of the discussion will be narrowed to education, specifically.  
In this section, I will examine, first, the history of formal education, and then, the education 
situation in rural areas, including how alternative education models are used in Mali.    

 

 

 

Education in Mali 
  
The History of Formal Education 
 

Though missionary and Koranic schools existed in Mali before 1890, in this same year 
colonial authorities established the formal school system when they opened the first secular 
schools in the country.  Such institutions were a foreign concept to West Africans at this time 
and were referred to as “hostage schools” because no one went willingly.  According to Gérard 
(1997), some Malian families had a low estimation of French schooling and so, when constrained 
by political authority to put at least one child in school, tended to send their domestic servants or 
slaves.  However, ironically, schools soon became the breeding grounds for chiefs’ sons,38 as 
they were groomed or “assimilated” through French instruction to serve as low-level civil 
servants for the colonial administration.  Through state subsidies, the formal school system 
became an avenue for creating the new elite in Mali.39  Most parents were reluctant to send their 
children to these schools, however, because they blamed them for serving French colonial 
interest and causing the loss of traditional values and culture (Habibata 1993, Keita 1999, Gérard 
1997).   

Mali began its post-colonial period with attempts to alter the formal education system 
inherited from France.  The Ministry of Education (MOE) expanded the education system and 
also set on foot ambitious programs aimed at reducing the high illiteracy rate among adults, with 
the financial support of the former Soviet Union.  The first reform of the education system in 
Mali occurred in 1962, when an attempt was made to link the curriculum of the rural schools to 
their environments and to local socioeconomic realities (Gérard 1997).  It was now seen as 

                                                 
38 Only a small number of boys attended and the education rate in all of French West Africa was less than two 
percent in 1910 (Carnoy 1974).  There are various stories of chiefs sending servants to the schools instead of their 
sons to appease the French and “save” their sons.   
39 James Coleman (in Bassey 1999) argues that the presence of Western (modern) education systems in colonized 
areas helped to create elite classes.   
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important to educate children in their family and social milieu (Boukary 1999).  Curriculum 
changes included adding Malian and other African cultural content, teaching socialist values and 
introducing other political subjects, and vocational topics like agriculture (Boukary 1999).   

Mali committed to democratizing its education sector by signing the 1961 Addis Ababa 
Charter on Education, which laid the foundation for mass education efforts for both children and 
adults.  Literacy, in the national languages, was linked to economic and political development by 
the Keita government.  Mali has a history of literacy initiatives including some that were part of 
the Experimental World Literacy Program, which began in the mid 1960s.  The Traoré regime 
also encouraged the development of literacy, an effort seconded once again by UNESCO and 
supported now by the village tons, the traditional associations of young people established to 
support rural activities (Boukary 1999).  Interestingly, because Mali distanced itself from France 
more than most of the other former French colonies, it was able to explore the use of maternal 
language instruction and developed learning materials at the national level for primary schools.   

Though these education efforts were well thought out in theory, they faced many 
challenges in practice.  In particular, economic limitations kept education efforts to a minimum 
making it difficult for Mali to break away fully from the colonial legacy.40  There was not 
enough money to set up both schools and literacy centers, and to redesign, develop, and 
systematically apply a new curriculum for the masses.  During the Traoré regime, basic 
education policies were misapplied (Boukary 1999).     

Because community schools are established primarily in rural areas in Mali, I focus on 
this topic in the next section to provide more descriptive background.  It becomes clear that 
formal schools were not always welcomed in these rural communities.   

 
Education in Rural Areas 

 
For historical and cultural reasons, rural populations were often wary of formal schools.  

Gérard (1997) writes extensively what the Bambara people felt about French schools, which did 
not fit onto their communally oriented social and economic structures.  This is not to say that 
rural populations did not value and appreciate instruction (in particular instruction that leads to 
literacy and respect, loyalty, honesty and integrity).  In Gérard’s (1997) research, he discovered 
that the Bambara make distinctions between the literate, who have “seen the light,” and the 
illiterate people who are considered “living in darkness.”  Literacy allows a person to discover 
other knowledge and this is what distinguishes a “person of letters” from a “person of the earth” 
(Gérard 1997).  However, at the same time, schools and writing were associated in the popular 
mind with French colonial rule and the breakdown of indigenous social networks (Gérard 1997).    

Gérard (1997) observes that, in rural areas, formal schools were considered to be 
“fragmenting” institutions in the community because they espoused different social values and 
promoted individuality rather than collective solidarity, a traditional Bambara value.  He explains 
that parents in rural communities, who relied on their child’s contribution to the agricultural 
economy, naturally resisted the formal school because it clashed with the collective system they 
live by.  During colonization the formal schools in rural areas were blatantly used as training 
grounds to serve French needs (Gérard 1997).  Village chiefs were taxed according to the 
number of school-aged children in their communities (making it a profitable venture for the 

                                                 
40 The World Bank implemented some projects to help support the “ruralization” of Mali’s basic education 
curriculum in the 1970s, but in the early 1980’s, it switched to structural adjustment programs and controlled 
education policy (Boukary 1999). 
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French) and it became a mandate for children to go to school with the 1946 Constitution.  
Extending education into rural areas was one way to assimilate these areas into the colonial 
administration (Gérard 1997).  Schools, as foreign innovations, arrived in rural areas and “their 
strangeness fed fear, but also curiosity” (Gérard 1997, 113).  Schools were the first institutions to 
introduce into rural Malian society the notions that knowledge can be equated with power, since 
the written word was used for control.  They also spread the idea that formal training can lead to 
employment (Gérard 1997).  This new -- and partly mythical -- idea institutionalized power in 
the form of instruction. 

For rural populations, formal schools became equated with urban life, individualism, and 
elitism (Gérard 1997).  Parents were disconnected from the administration of formal schools and 
often suspicious of school administrators who were in no way accountable to them.  As rural, 
urban, and semi-urban areas felt more and more at odds with public education, the gap between 
those who were able to attain future employment opportunities through the schools, and those 
who were not grew.  As the National Director for Planning and Scholastic Equipment noted: 

 
Children who have salaried parents working in the modern (urban) sector are 25 times 
more likely to have access to secondary or higher education than children who have a 
farmer or animal breeder for a father (Gérard 1997, 35). 
 

Rural families employ “mixed strategies” for deciding whether to send a particular child to 
school, to deal with the tensions between urbanization and communal life. 
 In the next section, I concentrate on a description of the current context of education in 
Mali.  Over the past decade, there have been many changes that contributed to the rise in 
popularity of community schools as an education strategy.        
 
The Current Education Context in Mali 

 
Faced with limited resources, the Malian government has concentrated its educational 

provision in urban and peri-urban areas — for example, Bamako the capital, has a 90% primary 
school enrollment rate — to the neglect of the 10,000 or so villages scattered throughout the 
country (Watkins 2000).  The following are a few facts that characterize the current state of 
Malian education.  Gross enrollment for primary, secondary and tertiary levels was 28% in 2000, 
four out of five children from poor households do not progress beyond the first grade, and it 
generally takes seven years for an average Malian student to finish five grades because of high 
repetition and drop-out rates (Watkins 2000).  In 1989, 30% of the primary school students 
repeated their grade (USAID 1993).  Furthermore, the average number of years a child attends 
school is less than three years in Mali.  Only one out of ten boys, and one out of twenty girls, 
progresses to secondary school.  In addition, the percentage of GNP allocated to public education 
expenditures decreased from 3.2 percent in 1985-87 to 2.2% in 1995-97 (UNDP 2001).   Mali 
suffers from the same ailments that afflict most public education in most African countries: a 
shortage of classroom space and materials, long distances between school and home, costs of 
schooling that are high relative to incomes, shortage of, and overburdened, teachers, 
deteriorating buildings, and a schooling experience that is increasingly perceived as 
inappropriate and/or of poor quality (USAID 1993, 2).   

The situation is further exacerbated by the fact that the average classroom size for the 
primary level is 70 students per teacher (Rugh 2000).  The public school curriculum continues to 
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receive criticisms for lacking relevance to life in the rural areas.  Frontal teaching methods (or 
traditional chalk and talk or teacher-centered methods) are popular, as they are easier to use in 
large classrooms, though they are considered less effective for student learning.  The bulk of 
education financing goes toward supporting secondary and tertiary education – 20% of the 
current education budget finances scholarships for secondary and university students (World 
Bank 1999).  It is estimated that the formal system can only accommodate 25% of the primary 
school population (Rugh 2000).  

Table 12 provides the percentage of school-age children attending primary school by 
region in 1995/96: 

 
 

 
Table 12: Percentage of School-Age Children Attending Primary Schools by Region and Sex 
Region Net Attendance Ratio Boys Net Attendance Ratio Girls Total 

Mopti 21% 13% 17% 
Segou 27% 19% 23% 
Sikasso 28% 20% 24% 
Kayes 31% 23% 27% 
Koulikoro 36% 24% 30% 
Bamako 78% 66% 71% 
Source: USAID DHS (no date) 
 
 
 
 Girls’ education remains a problem for Malian educational policy makers today.  Based 
on the Mali Demographic and Health Survey (DHS)41 done in 1995/96, only 25% of school-age 
girls in Mali attend primary school, and in rural areas the percentage drops to approximately 14% 
(USAID DHS no date).  Gender disparity is lowest in Bamako.  This survey revealed that only 
7% of women 15 years of age and older completed primary school (USAID DHS no date). When 
asked why they left school, 42% of the women responded that they did not like school, 20% 
reported that their family needed them to work instead, 12% attributed the reason to failed 
exams, and 11% said that it was because of pregnancy or marriage (USAID DHS no date).   

There is an ongoing debate in Mali about strategies to improve the education system.  In 
1991, a national debate on education and a round table discussion on the results of the Jomtien 
Conference were organized (it was estimated in 1991 that 93% of the rural population and 62% 
of the urban population never attended school) (Gérard 1997).  Teachers, parents and 
administrators were invited to the round table to participate in the discussion about EFA.  The 
participants insisted on expanding basic education opportunities by building more schools, and 
reestablishing equilibrium between training and employment.  One participant said: 

 
More and more, one sadly realizes that the state cannot meet the political obligation of 
rapidly obtaining universal education for all through formal schools…It is necessary to 
imagine another means, to adopt a new strategy.  This can only be found within an 

                                                 
41 The DHS survey was administered to 8,761 households and 9,704 women ages 15-49, and 2,474 men ages 15-59 
from those households (USAID DHS no date). 
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organized and united system, which is decentralized at the village level (Gérard 1997, 
11). 
 
Access to formal schools is a fundamental problem in Mali because the government 

cannot afford to provide the required number of schools for its rising population, nor can it 
afford to keep students in attendance once schools have been built, which is why there was a halt 
on school construction beginning in the late 1990s.  To make matters worse, even for the 
fortunate few who have access, the quality of the education received is often poor (World Bank 
1999).  Because Mali’s education system is marked by a demand for schools that is greater than 
the supply, it relies on local communities, NGOs, international donors and private individuals 
make up for the shortfall.  Their combined efforts to help increase access to basic education have 
contributed to raising the percentage of the population having access to basic education from 
46% in 1996 to 65% in 2000 (Tounkara 2001).   

 
Alternative Schools in Mali 

 
Alternative schools exist outside the state-sponsored education system.  In Mali they 

include community schools, médersas, Koranic schools, and some privately funded schools.  
Islamic education systems from northern Mali spread to the southeastern part of the country 
during the colonial regime (Gérard 1997).  Médersas and Koranic schools have grown in 
importance, along with the spread of Islam itself.  Gérard (1997) explains that, in part, Islamic 
schools increased in number when Islam was used to regain social cohesion in southeastern Mali 
following the colonization of the region, because it places a stronger emphasis on social 
integration than on individual growth and does not challenge the social and economic structures 
in place.     

Médersas teach religious and secular subjects in Arabic and Koranic schools are designed 
to teach the Koran through memorization, also in Arabic.  Parents who are more concerned about 
the moral growth of their child as opposed to the child’s job opportunities after graduation from 
school, may opt to send that child to one of these schools.  Often rural villagers raise money to 
find a teacher who can operate a médersa in their community.  Médersas grew in popularity 
during the first twenty years that followed Malian independence from France, as they were seen 
as less risky for the child’s moral sake than formal schools.  Gérard (1997) reports that between 
1980 and 1990, the number of médersas spontaneously created by villagers in southeastern Mali 
quadrupled.  In parts of northern Mali, there are more pupils in Koranic schools than formal ones 
(Bray, Clark & Stephens 1998).     

Koranic schools are flexible in their administration and institutional organization.  
Students come and go, since it is not compulsory education.  Classes are held from Saturday to 
Wednesday, and class times are determined by what suits the community best.  Some Koranic 
schools have fees and others do not; instead parents provide donations or gifts to teachers.  If a 
parent cannot afford fees or donations, the child works on the teacher’s farm or attends to 
household chores as a contribution.  Human reasoning (an ability to think clearly and carefully) 
and divine illumination are the two core elements gradually imparted in Arabic in the curriculum 
and this is gained through reciting the Koran (Bray et al 1998).  Physical exercise is also 
important.  In general, Koranic schools are seen in Islamic communities as essential for 
providing “community, society, dignity and personal identity in the chaos created by 
industrialization” (Bray et al 1998, 53). 
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Teachers in the alternative schools, including community schools are not members of the 
national teachers’ union.  This means that they do not wield the same organizational power as do 
the teachers in the formal school system, i.e., if they are dissatisfied with the way community 
schools are run, community school teachers lack the ability to band together to strike and make 
demands on those in charge of the community schools.   

In the next section, I introduce the national education policy geared toward reaching a 
universal primary education of quality that is currently in place in Mali.  I discuss how the 
national level policy, called PRODEC (Programme Décennal d’Education, or Ten-Year 
Education Program), works with alternative education models. 

 
 

 
National Education Policy and Community Schools 

 
Initially, the Malian MOE did not welcome community schools with open arms.  As 

Miller-Grandvaux et al (2002) observe, at the inception of community schools, governments 
were reluctant to accept them as anything other than “nonformal institutions” because they were 
perceived to be of a lower quality than the formal schools.  Eventually, attitudes began to change 
and the formal education system administrators began to appreciate the efforts made, and the 
success achieved, by the community schools.  A national-level forum on community schools was 
held in August 1998 in Bamako, bringing together education officials to exchange information 
and work toward harmonizing approaches.  This was the first step taken by state officials toward 
the official recognition of community schools as legitimate educational institutions.  With their 
growing popularity, the community schools began to have an effect on national education 
policies.  As Boukary states (in Hoppers 2000):  

 
While initially separate from the state, [community schools] have influenced national 
debates on an integrated system of basic education.  NFE experiences appear to have 
contributed strongly to the empowerment of local communities in their relation with the 
state and to the foregrounding of the questions of culture and language in the 
development of a new national education system (13).  
 

Indeed, within PRODEC the first fundamental option in the provision of quality basic education 
that is listed is to make the various schools (public, private, maternal language schools) work in 
harmony and to render the government accountable for providing a common minimum basic 
education without ending the autonomous management of private schools (including community 
schools and médersas) (PRODEC 1998). The success of the community schools contributed, at 
least in part,  to their adoption as models in strategies aiming at the decentralization the current 
public education system.  In the next section, I will provide a more detailed analysis of 
PRODEC. 
 
PRODEC: Programme Décennal d’Education 

 
The Malian MOE is currently implementing an education reform.  PRODEC (Programme 

Décennal d’Education or Ten-Year Education Program) was established in 1998 to decentralize 
the education system and thereby improve its quality over the next decade.  With PRODEC, 
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community schools were recognized by the state and became part of the national school system.  
PRODEC is sponsored by various international donor organizations such as the World Bank 
(with a US$45 million credit commitment), USAID, and donors from the Netherlands and 
France.   

The PRODEC document calls to attention the following problem areas: 
 

• A lack of equilibrium between what the state can offer and the demand for education (in 
1996,when nearly 25% of the budget was allocated to education, only 43.6% of children 
were enrolled); 

 
• A lack of internal and external efficiency (high drop-out and repetition rates in primary 

school (18% and 5% respectively) and in secondary school (17% and 14% respectively), and 
an inability to use what is learned in schools in the environment); 

 
• A lack of coherence between the public, private, community, and religious schools; and 
 
• A lack of involvement of the community in the schools (schools are seen as state institutions 

and people do not expect to participate in their management) (PRODEC 1998). 
 
 PRODEC (1998) is scheduled for implementation in three phases.  The first phase (2000-
2004) of the program is designed to expand access to education, improve its quality, and 
encourage decentralized management.  All program interventions are expected to pay specific 
attention to gender issues.  Also included in this phase are organized discussions on reforms 
concerning community schools, teacher financing, curriculum content, and convergent pedagogy 
(a national pedagogy used to encourage mother tongue instruction in the first three years of 
primary school).  The second and third phases are designed to improve national level policies for 
expanding what has been done at the secondary and tertiary levels for the education sector in 
Mali.  In addition, it is intended that in these phases that there will be activities to build the 
capacity of the local level entities to administratively and financially manage education.   
 PRODEC draws a lot of inspiration from the community schools’ experiences.  
Community schools served as a reference for PRODEC developers (Interview 15).  Malian 
education policymakers and international NGOs sponsoring PRODEC were particularly 
impressed by the community schools’ efforts to increase parental involvement (both financially 
and personally) in the school (Interview 9).  Three areas in which community schools were 
successful and which received special attention are described below:   
 
• Communities and parents contributed to the financial and physcial management of the 

community schools.  This included contributing to teachers’ salaries, discussing and 
resolving problems, and monitoring teachers’ activities, as well as students’ progress. 

 
• Community schools adapted to rural villages and (most) integrate successfully into the 

community.  This integration was possible because the community schools had flexible 
school hours determined by the community and a shorter school day so students could satisfy 
both family and academic responsibilities.     
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• Modular teaching in the classroom linked community life to lessons.  The includes taking 
into account community preoccupations and inserting them into the scholastic program 
(PRODEC 1998).  

 
In addition, the PRODEC program and the community schools share many of the same goals, as 
indicated below:    
   
• Access is a priority;   
 
• Promotion of maternal language instruction in the beginning years with a progressive 

introduction of French;   
 
• Decentralizing the system to allow the community to manage the schools; 
 
• Communes or communities pay for teachers’ salaries;     
 
• Teacher training is provided in 45 days during the vacation months;   
 
• Monitoring teachers is done through education assistants or pedagogy advisors; 
 
• Emphasizing girls’ education;     
 
• Curriculum development which allows for more flexibility and appropriate content for the 

environment; and 
 
• More involvement of parent/teacher associations, teachers and representatives from the 

community in the school planning and supervision (PRODEC 1998).  
 

PRODEC aims to localize control over school policies and events, and to create a more 
community-focused and decentralized school system, similar in structure to the community 
school.  The MOE restructured commune level education to turn Inspection offices into centres 

d’animation pédagogiques (CAP) or active learning centers.   
Another interesting strategy proposed by PRODEC and aimed at improving retention 

rates that is often mentioned as indicating community school influence is to suppress the 
importance of the certificat d’études  primaires exam (CEP or the exam that primary school 
students need to take to enter secondary school)by lengthening primary school to nine years, thus 
eliminating the testing barriers that prevent access to the next level of schooling (Interview 20).  
National policy makers stated that the education system inherited from the French was more 
selective than Malians needed it to be today.  MOE leaders would like to encourage children to 
stay in school as long as possible, and see the CEP as playing an inhibiting role.  PRODEC, 
therefore, aims to implement a social promotion policy requiring teachers to pass at least 80% of 
their class.  The main obstacle to plans such as these however, is that there are not yet enough 
schools (formal, community, other private) to support the rush of new students that would come 
from the primary community schools or other public schools into the secondary level.    

PRODEC also aims to revamp the curriculum to make it less French and more Malian in 
nature, in effect something similar to what SC/USA and IPN did for the community school 
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program.  Topics of universal interest will be included in the curriculum for all Malian students 
and then particular ones for children in certain zones will be tacked on.  For example, in Mopti, 
which is located on the banks of the Niger River, students will learn about fishing, whereas in 
Sikasso, which is located in the cotton zone, the emphasis will be on agriculture and medicinal 
plants.  It is felt that amendments like these will improve the relevance of education.   

Part of the PRODEC plan is to enlarge the education base through the harmonization of 
the various kinds of schools that exist in Mali by giving official recognition to Koranic schools, 
médersas, and community schools as part of the national education system.  It is now recognized 
that schools outside of the formal education system offer important and complementary primary 
education opportunities, even if they use a different curriculum than the formal schools and focus 
on religious and other subjects of local interest.  These schools are already found in villages 
lacking formal schools and are less expensive. They also already use maternal language 
instruction in their classrooms and the MOE recognizes the importance of learning from their 
efforts as they begin to nationalize convergent pedagogy into the formal schools’ first three years 
of primary education.  Also, differing from earlier days, PRODEC is more supportive of NGOs 
participating in reform efforts, and this has helped to sooth relations between NGOs and the state 
as state actors are more accepting of their involvement in the education system (Tounkara 2001).   

In presenting the nature and history of education in Mali, it becomes clear that there are 
some different notions and practices of community schools at the national level than at the 
international level.  This is mostly because context is provided for using community schools in 
practice in the country.  Cultural and historical factors influence perceptions of the national 
education system and the community schools.  The economic opportunities and challenges in 
southern Mali are clearer.  Politically, it is now known that Mali has a vibrant civil society with a 
large number of local NGOs (yet, at what level they function is still murky).  Finally, through 
PRODEC education policy makers at the national level have brought the community schools’ 
experiences into national level discussions on how to reform the education system and learn from 
alternative types of schooling in Mali.   

In the next section of this chapter, I analyze evaluation reports dealing with community 
schools that were done by national educational authorities, University of Bamako students, donor 
agencies, and consultants or researchers hired by SC/USA in order to arrive at a synthesis of the 
notions and practices of these schools at the national level.  

 
 

 
An Analysis of Documents on the Community Schools Program in Mali 

 
To date, I have found few research-oriented documents produced by national or 

international researchers dealing with the community schools program in Mali.  In this section, I 
present an analysis of these research-oriented documents, as well as evaluations and case studies 
that may help to understand the notions and practices of community schools from the national 
perspective.  The assessments are documents produced by a variety of stakeholders that I 
consider as representing the national level, either because they work for the national education 
system, or are involved on a temporary basis with SC/USA in Bamako.  These stakeholders are 
national level actors because they look directly at the community school experience and write 
about it with more detail than at the international level, but not from the perspective of the local 
actors involved in the schools every day.  I present who is saying what, how they reached certain 
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conclusions and what themes emerged in their research, evaluations and/or case studies.  Their 
perspectives provide insight into how the community schools are faring, how their role in the 
current in national reforms is perceived, as well as what some of the promises and challenges 
that they face are. 

Below is a list of the documents analyzed.  Both international and Malian evaluators from 
the state level carried out the assessments.  I did not find any evaluations done by community 
members, though parents, SMC members, and students are referenced within the evaluations.  
Documents produced by international researchers, development organizations or donors 
included:   
 

• Boukary, Hamidou D. (1999). The Village Schools of Save the Children/USA in Mali: A 
Case Study of NGOs, Communities and the State’s Emerging Roles in the Provision of 
Basic Education in Sahel. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Indiana University.  

 
• DeStefano, Joseph. (1996, February). Community-Based Primary Education: Lessons 

Learned from the Basic Education Expansion Project (BEEP) in Mali. USAID: SD 
Publication Series, Technical Paper No. 15, Office for Sustainable Development, Bureau 
for Africa. 

 
• Muskin, Joshua. (1997, January 5). An Evaluation of Save the Children’s Community 

Schools Project in Kolondieba, Mali. Report for Save the Children/Sahel Field Office.  
 

• Ridker, Ronald G. (1997, August). Determinants of Educational Achievement and 
Attainment in Africa: Findings from Nine Case Studies. USAID: SD Publication Series, 
Technical Paper no. 62, Office of Sustainable Development, Bureau for Africa. 

 
• Rugh, Andrea.  (2000, November).  Mali: An Experiment with Community Schools.  In 

Starting Now: Strategies for Helping Girls Complete Primary.  SAGE Technical Report. 
No. 1.    

 
• World Bank. (2000, November).  Effective Schooling in Rural Africa: Report 3: Case 

Study Briefs on Rural Schooling. Effective Schools and Teachers Thematic Group.  
 

• USAID/Mali. (2002). Annual Report.  USAID: Bamako. 
 

International documents are in the form of dissertation research, direct evaluations of the 
community school program, case studies, and reports by donors.   

The national documents included those produced by independent researchers, Ministry level 
personnel, those hired to carry out research by international donors, and researchers hired by 
SC/USA to do evaluations of the community schools.   They were the following:   
 

• Fomba, Cheick Oumar. (1999, July). Les écoles communautaires de l’ONG “Save the 
Children/USA” et partenaires au Mali: fonctionnement et qualité. Bamako: Ministry of 
Basic Education. 
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• Sicotte, Alfred, Sylla, Djoumé, & Soumaré, Mamadou. (2001, April). Évaluation à mi-
parcours du Programme Éducation 97-02 Mali.  Bamako: Save the Children/USA.  

 
• Somboro, Casimir. (1998, July). Basic Education For All: The Experience of Save the 

Children/USA in Community Schools in the Circle of Kolondieba, Region of Sikasso.  
Thesis. University of Mali. 

 
• Tounkara, Bréhima. (2001, December). Les rôles des ONG dans l’éducation de base au 

Mali. Bamako: USAID and ROCARE.  
 

Documents produced by international researchers, NGOs, and donors are mainly 
concerned with whether the community school model for increasing rural access to basic 
education in areas where the government fails to deliver this service is replicable, and how 
sustainable it is (Destafano 1996, Muskin 1997).  They also discuss the community schools as 
cases in documents with broader themes (see for example Boukary 1999, Ridker 1997, Rugh 
2000, and the World Bank 2000).      
 The documents authored by Malian nationals are mostly evaluations of the quality of the 
education provided by community schools. In addition, Fomba (1999), Sicotte et al. (2001) and 
Somboro (1998) provide information on the inputs, processes and outputs of the teaching and 
learning activity, while Tounkara (2001) provides information on the support they receive from 
sponsoring organizations.  
 Below I present in greater detail what the documents revealed about the notions and 
practices of community schools at the national level.   

 
Potential for Academic Success 

 
Overall, outside evaluations of the community schools program have been positive, 

particularly those that look at the students’ potential for succeeding academically.  International 
evaluators found the following positive results:  
 

• DeStefano (1996) discovered that demand for community school education was high, that 
villagers were willing to take charge of education by establishing a village school, and that 
the minimum education could be provided with low cost inputs.   

 
• The World Bank (2000) reported that anecdotal information confirms that children were 

eager and confident to learn, that community management of the schools was strong, and 
that teachers were motivated, despite their low salaries.   

 
• Muskin (1997) and Boukary (1999) found that the new teachers were successful when 

community school students equaled or outperformed public school students in certain 
subjects, such as math, reading, and writing.   

 
Fomba (1999) remarked that students were attentive during class.  Both Fomba  

(1999) and Boukary (1999) found that girls’ participation in the classrooms was not a problem.  
Boukary (1999) found the SMC to be effective and involved in school management. 
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Obstacles to Academic Success 
 
USAID (2002) identified certain challenges that the community schools program faces in 

Mali.  It reported that there were lower gross access and enrollment rates in 2001 for community 
schools than the national average, and decreasing access rates in community schools, particularly 
for girls.  These are disturbing trends because community schools were originally conceived to 
be part of a strategy intended to deal with the challenges of low enrollment rates, particularly for 
girls in Mali, which consisted in providing rural girls and boys with a village school that is close 
to home.  It is interesting to note that a more positive opinion about community schools 
coincided with the shift in the purpose of the community schools from providing education for 
local development to providing education that served as a bridge carrying rural children into the 
formal school system.   

Tounkara (2001) identified other challenges that the community schools faced such as 
low involvement of national level education authorities in the implementation of the community 
school programs, unqualified students in the schools, a lack of grade reporting, inadequate 
strategies for attaining sustainability when donor funds end and local NGOs are no longer able to 
provide technical assistance, and a lack of respect amongst program managers for certain 
experiences (2).  Tounkara (2001) found it particularly problematic that the community schools 
appear to be the brainchild of the international NGOs rather than the communities themselves as 
this negatively impacts their chances for being sustained after the international NGOs leave (2).  
He noted that representatives of NGOs most often criticize the state for its bureaucratic decisions 
and unwillingness to serve community schools as well as formal schools.  Furthermore, they 
complained that the state discouraged new initiatives, was slow in executing program activities, 
lacked transparency in material and financial management, did not respect community voice and 
needs, did not include them in pedagogical discussion, and had a tendency to consider any 
request for support as a “failure” in community school efforts (12).  Though state representatives 
recognized that the NGOs had succeeded in mobilizing communities to create and finance 
community schools, Tounkara (2001) reported that they also viewed those in charge of NGOs as 
weak because they did not respect hierarchy, academic records or the political process.  
Furthermore, NGOs were not sustainable without donor funds, did trainings beyond their 
technical capacity,42 and did not recognize the merits in adopting innovations that fit with 
national plans (13).  Tounkara (2001) concluded by saying that it is vitally important for local 
NGOs to build their capacity prior to project implementation.  This requires their participation in 
the planning phases of a project and the hiring of qualified personnel, not just youth with 
diplomas, otherwise their efforts may be counterproductive and the state will have to “clean up” 
after them.   

Boukary (1999) also found that partner NGOs were weak and dependent.  He remarked 
that the international NGO personnel agreed that many of their partners did not have sufficient 
management and technical capacity to carry out activities on their own.  However, in terms of 
yielding positive results in the expansion of community schools, the partner NGOs have been 
noted as serving the project well.  To make up for their lack of organizational resources, the 

                                                 
42 This is a contentious point because state officials feel that the NGOs do not have personnel that are technically 
able to manage pedagogical activities in the schools and this needs to be better regulated.  As quality become more 
of a focus than access, the role of the NGOs is put into question, as their greatest impact has been in community 
mobilization (Tounkara 2001). 
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international NGO approached the state educational agencies from the onset of the program thus 
acknowledging the importance of their assistance43 (Boukary 1999). 

Somboro (1998), a student from the University of Bamako, did a study on the community 
schools in Kolondieba and found numerous problems.  He said that the SMC were ineffective, 
that teachers were weighing cotton rather than doing their jobs, students were cutting classes, and 
teachers were not getting paid.  Similarly, Muskin (1997) did not find a single SMC that felt it 
could sustain the school without the involvement of the international NGO.  The World Bank 
(2000) document concurred that the sustainability of the program is jeopardized by the reliance 
on community input to build and maintain schools, as well as by the high cost involved in 
certifying teachers in the community schools.  In addition, the document expressed concern over 
the difficulty of establishing closer ties with the national system while maintaining the autonomy 
needed to respond to the local needs of children and asked whether students from community 
schools will succeed in the formal system.  

Fomba (1999) wrote that the age variation in the classrooms posed problems.  Boukary 
(1999) concluded that teachers lacked competence in some of the subjects that they taught and 
had not mastered French.  Rugh (2000) also expressed concern that community school teachers 
in charge of upper-grade levels may not be competent to teach difficult subject content in French.  
Muskin (1997) echoed this sentiment about the teachers and added expressed concern over 
community school student performance in formal schools for this reason.  Fomba (1999) 
recommended more in-service for the teachers in French literacy and also in teaching methods, 
as he felt that the quality of teaching varied greatly, and that many teachers did not state the 
object of the lesson before starting it.  He was also concerned that students did not respond to 
teachers or ask questions.  He and Boukary (1999) concluded that more female teachers needed 
to be recruited.  Another problem discussed by Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) regarding 
teachers was that equity issues were arising because teachers were not equally compensated.   

Fomba (1999) investigated the causes for student absence, as this would help to direct 
reforms (Was absence caused by a lack of interest in the program, class times, illness, domestic 
work, etc.?).  Ridker (1997) suggested that Muskin’s study ought to serve as a baseline and be 
repeated to determine if education provided by the community schools has remained effective in 
lower grades, and to see if teachers were effective enough in the higher grades to enable their 
students to transfer to the government schools.  He also suggested examining the cost and 
financing possibilities more closely. Furthermore, the rise in the number of students enrolled 
unaccompanied by an equal rise in the number of classrooms or schools caused many problems.  
Over the years, SC/USA’s difficulties in managing too many schools with too few personnel 
have become clear (Boukary 1999). 
 Boukary (1999) evaluated the levels of community participation and the efficacy of SMC 
in his dissertation research and found mixed results.  He and Fomba (1999) found that the 
community schools ranged in their physical appearance, from those that were well attended to, to 
those that showed signs of serious erosion and decay.  Fomba (1999) was also worried about the 
lack of restrooms, light sources, gardens and sports fields, and potable water sources in 
classrooms.  However, Fomba (1999) did state that most of the students that he surveyed had the 
basic tools for learning, such as pen, paper, etc., but there was still a problem of lack of books.  
Both Fomba (1999) and Boukary (1999) stated that the percentage of female teachers was low.   

                                                 
43 However, Boukary (1999) also notes that the international NGO personnel admitted that the MOE and other 
officials often referred to them as bandits, feeling that they were going behind the states’ back.   
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Boukary (1999) also found that though the SMCs were effective and involved in school 
management, their relationship with teachers and the community was marred by tensions 
because of financial issues, such as paying the teachers’ salaries.  Boukary (1999) concluded that 
SC/USA was overburdened by the logistics of running the schools and this prevented them from 
attending to the issue of sustained community participation for quality education (163).  He also 
discussed how exasperated project coordinators felt toward the exponential growth of the 
community school program, which compounded their existing problems.   

The reality that the notions and practices of community schools are understood and 
experienced differently becomes apparent when analyzing and synthesizing these documents.  
Though all of the documents applaud the community schools’ success in increasing access to 
basic education opportunities in rural villages, they also all point to a number of concerns over 
how the schools are experienced in practice.  These concerns range from teachers’ ability to 
carry out lessons (particularly in French) to village activities that make it difficult to support the 
schools (e.g. neglected infrastructures) to concerns over how the schools are being managed by 
the SMCs, SC/USA and/or the local NGOs.  At the national level, the notions of community 
schools are implemented in practice, and the complexities associated with using them as an 
innovative education strategy begin to become more apparent.   

 
 
 

Conclusion 

 
Mali is a country with a rich educational history.  Now it is also well known in SSA for 

having used, with great success, community schools as an innovative strategy for providing 
greater access to education in a country having one of the lowest literacy rates in the world.  This 
success is responsible for the impact this strategy has had on national education reform policies.  
A 1994 education law in Mali defines community schools as “private schools created and 
managed by communities or associations to permit the maximum number of children to attain a 
basic level of education” (Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 2002, A-6).  Officially, government 
statistics were not collected on community schools until the completion of the 1997-98 school 
year.  Now, community schools are officially recognized at the national level as part of the 
formal education system if they have at least 20 students, respect ministry definitions of basic 
education and use either the official curriculum or one recognized by national education 
authorities (Miller-Grandvaux & Yoder 2002, A-6).   

Convergent factors contributed to the community school model’s integration into the 
formal school system.  Culturally, community schools were seen as constituting a good fit for the 
surrounding rural context because while increasing basic education opportunities in the villages, 
they also use a more relevant curriculum whose contents are applicable to village life and to local 
employment opportunities in agriculture and animal breeding.  Economically, expectations were 
not high for the schools based on the struggles that villagers faced, but with the inputs from the 
international NGOs and donors the community school model became affordable for the 
communities.  Politically, national authorities are promoting democratic practices and 
decentralized structures in education, and community schools provide a good model.  In this 
favorable environment, community schools are acceptable and welcomed alternatives for 
increasing access to basic education opportunities, particularly when they are perceived to be 
complementing the learning opportunities provided by the formal school system.  Thus, 



 104

community schools are no longer as they were originally conceived, and have been transformed 
into educational institutions that support the national system through the community’s (mostly) 
financial and managerial input.   

At the national level, community schools are understood and perceived to be both 
influential and successful in contributing to changing the educational landscape of Mali, in 
addition to being difficult types of educational institutions to support, particularly in the context 
of Mali, where there are not enough human, material, and financial resources to provide proper 
support and strong networks to increase their chances of sustainability.    After analyzing the 
variety of opinions in the evaluations, it becomes clearer that the national level notions and 
practices of community schools are not always positive or optimistic.  Most of the praise derives 
from the community schools’ ability to increase access rates and to encourage some degree of 
community participation.  Most critiques of the community schools derive from a sense that the 
community schools are not as good as they appear to be on the surface, nor capable of running 
on their own.  The inputs are often said to be of lower quality, and a sense that they will remain 
in the shadow of the formal schools is apparent.    

The evaluations suggest that though the community schools bring formerly out-of-school 
children into basic education programs, there is some hesitation at the national level to fully 
appreciate them for their ability to contribute to modernizing the country.  As the community 
schools evolve to link to the traditional formal education system, they begin to be judged by the 
same standards applied to the formal primary schools.  The community schools are not perceived 
to be the same as the formal schools until they have that association with the traditional networks 
that lead to economic opportunities in the modern sector.  The original appeal of the community 
schools to provide an education for work in the villages begins to lose its appeal once there is an 
opportunity to link to, and gain input from, the national education system through PRODEC.   

At the national level, community schools are viewed in two ways.  On the one hand, they 
are viewed as promising education strategies because there is no doubt that they have helped to 
increase access to basic education in rural Mali.  But on the other hand, when focusing on 
community schools in practice, there is plenty of evidence that suggests that the community 
schools’ ideology does not work well in practice.  This difficulty in supporting community 
schools in Mali does not stem from a lack of will to encourage their growth, rather it stems from 
a lack in current capacities to implement them as they were conceived, and from a weak network 
to support their needs.  These kinds of challenges alter the notions and practices regarding 
community schools and how they are experienced and understood as an alternative education 
strategy at the national level over time.        
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CHAPTER 7 
 

THE LOCAL LEVEL AND COMMUNITY SCHOOLS 
 

 

 

Introduction 
 
The goal of this chapter is to focus on how the local stakeholders involved in the 

community schools program run by SC/USA understood and experienced the community 
schools as an alternative education strategy.  Though some of the local stakeholders could 
essentially be considered as representatives from the national and international levels because 
they are not from the villages themselves, they are included in the local level analysis because 
they are implementers of the programs and have an insightful perspective on how community 
schools are understood and perceived in the villages.  Furthermore, though opinions of local 
stakeholders informed evaluations done on the community schools program by international and 
national educationalists, those perspectives are often not discussed in detail and the tensions that 
may surround local perceptions of community schools disappear in the writing of reports.  The 
opinions of the parents, students, educational assistants, teachers, and NGO staff who are in most 
immediate contact with community schools at the local level are more responsive to everyday 
reality and therefore complement the viewpoints of national and international-level actors 
presented in the preceding two chapters, providing a rounded picture of the complexities and 
promises associated with community schools.  The two data sets described in Chapter 3 are the 
primary sources that inform the analysis of local perspectives on community schools.  More 
particularly, data set 1 represents the village perspective, without the involvement of outside 
actors, whereas data set 2 represents experiences with and understandings of community schools 
that emerge when community members interact with national and international actors.   

Data set 1 was designed to inform SC/USA about the activities, attitudes, and aspirations 
of community school parents (including grandparents) and students.  It provides insight into how 
these groups felt the community schools had changed their lives and how they see the future of 
the village in the light of the school’s work.  This data set is principally based on interviews with 
parents and students.  Data set 2, on the other hand, represents the viewpoints of the people most 
involved in actual implementation of the program on a daily basis: teachers, SMC members, 
local and international NGO staff working at or with the local level, and donor representatives 
who were similarly involved.  A research intern and an SC/USA education staff person prepared 
and collected data set 1 just before I arrived in Mali in November 1999 and the results from their 
analysis informed the framing of questions for the inquiry that led to data set 2.  I was the 
principal investigator for that second survey, which lasted over a longer time period: from 
November 1999 until July 2000.          

Since the nature and timing of the two data sets are different, the themes that emerge 
from them reflect this variation and show how opinions have evolved regarding the community 
schools.  Coding and analyzing data set 1 revealed that experiences and understandings of 
community schools reflected the fact that village life had both changed and remained the same 
after the arrival of this new institution.  In general, parents and students expressed hope for 
economic and social progress with the arrival of the community school.  The data set revealed 
that parents and students were hopeful that having an education provided by the community 
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schools would lead to economic mobility, particularly by improving the current working 
environment (mostly agriculture and animal breeding) and bringing new employment 
opportunities to the village thereby leading to better living conditions (including more modern 
services, such as health clinics and vocational training centers).  Community schools were 
mainly appreciated for their ability to increase literacy rates in the village.  However, poverty 
concerns present ongoing challenges to the community schools: parents were worried about 
finding financial and material support for them, students talked about not being able to go to 
secondary school for financial or cultural reasons.   

In the coding and analysis of data set 2, several new themes emerged.  Respondents 
spoke in particular of: 

  
1. A lack of local capacity to support the community schools; 
  
2. A need for more training and for greater support human and material support for 

teachers, SMC members and education assistants, who should be considered 
legitimate professionals in the education system;  

 
3. Tensions in community/teacher relationships; and  
 
4. Tensions between two versions of the essential role of community schools: to serve 

local needs or national/international ones. 
 
Data set 2 revealed an overall uncertainty regarding local and national support for the 

community schools including a lack of technical, human, and financial input to sustain them in 
order for the community schools to gain the respect of the national education community.  As 
education institutions in mainly isolated villages, there was some concern for the support that 
they receive in an increasingly decentralized system.  Furthermore, community/teacher 
relationships were suffering in the villages mainly because of disputes over the teachers’ salaries.  
This amplified other problems between these two groups.  Finally, there were various opinions 
about whether community schools ought to serve the community or the national/global education 
agenda.  As the community schools grew in popularity and number, there was higher demand for 
them to complement the formal school system, and therefore to improve their quality.  Some 
interviewees suggested that it was important to improve the relevance of education to rural 
development first, however.  The following two sections of this chapter on the experiences and 
understandings of local level actors in the community schools, derived from data sets 1 and 2, 
present further information on these ideas.  These sections are followed by a synopsis of the 
main points.   

 

 

 

Data Set 1: What is Perceived To Be Changing and What Remains the Same? 
 

As Gérard (1997) discussed, historically rural communities in Mali did not accept formal 
schools because they challenged both the economic and social structures that were established 
among the Bambara.  The following section presents what parents and students said regarding 
community schools with a focus on how they addressed economic and social topics.  The 
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primary themes in their responses to the surveys concerned just these issues: how are the 
community schools influencing -- or what impact is perceived to have on -- future job and social 
opportunities?  The majority of the respondents understood the community schools to have a 
positive influence on their access to economic opportunities and opportunities to gain new social 
skills, mostly due to the immediate rise in literacy rates in the village.  The parallel challenges 
included concerns over the high level of poverty that the community experienced, as well as 
some difficulties within the village regarding recruiting practices and changes associated with the 
introduction of a new institution into the community.     

The parents, children and elders who were surveyed in data set 1 had an overwhelmingly 
positive response toward the community schools.  The bulk of the approximately 400 people 
interviewed expressed hope for the future with the community schools contributing to a life free 
of “obscurity” or “darkness.”  They saw the community schools as their link to the outside world 
and its rapid changes.  They spoke of the community schools as a means to benefit the local 
economy or as a vehicle for their children to gain better technical skills for agriculture, health, 
commercial, and vocational activities.  They also spoke of the social benefits associated with 
being literate and felt that the students were learning new behaviors that contributed to 
improving relations within the village.  I discuss these findings in more detail in the following 
section, and this is followed by a discussion of some of the challenges (poverty, cultural change) 
that were identified by the parents and students.   

 
Economic Promises Associated with the Community Schools: Meeting the Goals of the 

Passerelle Interne 
 

Parents, children and elders at the local level spoke directly and indirectly about how the 
arrival of the community school led to economic benefits for their village.  Members of the focus 
groups and parents represented in data set 1 discussed the economic changes that occurred in 
their villages that they associate with the arrival of the community schools.  Some examples of 
responses that show their understanding of how the community schools will help them 
economically include: 

 
• Education helps the family financially and managerially.  
 
• Education teaches life skills and agriculture skills.  

 
• The subjects taught in school help in commerce.  

 
• My child can negotiate more projects for the village.  

 
The children also spoke about how what they learned in the community schools helped 

them in their current work and household responsibilities. They also spoke in hopeful terms 
about the future and about the new kinds of employment they foresaw for themselves as a result 
of receiving a primary education.  Examples of what they said include: 

 
• I want to get a good job.   
 
• I would like to be a bureaucrat.   
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• Now I know the vegetation of my village.  
 
• Calculating prices and making change in the market is easier. 
 
• I can work in a maternity if we build one in my village. 
 
• I know how to plant cotton and peanuts better. 

 
The focus group members, comprised mostly of elders, tended to discuss the indirect 

economic benefits of the community schools on the village.  For example, one focus group 
discussion associated the arrival of the community schools with an increase in agricultural 
materials and revenues, and higher productivity.  The participants said that the skills learned in 
the classrooms improved agriculture techniques and more children were willing to stay in the 
village to attend the school increasing the local labor force.  They said: 

 
• Since the arrival of the community schools, agricultural techniques have improved 

noticeably (for example, there is widespread adoption of an improved seeding method).   
 
• Livestock has grown healthier and more prosperous since the arrival of the community 

school.  
 
These focus groups are referring to the life skills part of the community school curriculum that 
was designed to provide a more relevant education to the villages.  Because agriculture and 
livestock activities make up the bulk of economic activity in rural Mali, villagers were happy to 
see that the students applying what they learned in the schools to their activities in the fields and 
with livestock.   

In general, parents and children talked hopefully about how the community schools 
would lead to economic mobility, but interestingly, the majority of them spoke about this in 
relation to village development activities rather than access to urban labor markets.  Parents 
predicted that their children would now help build the village infrastructure -- run a new health 
center, teach in schools, manage and train in vocational centers -- after they graduate.  The table 
below presents parents’ responses to the question: “What do you see your community school 
child doing in the future?” 
 

 

 
Table 13: Parents’ Responses and Frequency: Future of Community School Child 
Parents’ Response Frequency Parents’ Response:  Frequency

Agriculture 31 NGO/civil service agents 16 
Doctor  26 Nurses 14 
Depends on Allah 26 Commerce  14 
Be an intellectual  25 State Employee 4 
Housework 20 Get married 3 
Teachers 20 Animal Breeding 2 
Vocational activities (Carpentry, 
Mechanic, Tailor, Mason, Wielder) 

17   
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Out of the 218 parents who responded to this question, 39% mentioned village-based activities 
(agriculture, housework, commerce, get married, and animal breeding) for what they see their 
child doing in the future.  Of the 35% that felt that their child was going to enter more “modern” 
professions -- such as nursing, medicine, NGO management, or teaching, most of them spoke of 
carrying out these activities in the village rather than leaving and working in Bamako.44   

Of the 240 students who responded to the question, “what do you want to be in the 
future?” in the data set 1 survey, 95% spoke about working in the village or in village-based 
institutions such as the village health center (if it were built).     

 

 

 
Table 14: Students’ Responses and Frequency: Future Work 
Student Response Frequency 

Agriculture 53 
Doctor 33 
Teacher 26 
Civil Servant/NGO agent 26 
Commerce 25 
Nurse/Midwife 24 
Housewife 18 
Animal Breeder 10 
Soldier 7 
Mechanic/Carpenter 6 
Veterinarian 3 
Marabout 2 
Journalist 1 
Chauffeur 1 
Accountant 1 
 
 
 
Twenty-four percent of the students surveyed mentioned that they wanted to go into the medical 
field, either to be a doctor, midwife or nurse, so that they could work in the village health clinic 
if it was built.       

When students thought about “how … you [currently] use the skills learned in the 
community school,” nearly 95% mentioned that they used their skills in one or more of the 
following ways: 

 
• Welcome guests in French;  

                                                 
44 This finding is different from that of a more recent study done on the community schools in Mali by Burde 
(2003).  She states that most of the students and parents that she met with and interviewed talked about the 
community school education enabling the child to become a professional.  The difference in findings may have been 
caused by a number of factors: the two studies were four years apart, Burde’s interviewees came mostly from 
villages located near big cities, interview questions may have varied between studies, economic and/or social 
differences may exist in the populations sampled and interviewed, the villages may have had different experiences 
with the community schools and with the teachers involved.   
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• Buy, sell and weigh cotton; 
 

• Read and write (including letters); 
 

• Work in the fields (measure plots of land, know how to garden); 
 

• Manage papers, such as immunization records;  
 

• Resolve problems; 
 

• Oversee sales transactions in markets; 
 

• Create a village bank; and 
 

• Keep the village cleaner and people healthier.   
 
Often village members said that, as a result of the community schools, “children are cleaner and 
they use math in agricultural activities.”  Students also talked about how their new knowledge, 
particularly in the areas that apply directly to their lives (agriculture, commerce, animal 
breeding), helps them to bring more money into the village.  As one student said, “Because we 
are educated, we have the courage to help the village more than the other children.”  Another boy 
said, “If a cow is slaughtered by the villagers, they will call me to weigh it.  Afterwards, they 
give me money or some meat.”  Another student said, “Doing agriculture, animal breeding, and 
commerce will yield lots of money.  To read and write will facilitate life skills.” 
 These comments and experiences point to the strong belief or hope at the village level 
that the community schools will contribute to increasing economic opportunities for children in 
the village.  People linked the community schools to future social services and staffing 
professions to work in the delivery of health and education opportunities, as well as to increased 
opportunities for income generating activities in areas such as agriculture, commerce and animal 
breeding.  Another area of importance to villagers was how the community schools contributed 
to the social development of the village, a topic discussed in the following section.         
 
Social Promises Associated with the Community Schools 
 

In general, community members viewed the community schools as a positive innovation 
in the village and discussed how it contributed to improving individual and community life.  
Many people spoke of how students have become more able to help the village since the arrival 
of the community school.  The following table breaks down the responses of 260 parents to the 
question: “Do community school students help the village more those students who did not 
attend the school?”   
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Table 15: Do Community School Students Help the Village 
General Response Detailed Response Frequency

Know more in general Can help develop the village 
More dedicated to the village 
Have different ideas 
Have more confidence 
Understand things more easily 

107 

Know how to read, write, calculate  55 
Helpful to village association Help with papers, vaccination records 29 
Weigh cotton Catch frauds 

Buy cotton 
28 

Measure fields Know best time to plant seeds 
Can give practical advice 

19 

Show more respect Morals 
In greetings and way converse 

9 

Help regulate village problems  4 
No difference  4 
Healthier  2 
Don’t know  2 
 
 
 
Parents said that “community school children are more intelligent” and that their knowledge of 
how to read and write in Bambara and in French was important because it helped them master a 
variety of activities more quickly.  Parents said, “community school children are better problem 
solvers” than those students who did not attend the schools.  One parent said, “Students should 
apply what they learned to serve the village and their families and guide us with their common 
sense.”  They also spoke of the social skills that community school children had acquired and the 
“increase in respect toward parents and elders” that they exhibited   

When asked, “Do you want your child to go to secondary school,” 84% of the parents 
interviewed said, “Yes.”  Some parents said that they give their children “gifts to encourage them 
to stay in school.”  Eighty-four percent of the 153 parents who provided answers to the question, 
“Why do you want your child to continue to secondary school?” responded with statements like 
the following: 

 
• To keep my child’s interest in learning alive. 
 
• To make my child’s life easier. 
 
• To give him/her additional experiences and build character. 
 
• To build on what was learned in the community school. 
 
• To continue their studies as long as possible. 
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• To become an intellectual and be prepared for the future. 
 
They said that they did not want their child to drop out, because they would be “insulted for their 
lack of integrity [by neighbors while working] in the fields.”  In other words, other villagers 
would not hold back their disappointment at a child’s failure to continue his or her education.  
Students said that they get more respect in the village and 37% of the 202 students that 
responded said that this was manifested in the form of cadeaux (gifts).  Receiving pens, 
notebooks, clothes, money, shoes, bikes and vacations from parents and other community 
members made them feel “proud to be the village’s hope for the future.”  

As for the students interviewed, they said that they were dedicated to the community 
school and proud of their work.  Out of the 227 students who responded to the question “What 
do you like or not like about school,” only 2% mentioned any reason for not liking school.  
(Exceptions were remarks like “I got hit,” or “It made me feel dumb,” or “I did not learn 
anything.”).  Students were particularly proud of their new literacy skills in both French and 
Bambara and said that they could now better manage their lives as a result of the community 
school.  As one student said, “When I travel to another village, the bus leaves me in a strange 
place [and} I orient myself through reading the signs.”   

Interviews from data set 2 supported provided additional and largely confirming insights 
into parents’ and students’ notions and practices regarding community schools.  A director of a 
local NGO said, “The community schools have been successful in providing the minimum 
amount of education” (Interview 3).  A SC/USA agent observed that, “Qualitatively speaking, 
students are gaining knowledge and the behavior of the village population vis-à-vis education is 
changing.  There is a change in mentality” (Interview 18).  Another supervisor of a local NGO 
concurred with the above and said that the community schools have proven that they could 
“overcome their problems” (Interview 1).   He also said that the community schools are, 
“Resilient despite parents’ lack of understanding, a lack of qualified teachers, and difficulties to 
overcome such issues as girls’ education…It takes time but when the school becomes the 
foundation of the village, it can serve as the center of interest for all the population” (Interview 
1).  A few SC/USA agents and SMC members interviewed said that community schools “bring 
cohesion to a village” (Interviews 23, 16, 19). 
 Judging by these positive responses, there is a clear vision for the community schools, 
and it involves their leading to potentially improved living standards with the introduction of 
new knowledge and skills that contribute to the economic and social development of the village.  
Technical and literacy skills are appreciated for their useful applications.  This new knowledge 
and ability gives hope to the community for a better future.  However, within the interviews and 
surveys of data set 1, common challenges were also mixed in with the positive response.  I 
present this data in the following section.  

 

The Economic and Social Challenges  
 
Of the 224 parents surveyed, only 3% expressed discontent with the community school.  

One male parent said, “I am not happy with the teaching process.”45  Another parent said that he 
preferred his child to go to a Koranic school instead.  Out of the six focus group discussions, one 
group talked about how they felt that there has not yet been an impact or change based on the 

                                                 
45 The parent was not specific as to the reason of his or her dissatisfaction with the teaching process. Unfortunately, 
because this was an analysis of pre-existing data, there was no opportunity to probe this respondent further.   
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arrival of the community school.  In this focus group discussion, people dwelt on the continuing 
desire among certain youth to seek money and live outside the village.  As one participant in the 
critical group said, “We cannot all stay in the village.  Some need to leave and look for things in 
other places” (Focus Group 3).  Of course, it is important to remember that, “The impact of 
education is not measured immediately,” as one SC/USA agent put it, and that, “The community 
schools have naturally had more impact in some zones than in others” (Interview 19).  However, 
negative impacts listed by a few parents’ interviewed included the following:  

 
• The presence of the school causes misunderstandings in the village because they created 

higher expectations for the community.   
 
• The community is experiencing growing pains.   

 
• Student recruitment has sometimes been unfairly done.46  
 
• When school is in session, it is harder to get the students into the fields.   

 
Other points worth highlighting to demonstrate some of the realities that could frustrate people’s 
aspirations and hopes for community schools and the education that they provided their children 
included concerns over poverty and reticence about the role of girls in the community. (Some 
parents, for example, felt that girls needed to be trained as domestic workers instead of in 
school).    

The principal economic challenge cited by interviewees was the level of poverty in the 
community.  Thirty-five percent of the parents surveyed mentioned at some point during the 
interview that, though they hoped for their child to pursue an education beyond the community 
school, they did not think that this would be possible, either because the child would be needed 
at home to work or because they did not want them to leave the village.  They said, for example:  

 
• My child has to work. I’m too old to do all the work myself. 
 
• There is too much work [for our family]. 
 
• Some of my children will go to school; some will work with me instead. 
 
• I cannot afford to let my child go. 

 
One SC/USA agent referred to these attitudes when asked to explain high dropout rates:   

 
The age of recruitment for most community schools (9-14 years) was older [than the 
typical age of recruitment in formal primary schools], which made it harder to keep the 
students from dropping out in the 3rd and 4th years, because by then girls were expected to 
get married and boys to go to work (Interview 20).   

                                                 
46 In most cases, children of school age could not all be accommodated because a cap of 30 students per class had 
been imposed, and it was left to village chiefs to select the lucky few to be admitted, which introduced an element of 
unfairness in the process.   
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Interestingly, parents spoke using a combination of financial and cultural strategies to help face 
the realities of poverty in these villages and still benefit by the educational opportunity.  Sixteen 
percent of the 224 parents interviewed talked about the benefits of having a mix of educated and 
uneducated children in the family.  They wanted some of their offspring to be literate and learn a 
variety of subjects, and then they wanted some to be able to work the fields or cook the food for 
those who are spending more time in school (mostly girls, as decided by the father or village 
chief).  There was little comment about the relative servitude of some children to their siblings 
that this implied, perhaps because children are expected to sacrifice for the good of their family. 
However, when discussing girls and community members’ feelings about their attending the 
community schools, more reticence was expressed.        

Results of focus group discussions and parent surveys in data set 1, combined with those 
of SMC interviews from data set 2, support the notion that girls are sent to school less often than 
boys for economic and/or cultural reasons.  Parents often expressed feelings like the following:  

 
• Girls are their mothers’ helpers in the household. 
 
• It is more important for girls to work at home than to receive an education, because they 

will end up marrying and leaving the village. 
 
• Girls don’t have free time to go to school.  

 
In the next section, I further address some of the problematic issues of girls and women in 
relation to the community schools. 

The Issue of Girls and Women.  In rural Mali, upon marriage, girls generally abandon 
school.  As a consequence, parents see it as more advantageous to educate the boys because the 
investment is likely to be more profitable.  In fact, most girls seem to concur with this.  In data 
set 1, three parents surveyed said that it was the girls themselves who “prefer to stay at home and 
get married rather than go to school.”  The following table breaks down the responses of 71 
parents to the question: “If there are more boys than girls going to school in your family, why is 
this the case?”  
 
 
 
Table 16: Why More Boys Than Girls in School 
General Response Detailed Response Frequency

More boys than girls 
in the family 

Our girls do not live in the village 
Girls already married 
Not enough girls so need them to stay at home and work 

32 

Girls get married More advantageous to educate boys since they stay in the 
village 
Girls married during primary school years and leave 
school 
Girls prefer marriage over school 
Because they get married, it is not advantageous to 
educate girls 

15 
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Girls work Don’t have free time to go to school 
Girls meant to stay at home and work 
Schooling “spoils” girls and makes them more resistant to 
doing household chores 
A girl’s job is to do housework, a boy’s job is to go to 
school 

9 

People in positions 
of power keep girls 
out 

Village chief appoints those who go to school and ignores 
girls 
Fathers decide girls not able to go to school 

8 

Girls do not want to 
go to school 

Mothers influence girls to not want to go to school 
Girls do not want to study 
It is their decision to drop out 

3 

Boys are more 
intelligent than girls 

Want boys to be more cultured 2 

Logistical 
difficulties 

The community school is full and parents do not want to 
send girl to another village for school 

2 

 
 
 
Some parents mentioned that they send their girls to school principally in order to 

“respect [SC/USA’s] requirements for classroom equity,” rather because they felt it was their 
daughter’s right or that it would be beneficial for them in the future.  Clearly from the above 
table, though it may seem that parents are beginning to change their minds regarding girls’ 
education from the perspective of SC/USA, there are still sizeable cultural obstacles to 
overcome.  However, the results of this data set 1, may also be influenced by the gender 
imbalance in those surveyed: 54% of the children interviewed were boys and 70% of the parents 
were older men who may hold more traditional beliefs about the role of girls and women in the 
village than would younger husbands or wives.   

Responses from data set 2 also suggest some of the difficulties encountered in 
overcoming cultural beliefs regarding girls.  A SC/USA agent said that often SMCs had to force 
girls to stay in school through measures such as “fining parents if they pulled girls out of the 
school, or forbidding them from attending social activities such as marriages, funerals, baptisms” 
(Interview 33).  Another SC/USA agent added that “the gender parity condition for opening a 
community school in a village and receiving support from [SC/USA] will never be lifted” 
(Interview 14).  One woman who was an education assistant from a local NGO, suggested that:  

 
There needs to be more awareness that even though girls get married, they do not have to 
drop out of school.  Often there is a community school in their husband’s village and 
there is no reason why they could not continue their education there, other than [the fact 
that] communities are not accustomed to this practice.  There also needs to be more 
gender training for members of the SMC as it does not matter a bit whether a girl has a 
baby or not.  People in the village are used to having babies around and it would not be 
disruptive for a girl to have one in the classroom (Interview 2).   
 
Data set 2 indicates another gender-related problem in community school affairs.  Both 

local NGO and SC/USA agents admitted finding it troublesome that SMC members and parents 

Table 16: Continued 
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so readily accepted the lack of women’s participation in school management or other village 
affairs.  “Men choose men to work with and it is a challenge to get women involved at all, 
particularly actively involved” (Interview 15).  One SC/USA agent said: 

 
Right now we are working with SAGE47 to develop strong feminine leadership training.  
It will emphasize the importance of putting women in posts of responsibility on the SMC.  
We are also provoking informal meetings to discuss women’s roles.  It is important to 
remember that it is not just the men that can hold back the women though.  The women 
need to feel that they can take on these responsibilities themselves.  They have to want 
more than a figurative post to make it happen, because again, we cannot tell people how 
to act or think or it will end up to be a figurative post.  It will take time to get the 
importance of women’s involvement across to both sexes (Interview 17). 

 
Both data sets speak to the need to put more thought and action into girls’ education and into the 
effort to get women involved in school management, if this is indeed a goal of the community 
schools.  Before analyzing data set 2, I will first provide a synthesis of what was discussed in 
data set 1.   

 
Synthesis of Community Perspectives on Change Associated with the Community Schools 

 
I present below a summary of the economic and social issues discussed in the previous 

sections as a quick reference concerning the main issues discussed in data set 1 (Table 17).  It 
will serve to introduce concluding remarks on this data set.   
 
 
 
Table 17: Summary of Main Issues from Data Set 1 
 Benefit Associated with the Community 

School 

Challenges that Present 

Obstacles for the Community 

School 

Economic  • Increase in social services provided 
by the community (health, 
vocational education) 

• Professionals in the village (nurse, 
doctors, community development 
agents, teachers)  

• Increase in income generating 
activities (commerce, animal 
breeding) 

• Poverty 

                                                 
47 SAGE (Strategies in Advancing Girls’ Education) is an organization dedicated to carrying out activities that 
mobilize, train, facilitate, and monitor girls’ education.  In Mali, SAGE has worked with the Ministry of Education, 
community school grantees, Malian NGOs, and donors to introduce girl-friendly practices, life skills, and interactive 
teaching methods into the classroom.  It also holds leadership training sessions for members of parents’ associations, 
helps them to develop community action plans to support and sustain girls’ education, provides a girls’ mentoring 
program, and raises funds from nontraditional sources to assist communities in their support of girls’ education 
(SAGE 1993).   
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• Increase in agriculture materials 
and revenue 

• Higher agriculture productivity 
(due to better techniques and less 
labor leaving the village) 

Social  • Better behavior among community 
school students 

• Literacy and numeracy improved 
• Learned new ways to solve 

problems 

• Unfair recruiting 
practices 

• Misunderstandings 
increased 

• Causing growing pains 
 
 
 
Positive notions and practices regarding the community schools clearly outweigh 

negative ones.  Parents noted monetary benefits, though it is impossible with this data to 
distinguish whether these benefits are a result of the increased attention from NGOs or from the 
community schools’ lessons.  Children noticed the attention that they received and felt proud 
both of their community schools and of their new literacy skills.  Furthermore, it seems that the 
parents viewed the community schools as supporting village development.  They did not see the 
community schools as threatening to the economic and social fabric of the community.  As one 
SC/USA agent explained in data set 2: 

 
The community schools helped to change perceptions towards schools – they proved that 
you do not have to turn kids into snobs who live far away if you want to send them to 
school.  The schools permit people to do more work that is useful for the community.  
There is a growing realization that not everyone can be a functionnaire [government civil 
servant], so to work for the village is a viable option.  If a school can teach you to 
manage your own affairs better, than in my opinion, it is a good one (Interview 18). 
 
The hopes and challenges can be divided into three levels: village, social/family, and 

individual.  At the village level, parents and students spoke mostly about students (or in the case 
of students, themselves) staying in their villages after school and fulfilling the goals of the 
passerelle interne (access to new productive functions locally) by increasing social and 
economic or commercial services in their villages and providing qualified local people to run 
them.  Of course, this result could be attributed in some degree to leading questions and attitudes 
on the part of the researchers themselves, since the study was explicitly designed to address 
concerns for “graduates” of community schools who did not continue their education.  The 
community schools were perceived to be symbols of progress or potential progress and people 
had high hopes for their economic and social impacts.  Many villagers also provided a concrete 
image of what they wanted the future to look like.  The students, though not denying that they 
would like to continue their education beyond primary school, mostly spoke about their future in 
terms of working in agriculture or local commerce.  In other words, they referenced traditional 
village economic activities.  It is hard to say whether the orientation of their responses grew out 
of a true desire to work for village development spawned by the community school’s curriculum, 
or whether they are aware of their parents’ concerns that their education would likely end with 
the community school.    

Table 17: Continued 
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At the family or social relations level, parents did not feel disconnected from their 
children who attended the community school.  Even though some admitted that the community 
schools caused occasional strife, parents and other community members talked more about what 
they learned from the students; and this represents a socio-cultural shift in the village in terms of 
how knowledge is imparted.  Attending school is becoming part of the daily ritual of some of the 
village children.  Family members surveyed did not see great difficulties with the community 
schools and seemed willing to go through the “growing pains” of change.   

At the individual level, change was mostly identified with newly found literacy and 
numeracy skills and other knowledge gains that contributed to more efficient household and 
village work.  Students and parents also noted positive behavior changes.   

Impeding all three levels however, are economic and cultural obstacles that stand in the 
way of the ultimate goals of the community schools.  Families and individuals who were living 
among the poorer strata of society, as well as those community members who were resistant to 
the changes in gender roles that community schools promoted, were markedly less enthusiastic 
about the program and expressed concerns that could be an obstacle to achieving village goals of 
local development and the national or international one of EFA. 

In the following section, I present an analysis of the responses from interviews in data set 
2.  The individual implementers interviewed in this data set had some overlapping and some 
different notions of community schools in Mali, as well as varying behaviors with respect to 
them.  This group was particularly concerned about whether those responsible for implementing 
the community school program had the capacity to do their jobs well and to continue their efforts 
once USAID funding had come to an end.  They were also concerned about the interactions of 
communities and teachers and whether the community schools were best suited for serving local 
development needs or national/global educational development concerns.   

 
 
 

Community Schools From the Perspective of Local Implementers: Capacity, 

Community/Teacher Relationships, and Serving Local Versus National/Global Goals  

    
 In data set 2, the people responsible for implementing the community schools program in 
Mali at the local level (teachers, SMC members, education assistance, NGO personnel and 
others) spent more time discussing the challenges that they experienced and/or the frustrations 
they felt regarding the community schools than elaborating on their positive results.  It was clear 
from the respondents that they felt the community schools to be endeavors, but they frequently 
expressed concern over certain issues, particularly those having to do with local capacity.  For 
example, people questioned the readiness of the teachers to teach in French, the capacity of the 
SMC members to oversee the schools and the ability of the education assistants to provide good 
feedback.  At the same time, they expressed doubts about the capacity of local NGOs to support 
the community schools without the assistance of SC/USA.  Also, during the school year when 
these data were gathered, there was great concern about communities that had not been able to 
pay their teachers and how this financial dependence of the teaching staff on meager village 
coffers was affecting the relationship between the teachers and the community members.  
Finally, another tension often discussed arose from the ongoing debate about whether the 
community schools were designed to serve local development needs (or in fact should do so) or 
were instead best suited to act as a complement to the formal schools and help achieve national 
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and global goals of providing education for all.  In the following sections on capacity, 
community/teacher relationships and serving local versus national/global goals, I discuss the 
issues that emerged from data set 2 in more detail.  

 
Capacity  
 
 In discussing their work, the various parties responsible for local implementation of the 
community school program expressed concerns about job performance, both their own and that 
of their counterparts in other positions.  Each group commented on their own experiences in the 
job, as well as their understanding of others’ experiences.  Table 18 below presents an overview 
of the most common remarks made by each type of implementer regarding their own and others’ 
capacities.  The plus (+) and minus (-) signs represent positive and negative understandings 
respectively. 
 
 
 
Table 18: Implementers’ Understanding of Own and Others’ Capacities  
 What the Group 

Said About: 

   

Which 

Group? 

Teachers  SMC Education 

Assistant  

Local NGO  

Teachers + getting better 
+ using more active 
learning techniques 
- low command of 
French 
- need more training 
- need more support 
from education 
assistants 
- need more materials 
- not apply training 
- no opportunities for 
discussing teaching 
problems with other 
teachers  

 + enjoyed and 
benefited from 
visits  

 

SMC 

Members 

- not enough trained 
teachers available 

+ enjoy problem 
solving 
- need more 
training 

  

Education 

Assistants 

- teachers not applying 
training 
- not confident in 
lessons 
- need more French 
training 
- need right materials 
to match training 

+ impressed with 
how run the 
community 
schools 
- need literacy to 
do a better job 

- not enough 
time working 
with teachers 
- serving as 
mediators 
- need more 
training and 
material 
support 
- serving as 
monitors, not 
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technical 
advisors 

Local 

NGO 

Personnel 

+ enthusiastic 
+ learning 
+ engaging with 
community 
+ improving school 
infrastructure 
+ attracting students to 
classrooms 
- need right materials 
to match training 

- need literacy to 
do a better job 
- need literacy to 
work with teachers 

- need more 
training 
- lack in ability 
to provide 
feedback 

 

SC/USA 

Agents 

+ hard working 
+ attribute rising 
literacy rates and CEP 
pass rates to good 
teaching 
- not enough practical 
training 
- low levels of 
education to begin with 
- low motivation 
- curriculum requires 
highly technical skills 
that not have 

+ adequate 
training 
+ building 
community 
infrastructure 
+ self-managed 
and motivated 
+ mobilizing 
resources 
+ innovative 
 

- need more 
practical 
training 

+ clarifying working 
relationship with local NGO 
- local NGO needs more 
qualified personnel 
- local NGO is too dependent 
- lack of communication 
- local NGO is untrustworthy 
- SC/USA staff tired of 
building capacity of local 
NGO 
- misunderstandings 
surrounding data collection 
-SC/USA driven by USAID 
indicators 
- SC/USA not carry our 
enough field visits 
- SC/USA expanded program 
before capacity was there 

Donors - thin curriculum 
- need more training 
- starting from lower 
level 

- lack of ability to 
deal with girls’ 
education issue 
- not self-sustained 
 - SC/USA not 
providing 
adequate training 

- need more 
training in how 
to evaluate a 
lesson 
- lack of 
systemized 
support to 
them 

- SC/USA support is sporadic 
and unsystematic 

State 

Pedagogy 

Advisors 

+ courageous 
+ dedicated 
+ good instructors 
- training too short 
- teaching in French is 
a problem 
- need consistent 
training and material 

 - not visit 
community 
schools 
regularly 
- lack in 
capacity to 
provide 
feedback 

 

Inspector - need more training - lack of ability to 
mobilize 
communities 
- lack of ability to 
sensitize 
community of 
importance of 
education 
- need money 
- need more 

 - SC/USA lacks in supporting 
and supervising community 
schools program 

Table 18: Continued 
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advice and support 

Peace 

Corps 

Volunteer 

- need more support 
from community to be 
motivated 

  - SC/USA is disorganized 

 
 

 
The most common topic of discussion among all of the actors involved in the community 

schools was teacher capacity.  In the following sections, I present more detail on the various 
understandings of each group’s capacity to play their role and carry out their responsibilities in 
the community schools, starting with impressions of teacher capacity.  This section is followed 
by presentations on the capacity of the SMCs, education assistants, and local NGOs.   
 Teacher Capacity.  I begin this section with an overview of the positive comments that 
were made regarding the ability of relatively inexperienced community school teachers’ to 
manage a classroom and impart new skills and knowledge.  Many of the teachers that I met and 
interviewed had encouraging experiences to share, though they were frequently neo-literates 
(who had generally acquired their skills on adult literacy programs) with no previous formal 
educational training.  One teacher said that he enjoyed his new job and that his teaching was 
“getting better” (Interview 39).  Another teacher said that he was enjoying using “more active 
techniques in my classrooms and materials from the village in lessons” (Interview 42).   A 
supervisor from the local NGO also noted an improvement in teacher performance in the 
following terms:   
 

I am impressed with the teachers’ enthusiasm for community schools and how they 
engage themselves in the community.  They are beginning to grasp complicated teaching 
methodologies (Interview 1).   
 

Other NGO personnel responded to questions about the teachers and their capacity by stating that 
teachers were contributing to improving the quality of the schools by helping to improve the 
school infrastructure.  As one SC/USA agent said, “school settings are improving.  I have seen 
better classrooms [over time], wells for drinking water and for gardens, and classes planting trees 
in the school courtyard and this is done with the guidance of the teacher” (Interview 20).   

The quality of teaching was also improving, one SC/USA agent noted, as indicated by the 
rise in CEP pass rates.  “In the first year, five passed; [in the] second year, 32; and [in the] third 
year, 185.  They are now catching up to the public school.”  He added, “the literacy rates are 
rising, so the teachers must be doing something right” (Interview 19).  

State pedagogy advisors spoke about their respect for community school teachers and 
found them “courageous” and “dedicated” because they were surviving well in a challenging 
position, particularly in those cases where “communities are not engaged in the schools, or where 
[the teachers] are not getting paid often enough or just not enough in general” (Interview 13).  
One also commented:    

 
In certain villages, where there are good teachers, I’ve seen parents taking their children 
out of the formal school and putting them in the community school because they realize 
that the quality of education is better as they notice that the community school students 

Table 18: Continued 
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are reading and writing better.48  Community school students are not just memorizing 
lessons (such as math steps), they really understand more than the formal school students.  
This is going to happen more and more if the community schools get better teachers 
(Interview 13).   
 
Thus, community school teachers gained respect and a good reputation as skilled 

instructors in the eyes of the local implementers and other national observers, such as the 
pedagogy advisors.  This is no small feat considering the resistance that they experienced at the 
onset of the community schools program when they were considered by the national education 
authorities to be “deprofessionalizing” teaching.  Now, recognition of their potential to 
contribute to the national education system is apparent.  In fact, it seems that observers are now 
focusing less on the teachers’ technical abilities and more on how they are improving in skill and 
working in difficult circumstances.        

Despite the promising comments, however, the bulk of the teachers, SMC members, 
education assistants, NGO personnel and others interviewed spent more time discussing how the 
teachers could be better prepared for their jobs and roles in the community schools than they did 
in lauding their accomplishments or potential.  In fact, the teachers themselves often talked about 
how they needed more formal training, better materials, and more regular support from education 
assistants.  As one teacher said, “I need more pedagogical training, didactic materials, and 
opportunities to practice what I learn in training” (Interview 41).  Non-teaching implementation 
personnel likewise addressed the issue of capacity. One SMC member talked about how “there 
are not enough highly trained teachers available” (Interview 32).  One Inspector felt that, “the 
teachers need more training” (Interview 11).   

The bulk of respondents fully recognized that teachers were still learning skills as they 
were giving lessons in the classrooms, and so regularly brought up the need for more and better 
training.  An education assistant talked about how increased training could “help the community 
schools to surpass the quality of the formal schools.”  As things stand, he commented, however:   

 
Teachers are not applying their training that they had already received…because they do 
not have the materials to go along with it and do not know how to use methods without 
these materials.  Teachers are going back to the traditional teaching methods and not 
incorporating stories, demonstrations, or dialogue into their lessons (Interview 4).   

 
Indeed, one teacher supported this viewpoint by expressing his own uneasiness when 

trying to employ active methods in the classroom.  He said “I still don’t know how to use the 
groups effectively and don’t quite get how to use various exercises or games in the classroom” 
(Interview 45).  As one SC/USA agent said:  

 
To improve the quality of education, it is imperative to increase teachers’ skills.  They are 
not really capable of passing along educational messages at this moment and it is serious 
because it is the foundation of teaching and education.  They need to be able to translate 
this knowledge (Interview 20).   

 

                                                 
48 However, one pedagogy advisor mentioned that he had seen one family withdraw their child from a community 
school and send him to a formal school because they did not trust the quality of instruction at the community school.  
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The pedagogy advisors also felt that trainings did not provide community school teachers with 
enough time to absorb theory and then to put it into practice.  In a group interview, one pedagogy 
advisor said:  
 

Teachers do not know how to follow up with students and verify whether they understand 
what was taught and this is frustrating for them.  There should be no other examples [of 
teachers dropping out] like the teacher who left his school to become a guard for Sotelma 
[the local phone company] because it paid better and regularly, or cases of teachers 
leaving because they cannot do the work because they do not have enough training49 
(Interview 13). 

 
One part of the problem is that, as SC/USA agent said:  

 
There is too large a number to train and too few trainers.  This is especially true since 
there is a need for more practical training requiring more individual attention to all the 
teachers (Interview 20). 

 
Another SC/USA agent added that, “our biggest problem is the teachers’ level of [prior] 
education and their low motivation as a result of low salaries and late payment” (Interview 14).    

Teachers often agreed with the above.  As one teacher stated during an interview,  “I feel 
uncomfortable teaching in French” and others reiterated that they felt that their command of the 
language was not strong enough (Interviews 38, 43, 46, 48, 49).  One teacher said, “it would help 
if I had some French grammar books to use in the classroom” (Interview 46).  One education 
assistant said that he found that:  

 
Most teachers are not very confident in their lessons and this leads to low participation in 
the classroom by students.  Teachers have admitted to me that they needed more French 
training and that they feel uncomfortable using the language (Interview 4).   
 

This discomfort was not lost on the parents, as another education assistant pointed out: “Parents 
are concerned with how much Bambara the 4th year teacher is using in the classroom when he is 
supposed to be teaching in French” (Interview 2).  As one education assistant explained:  

 
It is the French materials that give them [the most] difficulty.  Part of the problem is that 
the pedagogy guide is not very good and what the teachers learn in training is often 
different from what is in the guide.  They are inconsistent.  Teachers get frustrated 
because they want to work with professional materials, rather than writing everything on 
cement sacks.  The quality of teaching would improve greatly if teachers had the right 
materials to work with (Interview 6).     
 

In a group interview, one national pedagogy advisor expressed his concern in this way:  
 

                                                 
49 The pedagogy advisors are referring to cases that they have witnessed of community school teachers leaving their 
positions because they were offered better, more regular pay in other positions, or because they felt that they were 
not trained well enough to carry out their responsibilities as teachers. 
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Neo-literate teachers who cannot teach in French are a problem.  Community 
schoolteachers ought to at least take a test in French to see if they qualified to teach it in 
the classrooms (Interview 13).   
 

In my field notes, I often noted that teachers misspelled French words on the blackboard.  Some 
of these frustrations help to explain why fully 63% of the teachers abandoned their jobs with the 
community school program between 1992 and 2002 (Glassman & Millogo 2003).  

As indicated in the quotations above, the lack of materials available to teachers further 
exasperated the situation.  A local NGO director said that, “teachers suffer from a general lack of 
materials, especially as their training was done using these materials” (Interview 3).  One 
pedagogy advisor who participated in a group interviewed added:   

 
There is a great need for more didactic material and the available material] causes 
problems because the teachers do not understand how to exploit [these resources].  They 
need more equipment too such as rulers, compasses in their classrooms.  The 6th year 
books…are not really adapted well to the situation.  The class and teachers rely too much 
on this guide and it is not sufficient which causes problems and gaps in knowledge.  
Because the community school students take the same CEP exam, they should use the 
same books that the formal school students’ use.  Also preparing worksheets may be 
more beneficial than the guide.  The community schools need to adopt their program to 
the same one in the formal schools now that there is the passerelle externe (Interview 13).   
   

One donor found the content of the curriculum and pedagogical guidelines that SC/USA had 
developed with the National Pedagogy Institute (IPN) to be too “thin,” commenting that “it is 
really not a curriculum, rather it is a language and reading program” (Interview 9).  A SC/USA 
agent admitted that he felt that the teachers might have problems with the curriculum because it 
required more complex teaching methods than they were used to handling.   

 
The teachers using [the curriculum] have to be able to be creative and if they cannot do 
this then they better just stick to the classic system.  So much of [the curriculum] relies on 
the initiative of the teacher and the ability to work with different themes and this is why 
the classic method is not as hard for them.  Since our teachers do not have 
methodological training, then it is easier for them to follow instructions than to invent 
their own curriculum.  [An “invented” curriculum] is more dynamic and requires teachers 
to be able to get their students to write stories, reflect upon their own history and family 
situations…Another thing is that they do not have the materials to work with – they are 
too expensive for us to buy, especially since we still need to buy books, so I am going to 
encourage teachers to make their own materials out of cardboard boxes next year 
(Interview 20).   

 
Concerns about teacher capacity fed into concerns about the quality of the community 

schools.  A SC/USA agent admitted that the growth in the number of community schools was not 
“accompanied by a parallel increase in the quality of education” (Interview 19).  He said that 
there were still problems with “poor teaching, a sterile classroom environment, inadequate 
pedagogical support, and lack of the most basic materials” (Interview 19).  An Inspector added:  
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I have seen the schools evolve with the introduction of new texts, and the addition of 
three more years to complete the full primary cycle.  But, I still think that the quality of 
teaching is not good and needs to be improved if the community schools are going to 
continue.  The teachers should at least have finished their 9th year [of school] themselves 
to be in front of the classroom.  They needed to learn more about didactic material, child 
psychology, pedagogy, and professional morals.  Community schoolteachers ought to 
have the same training as classic school teachers.  Forty-five days of training in [the 
curriculum] followed by a workshop is not enough for community school teachers to 
organize their lessons (Interview 12).  
 

A donor said that:  
 
The quality of education in the community schools is generally poor, but that has to do 
with the origins of the program, as it is implicit in the principles upon which the schools 
were created – low cost, neo-literates.  It was a great idea in terms of initiative and 
community self-help, but not feasible for education per se.  We began from the bottom 
and had no previous education experience and worked with raw materials that were 
difficult to mold and shape.  That is why we are now trying to upgrade the teaching force, 
but until we succeed here, we are going to have problems.  Teachers are the main input 
and if flawed, the whole system is flawed.  They need better training to be more qualified 
– unfortunately we are dependent on the DRE50 for training which is more traditional, but 
PRODEC is trying to do away with this and change by introducing convergent pedagogy 
– new materials and teaching style (Interview 9).   
 
Another interviewee, a Peace Corps volunteer working in a village with a community 

school, felt that the quality of the school “depends on the teacher and how much support they 
receive from the community.  And there is not enough community support” (Interview 7).  She 
felt that, “teachers lack ‘pizzazz’ -- not that dynamic ones don’t exist.  They do their jobs but are 
not very enthusiastic about it.”     

At times, SC/USA agents felt at a loss for what to do with the teachers.  As one female 
agent asked:   

 
How can we better motivate the teachers?  Why do they always act like they are 
sacrificing so much for their jobs?  Is it the general state of poverty in the area?  Are they 
not getting enough support from the communities?  It is also harder to recruit teachers to 
be in the villages since they prefer to live in cities.  Unfortunately the need for education 
in this area is stronger than we can offer (Interview 17).  

 
From the various opinions and perspectives on teacher capacity, it is clear that the 

community schools are facing some frustrating problems.  Since teachers are starting with less 
training than their formal school counterparts, there is almost universal agreement among the 
interviewees that they need more training so that they become more qualified to do their jobs and 
gain more confidence in their abilities.  Also, there is a need for more human and material 
support as teachers need and want more guidance to help them.  Teacher capacity is also 
threatened when motivation dips and their requests for help are not met.  Finally, the notions and 
                                                 
50 Direction Régionale de l’Enseignement, or Regional Education Division 
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practices of community school regarding teachers point to their being judged against what is the 
formal school norm, yet they are not paid or trained in alliance with that norm.  This is an 
interesting tension and it is difficult to say how they would be evaluated on their own terms.          

School Management Committee (SMC) Capacity.  SMCs were often complimented by 
the interviewees for their efforts to sustain the community schools both physically and via 
careful oversight and management.  As one education assistant said,  “I have been increasingly 
impressed with the community schools and how the SMCs run them” (Interview 5).  One 
SC/USA agent was proud of the SMCs because:  

 
Many SMC had to figure out new ways to raise money to pay for the French teachers.  
Many took initiative into their own hands and started to use cotton money to pay for 
teachers or created fields that would help to pay for their salary.  People became more 
serious with the introduction of French and there were more expectations for the benefits 
of the community schools (Interview 14). 
 
Indeed, members of the SMC said that they enjoyed their discussing how to handle the 

community schools’ growth and find solutions for the challenges they were facing.  SMC 
members had a number of responsibilities to fulfill, such as increasing parental awareness of the 
importance of education, managing and collecting donations from the community for teacher 
salaries, planning the school year, organizing physical materials, and fundraising for the school.     

Most SC/USA agents interviewed felt that the SMCs were receiving appropriate training 
to carry out their responsibilities.51  Some also felt that these people had contributed to the goal 
of making the SMC a legitimate structure that can be recognized by the state and can 
communicate directly with educational authorities.  Furthermore, one SC/USA agent said:   

 
The communities are displaying more confidence in managing their own affairs and the 
state is expressing more confidence in this too.  Before SMC, the administration felt that 
communities were incapable of doing things for themselves.  Now the administration is 
recognizing how helpful it is for the community to be able to do things for themselves 
with the SMC model.  They are taking a burden off the state by paying for their own 
teachers, furniture, etc.  The community has shown that it is capable of mobilizing 
resources and this is what has brought about their confidence (Interview 14).   
 
Though some interviewees felt that the SMCs were capable of supporting the schools not 

a few others – and, in particular the education assistants and NGO personnel -- expressed 
concern about the lack of literacy among the SMC members.  One local NGO director said that 
his main concern regarding the SMC members was that “they are illiterate and literacy is 
necessary to monitor the schools’ activities, such as documenting school activities in notebooks” 
(Interview 3).  Another local NGO supervisor echoed this sentiment:  

 
There needs to be more educated members on this committee to be able to write down 
actions taken, projected, describe projects and submit objectives and ideas to SC/USA 

                                                 
51 Training subjects included the importance of education (particularly for girls), overarching roles and 
responsibilities for SMC members, role of specific kinds of members, administrative management skills, how to find 
resources for the school and teachers’ salary, and partnerships. 
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and other education personnel like the Inspector.  Literacy would also enable the SMC to 
work more effectively with teachers (Interview 1).   

 
Another education assistant said:  
 

SMC members need to be literate before they can do their job properly.  If they are 
literate, they can follow up with teachers and provide more consistent support than I am 
able to do in a monthly visit (Interview 6). 
  

He was hopeful that, when the students in community school classes finish the full primary cycle 
and graduate, they will themselves begin to serve on the SMCs and improve them.  

Similar to discussions regarding teacher capacity, understandings of SMC capacity were 
often linked to how they contributed to improving the quality of the community schools.  As one 
SC/USA agent stated: 

 
There are two ways to look at the future of the community schools in terms of quality: 
how to improve the teaching environment and how to improve the role of the SMC in this 
context (Interview 18).   
 

Weaknesses in SMC capacity were identified as follows: 
 

• [They are] not able to effectively sensitize the community about the importance of 
education and mobilize them to support the school (Interview 10). 

 
• [They are] not well prepared to deal with girls’ education issues (Interview 9). 

 
One donor spoke of why he felt the SMCs were weak:     

 
SMCs are dealt with non-systematically, and this means that it takes longer for them to 
assume certain responsibilities.  I am worried that SC/USA is not preparing the SMCs for 
when their support is gone.  The SMCs are incapable of supporting the community 
schools on their own with problems such as regulating teacher salary, meeting training 
needs, buying furniture, building schools, etc. (Interview 9).   

 
 Though the SMCs have contributed greatly to the community schools and are essential 
for their operation, there are concerns that they are not capable of running the program on their 
own.  Illiteracy is an obstacle to their management and support to teachers, as is operating within 
an environment where local financial support for the schools is difficult to generate, given the 
constraints of poverty, accentuated by recent downturns in cotton prices.  Some of those 
interviewed also felt that the SMCs needed to be better trained in mobilizing communities for 
change.   It is interesting to note that SC/USA personnel had the most positive comments with 
regard to the SMC capacity, whereas others, such as local NGO personnel, donors, and State 
level education authorities were more critical of their abilities.    
 Education Assistant Capacity.  Education assistants, managed by local NGOs, provided 
direct support to the community school teachers and SMCs.  They visited villages at least once a 
month to observe classes and provide the teachers with feedback on their lessons.  They also met 
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with SMC members to discuss what was going well and problems that they experienced.  The 
education assistants were the link between the community and local NGO (and the local NGO 
linked to SC/USA).  

Interestingly, the only stakeholder group interviewed who complimented the education 
assistants was the teachers.  Though the rest of the stakeholder comments about the education 
assistants’ capacities were fairly bleak, the teachers interviewed uniformly said that they enjoyed 
their visits and benefited from them, even if they found those visits generally to be too short.  
Some of the education assistants agreed with this judgment, remarking that they “did not have 
enough time with the teachers” to help them become effective instructors (interviews 4, 5, 6).  
Educational assistants typically spent a couple of hours in each village.  One education assistant 
said that he would like to do “more face-to-face time with teachers singularly and as a group to 
share ideas and give each other feedback” (Interview 6).  Unfortunately time with the teachers 
was often compromised because, as one education assistant said, “I have to deal with village 
disputes over teachers’ salaries” (Interview 6).  Another education assistant said, “I feel more 
like a policeman monitoring attendance or disputes between the SMC and teachers rather than an 
education assistant” (Interview 4).  In general, the educational assistants interviewed felt that 
they needed: 

 
• More training in order to do their job better (Interview 5); 
 
• More support including better salaries, more gas money, maintenance for their 

motorcycles, so that they could visit the schools more than twice/month (Interview 6).   
 

A local NGO supervisor agreed by saying:   
 
Education assistants need more training on how to actively provide feedback to teachers.  
They do not know how to show teachers how to correct negative practices in the 
classroom (Interview 1).   

 
A SC/USA agent agreed and said that the education assistants were not “practical teacher 
trainers.”  He felt that they needed to be “coached in the skills themselves to become effective in 
teacher support” (Interview 8).  He questioned the value of the education assistants to the 
program.  The pedagogy advisors also felt that “the education assistants do not visit the school 
regularly enough and do not know how to provide good feedback” (Interview 13).  A donor 
echoed this sentiment:  

 
I am not convinced that the education assistants are worth their cost and wonder if 
teachers and students are benefiting from them.  They need more training on how to 
evaluate a lesson.  Perhaps they should pair up with the formal school pedagogy advisors 
to learn from them how to follow up with teachers better (Interview 9).   

 
He also felt that the support provided the education assistants was “too sporadic and not 
systematized.”     

Education assistants also talked about wanting more tools to help them in their work.  
SC/USA provided them with a fiche d’observation, or an observation guide, to use while viewing 
lessons as a basis for assessing instructional quality and preparing their feedback for the teachers.  
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Many of them complained that the guide was “hard to read and addressed too many subjects.”52  
One education assistant said, “The fiche is thorough and asks important questions, but is too 
complicated” (Interview 8).    

Finally, education assistants often mentioned that they were not happy with their role as 
“monitors” of the schools and did not think it was their job to help SC/USA to collect data.  One 
education assistant complained that, “the same information is always being asked, and it is not 
very interesting for us” (Interview 5).  Another education assistant said:  

 
The beginning and end of the year reports do not contain any information that is helpful 
for me. I want to look at how classes are evolving and try to pinpoint the difficulties that 
teachers are having (Interview 4).   
 

Overall, the education assistants were as dissatisfied with their own roles as other stakeholders 
apparently were with their performance.  Only the teachers felt that their assistance was valuable, 
because they craved technical support and the opportunity to discuss their successes and 
challenges as teachers with other professionals.  Education assistants themselves, however, felt 
frustrated with their jobs.  They often served as mediators for disputes more than as technical 
advisors.  That the education assistants did not enjoy their work as monitors for SC/USA 
indicates that they did not learn anything from the process of collecting the data that helped them 
improve their own role.  They were not asked for input into the monitoring reports and they did 
not understand why they had to collect the same information yearly.  Like the teachers, the 
education assistants were being compared to their formal school counterparts and judged against 
this standard and understanding of how they ought to do their job. 
 NGO Capacity.  This section on NGO capacity covers opinions both of the capacity of 
SC/USA and of the capacity of the local NGOs to serve community school needs.  SC/USA staff 
in fact held the most critical opinions of local NGO capacity.  While at least one SC/USA agent 
felt proud that the organization was working well with the local NGOs and was “clarifying 
contracts and terms of reference to increase their management and supervision skills,” most 
SC/USA agents cited important concerns with the local NGOs’ capacity to manage the 
community schools program (Interview 15).  Complaints heard from SC/USA agents regarding 
local NGOs included the following:   
 

• [They] need more qualified personnel (Interview 14). 
 
• [They are] too dependent on SC/USA (Interview 18). 
 
• [There is a] lack of communication – uncertainty of what is happening at the village level 

with the community schools until visit myself (Interview 20). 
 

                                                 
52 The observation guide included nearly 60 questions on the following subjects: lesson preparation, lesson 
execution, classroom behavior, physical appearance of the classroom, record keeping by teachers and the SMC.  The 
few education assistants who did fill it out sent it to the SC/USA education office as part of program monitoring and 
evaluation.  Usually, no analysis or compilation of data resulted from these efforts.  In addition, education assistants 
sent in monthly reports.  While I was there, SC/USA’s Education team was exploring more effective ways to use the 
information that was submitted to them.  Their major complaint was that they did not have the time to exploit the 
information.    
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• [They are] untrustworthy – [We] have to constantly follow up with them to make sure 
that they had done the training that they were suppose to do (Interview 20).   

 
As one SC/USA staff member explained:  
 

I do not like to have to continually monitor the community school personnel to make sure 
that they are doing their jobs.  I do not like to make trips to visit local NGOs when the 
managers do not communicate with me for months.  But I have to do it to see if they had 
received materials that I sent (Interview 8).   
 

This person felt that the shortcomings of local NGOs contributed to ”a general fatigue among the 
[international NGO] personnel working with local NGO partners, because capacity building 
requires lots of training, patience, and skill development” (Interview 8).  Another SC/USA agent, 
in charge of agency reporting felt particularly frustrated with the lack of attention to detail that 
some local NGOs exhibited in their work:   

 
The [local] NGOs think that we are only collecting data to satisfy USAID.  They do not 
think of what they can learn for their own purposes.  Also, the quality of the data 
collected is questionable.  We’ve had lots of problems in the past with data collectors 
forgetting to write stuff down, incomplete surveys, wrong information.  It’s a real 
headache to see such inconsistencies in the data collection.  The data collectors need 
more training to avoid too much variability.  Things have been going up and down 
without pattern or explanation and that’s just not right.  It is not always, nor should it 
always be, our role to supervise this.  Our partner NGOs are supposed to be independent, 
but they obviously do not have the capacity to carry out this responsibility of data 
collection with reliability.  The [local] NGOs are always habitually late in handing in 
their reports (Interview 21).     
 
Other criticisms focused on the performance of both the local NGOs and SC/USA.  One 

SC/USA agent stated frankly that:   
 
Giving money to the partner NGOs is like throwing it into a wastebasket.  They are not 
qualified employees and they cheat whenever they can get away with it.  They hire 
relatives, not qualified personnel, and do not have the required academic levels 
themselves.  The education assistants who work for them do not have contracts and their 
terms of reference are not clear.  They sign blank checks and get cheated out of their gas.  
In general though, there is a lack of supervision [by SC/USA] in the program.  There is 
no system in place to track and monitor field activities (Interview 14). 
 

He evidently holds SC/USA partly responsible for not showing more interest in the schools at the 
village level.  He felt that “we’re driven by USAID indicators and a desire to increase the CEP 
pass rate.  Our staff in Bamako never goes to the field and those in Kolondieba do not do much” 
(Interview 14).    

Others outside of the circles of local NGO and SC/USA agents interviewed expressed 
concern that SC/USA was not providing the right kind of support to the local NGOs.  As one 
Inspector put it:   
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Decentralization is the best thing that can happen to education, when the skills and 
materials are in place, because then education will be for the community.  But without 
this support, the quality will diminish.  Right now the community schools need constant 
supervision and SC/USA needs to demonstrate to the community that they are truly 
interested in their growth.  There is a need for intense activity, not just monitoring for an 
annual report to know what is happening in the village and what is working well 
(Interview 11). 

 
A Peace Corps volunteer added another element of critique:  
 

SC/USA could do a better job getting supplies to the schools on time.53  They spend too 
much time discussing who is responsible for what and this takes the place of action 
(Interview 7).   

 
One donor representative agreed that SC/USA’s support to the community schools and local 
NGOs was “sporadic and unsystematic” (Interview 9).   

Others felt that SC/USA’s lack in capacity to support the community schools and local 
NGOs stemmed from the quick expansion of program.  As one former SC/USA agent expressed 
the matter,  

 
I feel that the establishment of community schools went too fast and that there was not 
enough knowledge in the field about what we were doing.  People did not yet understand 
the methodology or basic principle of the school…it was a problem when people asked 
questions, because the people in the field could not really respond to them…the large 
number of schools that sprung up also made it difficult to manage (Interview 16).   
 
It is perhaps not surprising that SC/USA focuses concern and criticism on the local 

NGOs, whereas other local stakeholders like teachers and SMC members seem much less 
preoccupied with their shortcomings.  The local NGOs are in effect the direct partners for 
SC/USA in implementation of the community school program.  SC/USA performance was 
obviously affected by the capacity and efficacy of the local NGOs, and so the organization felt 
the frustrations experienced in this joint effort most acutely.  Fast growth, unclear 
communications, a lack of trust between SC/USA and the local NGOs all have an impact on the 
local NGOs’ capacity to support the program – and by extension on SC/USA’s ability to mentor 
these organizations in supporting the community schools and to ensure good outcomes at the 
local school level.  The local NGOs, however, have their parallel criticisms of SC/USA.  They 
cite what they have perceived as a lack of commitment and ability on SC/USA’s part to support 
the program at points when they needed this kind of backup the most.   
 

Synthesis of Capacity Concerns 
 
Capacity problems derived from concerns over the ability of various actors (teachers, 

SMC members, education assistants and local and international NGO staff) to play their 
respective roles in implementing, managing and supporting the community school program.  
Teachers feel challenged by their lack of training and command of French.  Illiterate SMC 
                                                 
53 School materials and books for the 1998-1999 school year, for example, arrived in March 1999. 
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members felt constrained in playing their role.  Education assistants were not able to carry out 
the duties that they had originally been assigned.  Local and international NGO agents were not 
always managing program activities well.  These are only a few examples of the tensions that 
implementers of the community schools program experienced daily.   

Though stakeholders often discussed the need for training and more material/financial 
inputs to improve their situation, teachers and SMC members were particularly concerned with 
getting more monitoring and supervisory support from the education assistants and the NGOs – 
the kind of mentoring that would help them to discuss problems and work through them together.  
Essentially, they asked for stronger partnerships along with more technical training.   

One important issue that many stakeholders mentioned is the need to strike a balance 
between policies of decentralization on the one hand and assurance of central support for 
education on the other.  Teachers, SMC members, and education assistants were willing to take 
on roles and responsibilities for supporting educational activities, yet they were not entirely sure 
how to carry out these new roles and responsibilities.  Decentralization requires retraining people 
to play new roles in a new context.  Though training for the decentralized exercise of 
responsibility is underway in the community schools, no one knows quite how to do it or train 
for it.  This perhaps helps explain why those responsible for implementation at the local level 
have sometimes very divergent notions of who is supposed to do what, of which models should 
be evoked in forming behavior, and of whose concerns matter most (the community concerns or 
those of USAID, for example).       

The data analyzed in Chapter 6 and the interview results reviewed in this chapter clearly 
suggest that there is widespread volonté, or will, to provide viable basic education through 
community schools in rural Mali.  Rural communities, with little training, have shown that they 
have the capacity to support such efforts.  Evaluation results showed community school students 
doing as well, if not better than, their formal school counterparts (Muskin 1997).  The initial 
success and recognition of the community schools’ potential for supporting UPE, however, also 
put more pressure on the local stakeholders to perform exceedingly well in comparison to their 
formal school counterparts -- and to do so with less in the way of material, human, and financial 
resources.  In their remarks, teachers, SMC members, and education assistants all recognized that 
they needed stronger support, better training, and more material to continue to play this role of 
complement and even competitor for the formal school system.  

The foundation that the community schools program helped establish for decentralizing 
the education system in Mali is jeopardized by the lack of attention to retraining people to fulfill 
new roles. The problem is perhaps even more acute if these roles are expected not to be carbon 
copies of those in the formal school system but rather new, innovative and more locally adapted 
creations.  Teachers, SMC members, and education assistants tend to judge their performance at 
least partly in relation to formal school norms, even though they do not receive the same human, 
material and financial support.  This tension is experienced most often and most acutely at the 
community level, where teachers and community supporters of local schools were expected to 
perform in the same manner as their formal school counterparts.  The next section on 
community/teacher relationships details some of the tensions deriving from misunderstandings 
and perceptions of roles, and at times a community’s inability or resistance to paying teachers’ 
salaries. 

          
 

 



 133

Community/Teacher Relationships  
 
The success of a program like the community schools in Mali relies upon establishing 

good relationships between the teacher and the community.  During the interviews, many people 
mentioned tensions that existed at the community level between the teacher and villagers, 
particularly with regard to the issue of teachers’ salaries, which were supposed to be paid by the 
community.  Low salaries and frequent breaches in payment inevitably eroded the relationship 
between these two critical stakeholders and the strains on their relationship had negative impacts 
on the schools.  

Teachers – whether from the village or brought in from outside the village – devoted 
most of their interview time to talking about relationships with the community as a whole, and 
with parents and SMC members in particular.  Some teachers who came from other villages felt 
that their relationship with the community was improving.  One teacher talked about adopting 
active learning methods helped him to have better communication with parents because students 
were “telling parents what they learned in school, and this helped [the parents] to draw links 
between [their own lives] and the school” (Interview 42).  Another teacher said that the school in 
his community of assignment had really helped to “promote a cooperative spirit for development 
in the village” (Interview 38).  One teacher reported that he was “very satisfied with the 
community school and parents and children are becoming more and more interested in it” 
(Interview 41).      

Another teacher said that he often met with members of the SMC, especially if children 
were not attending class regularly.  Some SMC members felt that they did a good job, 
“encouraged teachers to come to them to discuss problems so they can find a solution together” 
(Interview 33).  As one SMC member put it, “we always support teachers since they are the 
resource people for educational materials” (Interview 33).    

However, more often teachers expressed difficulties in their relationship with the SMC 
and community.  One teacher said, “I do not meet with parents” (Interview 47).  Another teacher 
said, “I have difficulties getting parents to send their children to school on time and they 
sometimes keep girls at home to do housework” (Interview 39).  Teachers experienced real 
frustration when they felt that the community did not think it was important to send the children 
to the community school.  One teacher explained, “I do not have enough time with the students 
to teach them everything that they are supposed to learn” (Interview 44).  Another teacher 
agreed, “Schools never opened on time, and so the children had inadequate time to learn all they 
needed to by the end of the year” (Interview 42).  Another teacher was frustrated that important 
community members, such as the mayor, “do not help to sensitize parents on the importance of 
education” (Interview 46).  A Peace Corps volunteer54 working with the community schools said 
that she felt that:  

 
There is not enough communication between teachers and parents in the villages where 
there are community schools.  Teachers need to play a role in sensitizing the community 
to education and could do more by talking to parents about what their children do during 
the day at school and how their child is progressing.  Parents just don’t understand what 
happens in the schools.  They are sending them to the schools because Save [the 
Children/USA] told them that that is what they need to do.  Parents and other community 

                                                 
54 Interestingly, though this volunteer had been working with the community schools for two years, she was unaware 
of the managing role of the SMC.   
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members would understand the schools better if the teacher used them as resources for 
their classroom activities (Interview 7).   

 
As one education assistant pointed out, program organizers could do more to think about how to 
improve the relationship between the community and teachers.  She said that: 

 
Current teacher training, scheduled during the rainy season, tends to cause problems 
because the teachers are also needed to plant and work in the fields.  Decentralized 
trainings would be better and villagers would be happier if teachers contributed their 
labor in high work seasons, rather than disappearing when they are needed in the 
community the most.  It might improve relations between villagers and teachers and help 
to build trust between them.  Then, I can concentrate more on my role as an education 
advisor rather than serve as a mediator for village disputes during my visits (Interview 2).   
 
One of the tensions between the community and teachers that hampered their relationship 

was the issue of paying the teachers’ salaries.  One teacher was frustrated because, “I can see that 
the money is there to support the schools, from cotton sales, but the villagers are stingy with 
investing it in the school” (Interview 38).  Another teacher said that she felt that villagers did not 
treat teachers with respect (paying her in food, providing a bad house) (Interview 43).   

Teachers admitted to feeling resentment towards parents for not paying their salaries on 
time or providing them with “nice living spaces or proper materials for the classroom” (Interview 
43).  They also talked about how difficult it was to feel motivated to do their jobs under these 
circumstances.  As one teacher said, “my students are behind [on their studies] but I don’t feel 
compensated enough to put in extra time to help them catch up” (Interview 43).  Some teachers 
said that communities were being disrespectful when they did not pay them, and they did not feel 
that they were welcome in the community.  A local NGO director said, “I feel terrible for the 
teachers because they get paid such a low amount and often not on time” (Interview 3).   

As can be discerned from these comments, there is insufficient understanding of the role 
of the community school teachers and of how the villages should interact with and support them 
at the local level.  Though some interviewees suggested that the teachers should be more 
involved in the communities and assume responsibilities beyond just teaching, teachers 
themselves frequently felt that their role was only to teach.  The original “model” of community 
schooling in Mali called for the support of the village in paying teachers’ salaries and the first 
communities to create such schools accepted the responsibility; but there was a rising reaction 
among local stakeholders against assuming this burden and many felt that teacher remuneration 
was really the responsibility of the government or of SC/USA.        

Some of the SC/USA agents who had worked with the community schools since their 
inception were bemused by the disagreement.  As one said:  

 
At the conception of the community schools program, I remember finding it bizarre that 
the villagers were asked to pay 100/cfa per month/per student in the class and that they 
would not do it, yet they were paying 500/cfa per month for the Koranic school in the 
village (Interview 14).   
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He presumed that this situation derived from people wanting their children to be good 
Muslims.55  Perhaps villagers accepted that it was their responsibility to pay for a religious-based 
school, but not for a school that was similar in many respects to the formal education system, 
which the government underwrites.  And perhaps the more the community schools grew to look 
like the formal schools, the more the communities felt that it was the responsibility of the 
government to support them.  The collapse in cotton prices that occurred during the height of 
conflict over paying teachers’ salaries only aggravated the situation.    

The salary issue interfered with the progress of the community schools and altered the 
stakeholders’ notions and practices regarding them. This in turn obliged the education assistants, 
SMCs, teachers and community supporters of the schools to spend extra time working through 
the issues of villagers’ discontent with the situation.  Furthermore, the conflict led to mistrust 
between teachers and community members and took away from the time and energy that could 
have been devoted to improving the quality of the community schools.  In this way, it really 
jeopardized their sustainability as well.  One education assistant summarized the problem 
succinctly: “As long as teachers’ salaries are coming from the communities, then the community 
schools will not be sustainable” (Interview 6).  
 

Analysis of Community/Teacher Relationships Issue 
 
The issue of teachers’ salaries hampered the community schools’ progress and altered 

notions and practices regarding them.  Teachers had expected that communities would treat them 
with respect, pay them on time, and provide good living arrangements for them if they came 
from another village.  In many communities, however, community schools were not necessarily a 
village priority, and teachers were upset by this reversal of their expectations.  In fact, the more it 
came to be assumed that community schools would operate on the formal school model and the 
more the schools began to fit that mold, the more these disparities in expectations became 
apparent.  This caused widespread dissatisfaction with the community schools and tended to 
undermine the level of community support on which they depended.    

The true community school model, where the teacher plays a key role in merging school 
and community, cannot be realized when the principal concern is finding salaries for the 
teachers.  With the introduction of higher grades and French into the community schools and the 
increasing shortage of candidates within the villages having these qualifications, more teachers 
are coming from outside and are faced with the difficult challenge of trying to fit into a new 
community.  The assignment of outside teachers probably further weakened local willingness to 
pay for salaries and the tension increased.  

As Bray (2001) and Tietjen (1999) point out, the “community” management in the 
SC/USA model is actually quite limited.  SMCs contribute small levels of material or “in-kind” 
resources (like work on school construction.) to the program and have received quite of quantity 
of outside resources (like equipment and teaching materials), and the result is a low level of 
“ownership” in the communities themselves.  Bray (2001) and Tietjen (1999) also affirm one 
reason why communities resisted paying the teachers: the realm of secular school instruction was 
thought by most citizens to be a domain of state, not community, responsibility.  However, the 

                                                 
55 People may also be more willing to pay for Koranic schools because they have deep roots in southeastern Mali, 
the imams who run them are well-trained teachers, religion is important to the community, and perhaps also, as 
Gérard (1997) suggests, because parents are more willing to pay for a school that is perceived to foster social 
cohesion.   
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community schools are not yet part of a “learning community”56 where the whole village is 
involved in providing learning opportunities (Torres 2002).  Rather, they are part of a state 
activity to provide access to educational opportunity.   

The debate over who is financially responsible for the community school teachers also 
points to other tensions regarding the goal of community schooling.  Notions and practices of 
community schools changed when those institutions became more involved with the state 
education system.  Communities became more resistant to paying the teachers’ salaries.  At the 
onset of the program, when the community schools were established to serve passerelle interne 

goals and most teachers were drawn from the village itself, communities paid the local teachers 
with little resistance.  With the introduction of the upper primary grades, the addition of French 
to the curriculum, increasing recruitment of outside teachers and added attention to passerelle 

externe goals for national purposes, the communities began to chafe at the financial 
responsibility, particularly as the cost burdens rose.  In the next section, I present interview data 
that highlight this evolution in sentiment regarding the community school program as the focus 
shifted from serving local to national/international education goals.       
 

The Local versus National/International Debate  
 
 As mentioned earlier, the community school program was initially designed to meet 
passerelle interne goals.  The schools were there to promote village development by fostering 
literacy in the local language and upgrading local “human resources.”  As the schools grew in 
popularity and progressed to the full primary cycle, a second goal -- the passerelle externe or 
transition to continuing formal education -- was added to the program.  Efforts were made to link 
the community schools with formal schools in order to increase access to secondary schools and 
to build the community schools into the national system of education as a means of reinforcing 
their sustainability.     

Whether it was best to serve passerelle interne or passerelle externe goals was a subject 
of frequent debate among SC/USA agents. As one recalled:  

 
1997 was an année chaude

57 for the community schools with the question of the 
passerelle externe.  This was the year when it was proposed by the NGO community that 
community school students be able to enter the 7th year of formal schools if they wanted, 
to the MOE.  The formal system said that they had to pass the CEP exam like all other 
primary school students to enter.  We all felt a little divided at this point about what 
would be best for the villagers, just to have village training centers or integrate with the 
formal system.  The fear was that no students would pass the CEP exam, but it turns out 
that 5 students passed (8%).  One pregnant girl even took the exam on this day, but she 
did not pass until the following year.  The best part though, was when those students who 

                                                 
56 Torres (2002) defines a learning community as an area-based proposal that includes the following propositions: 
assuming that all human communities possess learning resources, agents, institutions and networks; seeing 
state/government as playing a key supporting role; adopting a broad vision of education that puts learning at the 
center; placing great value on intergenerational and peer learning, based on solidarity, cooperation and alliances; 
accepting and encouraging diversity; developing learning systems at the local level; focusing on groups and 
institutions, relationships and networks; and proposing bottom-up, inside-out models of educational development 
and change (49-51).   
57 The literal translation is a “hot year,” here signifying a year when there were many strikes by students or teachers 
that caused classes to be cancelled. 
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passed went into the 7th year in Kolondieba’s public school, one of the students was 
number one in his class and 2 others were in the top 10% (Interview 15).   
 

This agent presented background on the uncertainty felt by the education team in linking the 
community schools to the formal school system, yet the interviewee also began to discuss how 
he himself was taken with the idea of linking the two systems when students who made the 
transition began to show interest and real promise at the higher level.  Many of the interviews 
with the SC/USA agents were characterized by this same ambivalence: on the one hand a feeling 
of hesitation about this change and, on the other, hope for the future of the community schools 
and their students if linked to the formal school systems.  As another SC/USA agent said: 

 
For the community schools, they will know that they have succeeded when they have met 
passerelle externe goals because this is what will tell them that the battle is over in trying 
to get village children inserted into economic life and proponents of fundamental 
education.  They need to have the same opportunity as other children (city kids) to 
integrate into the national system.  However, the pass rate of the CEP exam needs to rise 
in order to do this.  It will be interesting though to see what these children can do for their 
own village – perhaps the community schools need to concentrate more on finding 
answers to this question.  They should create capacity in these kids to create jobs in their 
own village and local development will prevail.  This is a long-term question though, and 
no one can discern the impact of the community schools yet.  Perhaps the CEP is not 
everything.  Maybe the community schools should negotiate an exam with the state for 
them since they are not at the same level as the public schools (Interview 18). 

 
The above comments are filled with arguments for serving both goals of education for village 
development and education for integration into the formal system.  The respondent vacillates 
between wanting to link the schools to the larger system and questioning whether this link is 
worthwhile.  Another SC/USA agent said:   

 
We need to pay attention to how we are being inserted into PRODEC plans.  This is an 
extraordinary opportunity for the community schools…we have learned the difficulties of 
managing too many schools.  We do not have a clear vision for the future.  We can 
control our quantitative plan, but not our institutional one, because this is at the state 
level.  But we can exploit our opportunities and we already have advantages over the 
public schools.  The teachers in community schools are engaged, but not paid well; the 
teachers in public schools are paid well, but not engaged.  If we stay private, we may 
have more control over our schools in the future.  This is the trend anyhow at the national 
level (Interview 19).   
 

Here again, there are arguments on both sides of the coin.  
Other SC/USA agents recognized the difficulties inherent in trying to meet the goal of 

making a genuine contribution to local village development.  As one stated, “it is easier to serve 
the passerelle externe goals than the passerelle interne goals” (Interview 18).  He felt frustrated 
that the community schools had not yet figured out a way to serve the majority of students who 
do not go onto secondary school, even if they pass the CEP, and to enable them to apply the 
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knowledge that they have acquired to the improvement of life in their own communities.  He 
said:   

 
Students who do not pursue secondary education would benefit from further professional 
training so that they can better insert themselves into the economic tissue of the village or 
help create one.  There needs to be some way for these students to help contribute to the 
development of their community.  I feel like this is the only shadow of the community 
schools, that there is not a strategy to help students in the village who drop out or do not 
go onto secondary school because they did not pass the CEP exam or they cannot afford 
it.  Efforts will be wasted if we don’t think of ways to support these youth.  I feel that it is 
possible through community school graduates to eradicate literacy in villages for 
example, but there needs to be a strategy to do this.  Perhaps in the 4th year, we should 
initiate students more to community level activities as much as toward secondary level 
activities…One idea that we’ve had is to develop village development committees to 
support activities such as collective fields, gardens, health education, apprenticeships, etc.  
I’d be interested in learning more about how other programs use education centers for 
agriculture, health, literacy and credit (Interview 18).   

 
When SC/USA agents began discussing the passerelle externe goals specifically in 

interviews, further conflicting feelings arose.  Some talked about how they are now proud to be 
involved in policy debates about the most appropriate sort of education for Mali.  As one said:  

 
We’ve been implicated in all of the PRODEC debates and our model is referred to in 
discussions about future schools and management systems in Mali.  Our examples allow 
for more concrete discussions about education reform and contribute to the reform of the 
whole system (Interview 19).   
 

Another SC/USA agent voiced support for external linkage:  
 

PRODEC is good because the public schools are looking too much at the exterior rather 
than the interior.  The windows should remain open and the door should not be closed to 
the exterior, but Mali needs to prepare children to be good citizens of their own country 
too (Interview 14). 

 
Others were more skeptical of PRODEC.  As one SC/USA agent said, the community 

schools were designed to “to build competencies for internal knowledge and development,” not 
to serve passerelle externe goals in a time when uncertainty existed as to whether PRODEC 
reforms were stable (Interview 18).  Others felt that it was better for the community schools to 
remain a local community affair, to avoid being subject to the same turmoil as public schools, 
such as strikes (Interview 14, 18).  Another SC/USA agent remembers villagers saying, “the state 
can close its schools, but it cannot close our school because there is no strike in our village” 
(Interview 15).  One donor said, “The communities are tired of the project and are feeling 
confused about government policy” (Interview 9).  After many years of working with the 
schools, and not seeing more support for them directly, the communities began to question how 
much PRODEC was going to support them. 
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 In summary, there is a divide among program implementers, particularly among national 
SC/USA staff, on what is better to pursue for the community schools program: education for 
village development or education for national inclusion into the formal education system.  There 
is a need for both, of course, and both have certain advantages that cannot be ranked in terms of 
importance.  However, there is a certain attraction to the linkage strategy because of the 
possibilities it creates for ensuring sustainability and providing for support needs when SC/USA 
is no longer able to conduct the program.  Community schools would then serve as “satellite” or 
“feeder” schools in rural villages that link these outposts to the rest of the formal education 
structure and ensure children of some access to secondary education.  SMCs would then be 
plugged into the same support systems that sustain the formal schools and their PTAs and might 
work in clusters to build a stronger civil society and one more able to advocate for and support 
universal primary education.       

 
Analysis of the Local Versus National/Global Debate  

 
The passerelle interne versus the passerelle externe debates demonstrate the complexity 

of the community school phenomenon from a local level perspective.  As mentioned earlier, 
parents and students mostly discussed the benefits of community schools in terms of passerelle 

interne goals.  They talked about the economic and social benefits that the community school 
brought or might bring to the village.  From their perspective, the passerelle externe goals did 
not seem as important.  Even though most parents wanted their children to continue their 
education if possible, they expected that most of them would remain in the villages upon 
completion of their studies and contribute to local development in areas such as agriculture.  
Students themselves spoke for the most part of living in the village and providing needed 
services like improved health.  They viewed themselves as local change agents.  

Yet the people most responsible for implementing the program at the local level have 
another perspective.  By and large, they believe that the community schools will not be 
sustainable until they align with, or link to, the formal education system. They see this as the 
only means by which community schools will continue to receive technical and financial support 
when SC/USA is no longer running the program.   

 Meanwhile, the Malian government has manifestly drawn upon the community school 
model to inform its decentralization strategies, which are based in part the success that such 
programs have experienced in getting parents and communities involved in both the funding and 
management of local schools.  The community schools offered a concrete model to learn from as 
the government implemented its own education strategy through PRODEC.   

Yet with the push-me-pull-you forces coming from three very different sets of actors -- 
the villages, international interests represented by SC/USA, and the national government of 
Mali) there was confusion about which goals were most important for the survival of the 
community schools: the passerelle interne goals or the passerelle externe ones.  Passerelle 

interne goals are admittedly longer term and harder to achieve, and they tended therefore to be 
pushed aside even though they best represent what community members themselves desire, as 
the interviews about their hopes and aims for the program reveal.  At the same time, the 
increasing importance given to passerelle externe goals and integration with the national 
education system encouraged stakeholders at all levels to pursue the linkage with the formal 
school system.  And this created in turn concern about whether teachers, SMC members, and 
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other local parties involved in program implementation were performing – or were even capable 

of performing – at a par with their formal school counterparts.      
In particular, the tensions over pursuing the path of local development or pursuing instead 

the path of linkage with formal schools and procurement of the economic and social benefits that 
this affiliation might confer were a frequent issue of concern for SC/USA agents.  They had 
difficultly taking sides in the debate and in determining how to serve both goals simultaneously. 
SC/USA in fact tried to serve both ends and assessments of how well they succeeded varied 
considerably.  As Miller-Grandvaux and Yoder (2002) point out, international and local NGOs 
are critical factors in the success of community school programs: “While many schools are 
created and survive on their own…neither communities nor the governments have the resources 
to support community schools completely” (11).  Again, many questioned whether community 
schools could become sustainable without the support of the NGOs, and it can be maintained that 
SC/USA had no choice other than to link the program to the formal school system if they wanted 
it to survive.  Furthermore, USAID, which held the purse strings, favored and promoted this 
direction for community schools.  SC/USA balanced, as best they could, the local, national and 
international interests that converged on Malian community schools, but was not exempt from 
the tug-of-war that accompanied this effort.   

 
 

 

Conclusion 
 

At the local level, every bit as much as at the international and national ones discussed in 
the preceding two chapters, there were a variety of tensions regarding the purpose and operation 
of community schools in Mali.  The schools symbolically represented a new hope, and people 
were excited about their potential and many of their early results.  However, local level 
stakeholders were quite aware that poverty remained a fundamental obstacle to their success and 
that more time and effort was needed to develop the capacity of local personnel to carry out the 
program effectively.  Dissatisfaction derived in part from poor relations in the villages between 
teachers and community members, provoked often by disagreements about who was responsible 
for paying their salary.  Finally, the question of which goals to pursue in the community school 
movement -- local goals or national and international ones -- continued to divide rather than 
unify efforts to support and develop them.  No one was sure which goal would have more impact 
in the long run: education for local development or education for national inclusion into the 
formal system.  This uncertainty watered down the effect of efforts in both directions, since 
attention was divided.  In this situation of perplexity, there was an opportunity for outside forces 
to be persuasive and exercise increased influence, such as the level stakeholders who sometimes 
had clear agendas for steering the direction of activity.  In Chapter 8, I analyze these issues in 
more detail, while bringing back into the picture the perspectives of the sort of international and 
national-level stakeholders portrayed in Chapters 5, 6, and 7.  This should help to create an 
integrated picture of the notion and practices associated with community schools in Mali. 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

COMMUNITY SCHOOLS: AN INTEGRATED ANALYSIS   
 
 
 
 This chapter begins by presenting an overview of the salient themes that emerged from 
the analysis of the perceptions of community schools held by stakeholders at the international, 
national, and local levels.  There is both harmony and disharmony in their perspectives and 
opinions. The goal of this chapter is to examine these three disparate sets of perceptions together 
for a more integrated analysis.  
 At the international level, the community schools are part of a larger movement, the EFA 
campaign advocated by international policymakers, including all the major multilateral and 
bilateral donors, whose aim is to reach universal primary education by the year 2015.  From the 
international perspective, basic education efforts that improve access rates, as well as the quality 
and relevance of education, were endorsed.  International NGOs, as institutions that interact with 
international policy makers and also with other global and local civil society associations, often 
frame program activities to attain the EFA goal.  In the case of SC/USA in Mali, the need to 
provide access to a relevant and quality education was the motivating factor for beginning the 
community schools program.  SC/USA has been credited with improving the education 
landscape in Mali by establishing the community schools, and though there are criticisms about 
the process and who drives program initiatives, community schools are essentially perceived to 
be viable alternatives to an EFA policy based solely on the existing formal system.     
 At the national level, community schools contribute to increasing national enrollment 
rates and implementing the strategies outlined in reform efforts.  Though educationalists within 
the national system initially questioned their quality, these State policy makers eventually 
accepted the community schools and recognized them as components of the official national 
education system.  They essentially changed their attitude after observing good community 
schools in action, noting their innovative teaching techniques, and recognizing the level of 
learning attained in these local institutions with so few inputs and resources.  This gesture was 
encouraged and applauded by the international donors and NGOs.  With this policy change, 
Mali’s enrollment rates grew, and nationally, a new strategy, termed “PRODEC,” was put in 
place to decentralize the formal school system.  The money to support the development of 
PRODEC came from international bilateral and multilateral donors.  Here, the national and 
international levels intersect inasmuch as the community schools are understood as useful in 
national strategies to achieve education for all.  Yet, there are also other aspects of community 
schools that lead some national level actors and evaluators to question their quality and 
sustainability.  At the national level, there remained a discomfort based on a general lack of 
familiarity with community schools, a discomfort that might remain until the community schools 
begin to resemble the traditional, formal schools in Mali.  Thus, nationally, community schools 
are considered to be promising for their contributions to education reform and increasing 
enrollment rates; however they are also understood to be institutions that ought to be comparable 
to the formal school system even though they do not have the same support structure or inputs.  
This comparison often puts community schools in the shadow of the formal schools.     
 At the local level, discussions regarding the community schools are rich in varied notions 
and perceptions about how community schools fare in practice, held by both those in the villages 



 142

who were involved with the schools and those outside the villages who were involved in their 
implementation and support.  In the villages, parents and students are encouraged by the 
opportunity to learn what the community schools provide, with curricular support from both the 
international and national levels.  They associate the community schools with both economic and 
social opportunities, as well as general progress, though not without qualifying them by pointing 
to some obstacles, such as the level of poverty that communities face.   

The implementers, or those delivering the program activities and supporting them, are 
also both hopeful and skeptical of the community schools’ impact.  They are satisfied that great 
strides have been made in building local capacity to manage such a program and are proud of 
their efforts to build a new kind of education system that is nationally recognized, in an area of 
the country that was previously underserved.  Yet, there are still concerns about the quality of 
teaching, how much the SMC members (most of whom are illiterates) can accomplish, how 
effective the education assistants are in their jobs, and the ability of the local NGOs to manage 
on their own without the support of the international NGOs.  Communication lines are unclear 
and some understand the program support system to be weak.  Expectations and understandings 
of what the schools should be differ according to the stakeholder, and this gap in understanding 
contributes to difficulties between SMC members and teachers, and prevents education assistants 
from doing their jobs more effectively.  Finally, there is uncertainty about which goal is better to 
pursue: education for village development or education for inclusion in the formal system.  Both 
goals are desirable, but require different approaches and skills to be attained.  Thus, there is 
overlap in concerns about capacity at the local level and the national level.   

Finally, whether community schools are intended to serve local development needs or the 
national and international goals of achieving education for all, is a theme in discussions 
regarding the schools at all levels, though it is most clearly stated in local level interviews.  At 
the international level, there has historically been a tension in education for providing traditional 
versus alternative education between traditional and alternative education provision.  Nationally, 
the education authorities remain wary of the community schools until they begin to link more to 
the national education system.  At the local level, many of the program implementers are torn 
between serving the original goals of the community schools -- education for local development -
- versus making the schools an integral part of the national education system.      
 In the following sections of this chapter, I present an analysis and attempted integration 
of the notions and practices regarding community schools subscribed to by stakeholders at the 
three levels in order to reveal the dynamics of tension in the program.  This helps to develop a 
clearer idea of where experiences and understandings surrounding community schools at the 
various levels converge, as well as highlight areas where there is a need for ironing out 
differences in the dialogue surrounding community schools in Mali.  
 

 
 

International, National, and Local Levels: Working in Harmony and Disharmony 
 

Considering the various notions and practices of community schools in Mali, it is clear 
that there is both harmony and disharmony at each of the three levels and across the three levels.  
Figure 4 displays the main issues discussed at each level and where the levels intersect.  The 
international level converges with the national level on topics such as EFA and PRODEC.  The 
national level converges with the local level on capacity concerns.  Other primary issues of 
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concern are particular to a given level and are not shared with any other level.  The one issue that 
cuts across all three levels concerns the question of whether it is best for the community schools 
to serve local education needs or national and international education goals.   
 
 
 
 
 

Teacher/community relations 

Economic & social promises & 
challenges  

EFA 
PRODEC 

L ocal versus  
national  de-
velopment 

Global civil  
society   

LOCAL LEVEL  

NATIONAL  
LEVEL  

INTERNATIONAL  
LEVEL   

Capacity 
concerns 

 
Figure 4:  Areas of Convergence and Divergence Among the Three Levels in Matters of Concern   

 

 
These overlapping and seemingly unrelated concerns (see Figure 4) suggest difficulties in 
communication flows, or areas where there is a loss of information at the various levels.  For 
example, the personnel at the international level are not concerned with the issue of whether the 
teachers and community members are or are not working well together.  That there has been 
difficulty in this working relationship, as expressed at the local level, is not taken into 
consideration in the development of international policies since local level stakeholders are not 
involved in the dialogue concerning EFA and do not have a loud enough voice in global civil 
society to advocate for their needs.  Another example is that the national level stakeholders are 
not concerned with the promises identified at the local level of increasing economic and social 
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opportunities associated with village development.  They are more concerned with the capacity 
of the community schools and their support staff to meet national basic education requirements, 
not village needs.   

The one area of concern for all three levels is whether the community schools are 
contributing to meeting local or national/international needs.  The tension that exists between 
using community schools for village development versus using them to attain EFA as a global 
and national policy also shapes the notions and practices associated with them.  Originally, the 
community schools were designed to be an alternative education model for providing 
underserved villages with scholastic learning opportunities by using nonformal strategies and 
techniques.  This process occurred during the period when the notions and practices of the 
community schools were linked to a local development orientation.  However, these opinions 
evolved over time with the expansion of, and demand for, the community schools to take on a 
primary cycle curriculum similar to that of the formal schools.  Then the notions and practices of 
the community schools shifted so that they were now judged by how well they compared with 
the formal schools as “alternatives.”  Education for village transformation and education for 
modern development constitute two separate paths and the tug-and-pull between them caused 
tension at all three levels, though this was experienced differently at each level.   

At the international level, modernization and mass education influence policy toward 
linking community and other alternative education models adopted in the South to the modern 
goals of education for all (as experienced in the North).   Though there is a rekindling of interest 
in NFE and a recognition that it can be a powerful method for getting marginalized children into 
basic education programs across countries, the content of the programs is frequently geared more 
toward pedagogy found in traditional schools than “pedagogy for the oppressed” (Freire 1970).    

At the national level, government officials are beholden to donors who provide them with 
funding to support the under-funded education system in Mali.  Though the national education 
authorities prefer to work with the formal education system, they accept the community schools 
and have begun to see the advantages deriving from the use of NFE techniques.  However, they 
too are influenced by modernization goals at this level and are in tune with the international 
stakeholders in terms of their desire to link community schools and formal schools by reducing 
the differences between the two types of schools.  However, they also have to manage the 
schools once the donors stop their funding. They are aware of the community schools’ 
shortcomings in quality and discuss these problems with local level stakeholders.   

At the local level, many stakeholders – and particularly parents and students – support a 
strategy of alternative education that serves village needs first, but those responsible for program 
implementation at the local level tend to feel that the schools will not be sustainable until they 
link with the modern systems in place in the country.  There is enthusiasm for the schools and 
hope associated with them. As students pass through the grade levels, this hope and enthusiasm 
begins to be associated with a belief that there is a connection between community schools and 
formal secondary schools as well as modern employment opportunities.  Parents and students 
talk less about the importance of learning life skills for local development and more about 
wanting to learn French.     

The community schools then become part of an ongoing debate in international 
development education: Whether schools ought to serve the developmental goals of 
modernization, or alternative goals focused on local and locally-chosen priorities.  Are 
community schools now a manifestation of mass education, just as mass education is a 
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manifestation of modernization?  The data point to community schools as being caught between 
the pull of mass education and the pull of locally relevant and driven forms of NFE.   

 

Communication Among the International, National, and Local Levels 
 

With respect to the community schools in Mali, communication flows with regularity 
horizontally, but less often vertically, in particular from the local level up to the international 
level.  As discussed in Chapters 5, 6, and 7, there are three distinct topics for communication at 
the three levels: 

 
• Communication about global efforts to implement EFA occurs between the international 

level and the national level;  
 
• Communication on how to support the community schools and learn from their 

experiences is the subject of discussion between the national and local levels; and 
 
• At the local level, parents and students talk about their hopes and struggles that they 

associate with the community school to each other and the program implementers.  
Furthermore, at the local level, communication among program implementers tends to 
focus on what they are proud of achieving as well as their concerns and challenges for the 
future of the community schools.   

 
The primary concerns that drive each level and its involvement in community schools are all 
different and some are not communicated to the other levels.  Thus, the understanding at each 
level of why community schools are important educational development efforts originates from a 
different starting point, and affects in turn the understanding at that level of what constitutes the 
best of way of using community schools.  Though stakeholders are all referring to “community 
schools,” they are talking about them in different ways, manipulating the understanding of their 
purpose to serve their own ends, their own aspirations, without bridging each level’s aspirations 
in order to create a greater dynamic impact.      

It is also important to consider what is missing in the international, national, and local 
discourse about community schools.  Even though these subjects are not regularly addressed, 
they nonetheless have an impact on the experiences and understandings of community schools in 
Mali.  Three primary topics are missing from the discourse: the history of colonization,58 how 
other alternative education models of schooling are being used in Mali, and equity issues (or the 
recognition that the poorest communities in Mali are providing more resources for the 
development of schools than those better off).  

 The more difficult moral issues were pushed aside by technical ones.  For example, an 
examination of the formal school system and how it serves the elite populations in Mali was not 
considered.  Also, though other alternative models of education such as médersas and Koranic 
schools exist in Malian rural villages, international donors and NGOs did not take them into 
consideration in their initial plan to use community-based alternative education institutions as 
part of the strategy for increasing literacy, numeracy and life skills.  The topic of religious 
schools remains unexplored.  Finally, there were different opinions about, and rationales for, 
                                                 
58 I am grateful to Dana Burde for reminding me of the impact that she perceived colonization to have on the 
villages in a conversation we had in April 2003. 
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what to expect from the community members in the financial, material, and human resources put 
toward the support of the community schools.  At the international level, the community 
contribution was simply considered as part of a strategy to make the schools sustainable.  At the 
national level it was viewed as a means for building a more decentralized (and presumably better 
quality) school system.  At the local level, discussion focused on the community’s inability to 
pay teachers’ salaries and the unjust nature of the demand put on them.             

Also when stakeholders discussed community schools, there were different 
interpretations and views about what constituted or characterized a “community” school 
depending on who was talking and what level they represented. At the international level, if a 
community contributed in any way to the school -- through such activities as construction, 
management, classroom instruction, and monitoring -- then it was presented as an alternative 
kind of school, one that involved the community members and could therefore be labeled a 
“community school.”  At the national level, a community school was originally defined as a 
school out of the direct control of the MOE, and such initiatives were viewed by national 
education authorities as threatening.  More involvement of the rural communities in the 
education system, particularly when it involved recruiting neo-literates as teachers, was 
sometimes thought to contribute to the deprofessionalization of teachers.  National level 
education authorities felt more comfortable with community schools once they started looking 
more like formal schools.  At the local level, the name “community school” meant a school 
established by a village.  Yet, villagers often did not see it as their own school, and wondered 
whether they had the right skills to carry out their roles and responsibilities effectively.  
Communities perceived the schools as being owned by SC/USA.  The notion of community 
schooling and how it was used and understood varied from one stakeholder group to the next due 
to the nebulous nature of the word and a lack of common understanding of the nature of these 
institutions.  Community schools risk being encapsulated in the rhetoric that characterizes much 
of development work.  At the same time, a lack of consensus and shared understanding of 
community schools also leaves room for reconsideration and eventual reconstruction of what 
community schools are and can be. 

In essence, community schools in Mali are really insufficiently funded formal schools for 
marginalized populations.  The original tenets of the community school were lost in favor of 
attempts to integrate it into the formal school system.  Is the universal image of education (as 
held by proponents of modernization theory and manifested in mass education) strong enough to 
influence rural villages in Mali to such an extent that a school is perceived as illegitimate until 
certain characteristics are in place, such as a blackboard and desks, state-salaried teachers and 
international language instruction?  Broadfoot (2000) suggested that this phenomenon is part of 
the growing internationalization of performance indicators, particularly generic ones, leading to a 
“world-domination of one particular education model.”  The “local” is eliminated from national 
or international consideration and the cultural context is ignored.     

In Mali, at the local and national levels, some people did not want alternative models of 
education, either because they were considered too difficult to manage, or because parents did 
not want to pay for teachers’ salaries.  They did not see them as leading to the same benefits of 
modern employment that the formal schools provide, or at least assumed to provide in popular 
imagery.  Even though SC/USA began with a model based on a vision of community-based 
schooling for village development, as the program grew in size it needed the assistance of, and 
links to, the national system to keep it running.  Linking alternative education models to an 
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established system seemed to make them sustainable, inclusive and attractive in the eyes of most 
of the stakeholders.   

Though SC/USA and other international and local NGOs, with the support of donors and 
the state, created a community school movement in Mali, this movement eventually “hit the 
ceiling” as an “alternative” option for education.  What constitutes schooling is perceived to be 
the same at the international, the national and the local level.  What is perceived at the 
international level to be an example of a successful alternative education is a marginally 
differentiated form of schooling for poor rural populations that is nonetheless carefully folded 
into the State’s traditional education system.  Of course, the fact that more children are in school 
and doing well in rural Mali is a tribute to both the promises and results that these kinds of 
alternative education institutions (or ones that serve modernization and mass education goals) 
can achieve.  In the next two sections, I outline the promises and challenges of community 
schools in greater detail.         

 
Promises for the Community Schools and Alternative Education Development Efforts 

 
Despite the complexities associated with the community schools, it is safe to say that they 

led to a quiet revolution in education in Mali and produced some promising results.  It is quite 
impressive that in a decade’s time, nearly 2000 new primary-level community schools were built 
with the support of communities, international NGOs, USAID and other donors, allowing over 
50,000 additional children (almost half of them girls) the opportunity to attend classes.  Indeed, 
the community schools in Mali benefited from an “unusual combination of favorable conditions 
and politically skilled planners” that facilitated education change in such a brief period (Farrell 
1997, 298).  As Farrell (2001) also maintained in his study of alternative education models, the 
example of community schools in Mali suggests at least that governments can give up control 
over schools without dire consequences for UPE and that children of poor and marginalized 
communities are every bit as naturally driven to learn as those in more favored circumstances.    

Furthermore, the community schools did in fact increase job opportunities in Mali.  There 
are now over 150 formerly unemployed and newly literate rural young people who have received 
professional training and viable employment as teachers through this initiative (SC/USA 2003).  
Though it is too soon to tell, the literacy rates in the country are expected to rise thanks to the 
community school program.  New teaching methodologies are being implemented and class sizes 
are being reduced in the community schools.  Rising enrollment and CEP pass rates give very 
concrete reasons for pursuing community school education in Mali.  However, it is important to 
think about how these promises can be attained in light of some of the challenges mentioned at 
the local and national levels with regard to the community school experience in Mali.  As Figure 
4 suggests, there are areas of concern, primarily with regard to capacity to support such 
programs, and considering the extreme poverty that exists in Mali.  These issues are discussed in 
greater detail below.    
 

Challenges for the Community Schools 
 
The biggest challenge that the community schools face in Mali is the poverty that 

characterizes the villages they serve.  Even though these villages of southern Mali are relatively 
better off economically than many elsewhere in the country because of their agricultural 
resources, poverty reduces the community’s ability to participate in a school program by 
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negatively affecting student attendance, the amount of materials available to the school, the 
health and nutrition of the students, the ability of the families to support the schools financially 
and otherwise, etc.  In fact, improving access my depend more on reducing poverty than on 
increasing community or parent participation in the school (Condy 1998).   It seemed easy in the 
initial years to obtain community interest in and support for community schools.  However, 
communities relied on the support of SC/USA for sustaining the schools, and community 
members knew that it was impossible to continue the schools without this support or support 
from the national government.  Therefore, these schools were not experienced or understood as 
genuinely “community” enterprises owned by the villages; rather they were seen as owned by 
SC/USA.    

One challenge for the community schools program in Mali is to be clear and consistent 
about the intent of the program at all levels.  There have not been many opportunities where the 
three levels converged and offered up common cooperative goals for community schools.  With 
this lack of understanding from an integrated perspective, the schools lose their focus and begin 
to emulate the formal schools; the forces of modernization have overcome them.  

Thus, from the point of view of SC/USA’s original methodology and much of the 
academic rhetoric, community schools have ceased to be ”alternative” development models.  
This is because the national and international stakeholders let notions and practices with respect 
to community schools ‘morph’ into a model that serves their needs more than those of the 
communities: increasing the number of students enrolled in basic education in order to contribute 
noticeably to implementing EFA as to produce impressive statistics at the international level and 
to become eligible for further education funding from donors at the national level.  The goal of 
education for village development, which included reducing poverty, proved difficult to pursue 
and was slowly replaced by the more tangible and socially sanctioned goal of EFA.  As Portes 
(1973) states:  

 
Mass modernity is easier to attain than economic development…modernity and 
development are not the same. Nor is the pursuit of one necessarily congruent with 
attainment of the other (257). 
    

In Figure 4, the three levels cross when it comes to discussion over whether the community 
schools are bringing economic and social development to the villages (i.e. serving local 
development) or whether, on the other hand, they are meant to link to the formal systems so that 
the community school students can have access to same path leading to the modern economy that 
was paved by the formal education system.  In this case, the community schools serve the goals 
of modernization and mass education.  These are almost presented by the stakeholders as two 
separate and entirely mutually exclusive options.  In the case of Mali, mass modernity 
contributes to community schools becoming more like their formal school counterparts, while 
the focus on reducing poverty through a school that contributes to village development 
disappears.  The community schools begin to “signal” modernity (Fuller 1991) and are at risk of 
looking like they can provide economic and social opportunities that may eventually lead to 
overcoming issues of poverty or equity in Mali, without having the support or substance to carry 
out such challenging endeavors.   
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Conclusion 

 
It is not simple to separate the promises from the challenges in the case of the community 

schools in Mali.  For each level, there are different promises and challenges.  Furthermore, 
community schools have proven to be a dynamic program, and as the program evolved, new 
promises and challenges presented themselves.  What was once a promise, such as increasing 
literacy rates through community-led education, turned out to be a challenge to serve national 
and global goals.  The nonformal community school program began to assume the shape of 
formal schools and was thus compared to them for their quality.  As community schools grew in 
popularity, there was more pressure for the national education authorities to support them.  
Presently, more pressure is being exerted to turn community schools into legitimate education 
institutions, like the formal schools, in order for them to continue receiving support from the 
international and national levels.  With these schools being recognized as legitimate education 
institution, the hopes and dreams of parents and children become associated with how 
community schools could lead to the path of economic success.  It is the responsibility of those 
involved in such institutions to try to fulfill these hopes.         

Giddens (1991) suggests that  “trust” is a modern sentiment that can be placed on 
institutions such as schools.  A basic part of Giddens’ (1991) argument is that “the nature of 
modern institutions is deeply bound up with the mechanisms of trust in abstract systems” (83).  
Symbolic tokens of trust need to be in place in order for the community to see that the nation 
trusts the quality of the community schools.  For the community schools, this trust in quality 
grows as they receive more recognition and support from national and international levels rather 
than from the community level; and this confidence in the community schools grows once they 
begin to look like formal schools, particularly when they produce similar academic results.  With 
the reliance upon the other levels, the community begins to trust the quality of the school when it 
has French-speaking teachers and produces students who pass the CEP exam.  As Bock (1992) 
states: 

  
Education legitimates the dominant status group on the grounds that it possesses a 
concentration of that authoritative, certified knowledge that comprises expertise at that 
particular historical moment (95).   

 
 At this particular moment in history, the community schools in Mali have transformed 
into rural formal schools for previously underserved communities.  For these communities, and 
other stakeholders at the various levels, the community schools’ link to the formal education 
system is strategically aligned with sustainable and legitimate schooling.   
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CHAPTER 9 
 

CONCLUSION 
 

 
 
Community schools, as alternative education models, are perceived, experienced, and 

understood differently at the international, national and local levels.  One major area of conflict 
involving all of the levels concerns the issue of whether the community schools are best used to 
serve local development needs or the national and international goals of increasing access to 
basic education.  At the local level, the experience of having a new community school 
established in a village raises the expectations of the villagers, who believe that this new 
educational institution will provide skills for local development as well as open the door to 
employment in the modern sector of the economy.  These expectations, however, are in tension 
with local economic and socio-cultural constraints. Village poverty limits the community’s 
ability to sustain the schools, and local cultural beliefs relating to gender roles continue to 
hamper girls’ education despite special efforts made by program implementers to reach gender 
equality.   

Though national level stakeholders involved in the community schools value their 
contribution to the goals of achieving “Education for All” and recognize the benefits of 
community involvement in rolling out their decentralization strategy for national education 
reform as described in PRODEC, they are still concerned about the capacity of parents, teachers, 
and local NGOs to support community schools.  Parents, teachers, and SMC members also 
expressed some reservation about their ability to carry out the important roles assigned to them, 
considering their own lack of training and the limited material support available to them.  
Relations between the community and school teachers are affected by these circumstances.  Both 
groups are uncertain about who should be responsible for paying the teachers (particularly when 
the community schools begin to more closely resemble the formal schools.  There is a rising 
expectation that the community school students ought to perform as well as their formal school 
counterparts even though they do not receive the same inputs or support.   

At the international level, community schools are a topic of growing interest among 
international policy makers (mostly multilateral and bilateral donors) and international NGOs.  
As international NGOs report on their experiences using NFE as an alternative education model 
to work with marginalized groups, this model becomes more widely accepted as an innovative 
education strategy capable of helping countries reach the target of achieving EFA by the year 
2015.     

It is clearer now, following the analysis of the various stakeholders’ notions and practices 
with respect to community schools, that the different motivations that shape the perceptions of 
community schools at each of the three levels of analysis are complex and contradictory.  As 
alternative education models, community schools are able to provide basic education 
opportunities to marginalized children in Mali and at the same time contribute toward meeting 
the national and international objectives of making learning opportunities available to all.  
However, a concern expressed at all three levels about their ultimate role remains constant 
throughout: Are community schools to serve locally determined development goals or nationally 
and internationally set goals such as implementing UPE as part of the EFA campaign.  
Community schools begin to look like a new manifestation of mass education that use NFE 
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strategies to reach out to communities, and then brings them into the traditional education system 
designed by the North.  The community schools have changed much more to be like the formal 
schools than vice-versa, though the national level has begun to alter the formal schools in Mali to 
make the curriculum and structures more relevant to Malian life and educational needs.   

It is also clearer that, though their contribution is appreciated at every level, community 
schools are finally not sustainable without support from the State, multilateral and bilateral 
donors, and international NGOs.  Poor, rural communities cannot be expected to pay for and 
oversee what has traditionally been the responsibility of the State.  Donors, including USAID 
and the World Bank, shoulder much of the financial burden of the community schools; yet it is 
important not to forget that the communities themselves are also daily contributors.  Who should 
bear the financial burden of education in Mali? Many levels of administration from local 
communities through international donor organizations are involved in offering financial support 
for the Malian educational system and additional funds have been made available through 
campaigns like EFA – yet resources still do not suffice to achieve Education for All.  At the 
national level, public education consumed 2.2% of Mali’s GNP annually from 1995 to 1997 
(UNDP 2003).  During the same period of time, 45%of the education budget was allocated to 
pre-primary and primary education and 39.3% to secondary and tertiary education (UNDP 2003).  
At the local level, rural communities contribute what they can, but they lack the resources to 
support a sustainable education system on their own, and to expect them to do so also raises 
issues of equity, given the income disparity between rural and urban areas.  Actors at all levels 
are committed in theory to EFA, but there is not enough money to make it a reality.   

 Though alternative education models are increasingly being touted and adopted as means 
of meeting EFA goals, the financial support that would turn them into a feasible strategy is 
lacking.   Communities are not at all certain that they “own” the schools, since these facilities are 
often established by others such as international NGOs, with some support from the national 
governments usually in the form of a verbal endorsement rather than financial inputs.  Many feel 
that the situation is not fair to the teachers, who are already underpaid, to parents, who contribute 
resources and time without much compensation in return other than the promise that their 
children would be educated.  As Burde (2003) asks, “Is it really realistic to expect that 
international NGOs can dramatically increase civic participation in community school 
education?”  Can international NGOs and donors genuinely cultivate community participation in 
such a complex environment, especially when they, themselves, are not locally based or national 
in origin?  A better understanding of how actors at all three levels can work together to 
accomplish EFA and ensure that it satisfies common purposes needs to be developed.  For 
example, as Burde (2003) states, the meaning of community participation ought to be the same 
for program implementers and program participants.  Community schools show a greater 
disposition to change than formal schools, but this also puts them at risk of becoming co-opted 
into the formal school system before they have an opportunity to demonstrate their particular 
advantages,  – in the realms of pedagogy and community participation, for example.   

Formal schools are sustainable because they have global appeal and national support.  In 
the case of Mali, community schools striving for the same goals as the formal schools (e.g., to 
enable children to pass the CEP exam) played “catch up” with them.  In their effort to emulate 
the formal educational system, the community school movement lost its original focus on serving 
local needs.  One of the key findings of this study is that the image of community schools as 
champions and embodiments of village needs and locally relevant instruction in the face of 
national and international agenda is not supported by the evidence.  This is not to say that actors 
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at the local level did not originally want to have the innovative models introduced by the 
community schools, but rather that they were also attracted to the same benefits that they 
associate with formal schools supported by the national system.  In fact, Mali is an excellent case 
of how these benefits overshadowed the original goals of using a community school for village 
development.   

Thus, community schools are neither a panacea for social change, nor are they the cause 
of the ever-increasing gap between the haves and have-nots (Burde 2003).  The legacy of 
colonization and dependency on donor financing educational efforts in Mali remain, and 
community schools become more NGO-owned schools than community-owned and locally 
managed schools (Tounkara 2001).  The rift between understandings about what kind of 
education is needed will continue to exist between the various levels and the question of whose 
needs are being served will remain.  Creating equal opportunities in education in contexts where 
inequality is a fact of life and where poverty is endemic is an enormous challenge.  This study of 
the stakeholders’ notions and practices of community schools at all three levels of education and 
their perceptions of the role of community schools in Mali demonstrates once again the validity 
of this truism.  
 

 

 

Implications for Further Research 
 
 This study of community schools in Mali was just a beginning.  A number of outstanding 
questions concerning these schools remain to be answered.  The following list is just a small 
sample of potential research questions warranting further investigation:    
 

• What are the various types of community schools and which kinds are best suited to 
which situations or contexts?   

 
• How can the dialogue about community schools, as they are perceived, experienced and 

understood at various levels, be made more productive, leading to a better understanding 
of what a community school is and what it can be?  How can a more equitable 
participation among the various levels be guaranteed in the discussions regarding 
community schools so that there is equal weight given to the notions and practices of 
community schools at the grassroots level?   

 
• Do community schools contribute to development?  Can they be considered an alternative 

educational development strategy? 
 

• Are community schools contributing to national and human resource development as 
modernization theory predicted for formal schools?  Are they perpetuating inequitable 
class structures, given the fact that they cater mostly to marginalized populations?  Do 
they create a dependency on international organizations for education opportunities or do 
they provide a means to create viable village and national development?   

 
• How can research be designed to better understand the tensions between serving 

passerelle interne goals (education for village development) versus passerelle externe 
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goals (education for national development)?  Do international NGOs, as agencies that 
serve as bridges between local level and international and national level actors, facilitate 
the understanding of the tensions that exist between these levels, or do they contribute 
themselves to these tensions, or both? 

 

• Does working toward passerelle interne goals facilitate gender parity in the community 
more than serving passerelle externe goals or vice-versa? 

 

• Do community schools ultimately serve passerelle interne goals or passerelle externe 
goals and why?  What is better for local development in the long run?   

 

• Are community schools effective in informing education reform at the national level?  Do 
they help to alter perceptions regarding the characteristics of a school derived from their 
definition by modernization and mass education?    

 

• How do issues of legitimacy play out in the community schools?  Are they considered to 
be “legitimate” educational institutions by the community, the state, and world opinion?  
What makes them legitimate for each of these groups? 

 

• What uses of NFE in the community school context bear the greatest potential?  How 
does NFE fit into a formal education environment?  How does it evolve as the school 
matures?  How can NFE be used to connect school experiences in traditional formal 
schools and in community schools?     

 

• How does a community school differ so that it does not suffer from the pitfalls observed 
from the impact and effect of mass education or NFE?  Can community schools create a 
different kind of social movement that would assign a transformative role to education? 

 
This study reminds us, once again, how difficult it is to link international level agendas to 

local level needs.  Stakeholders at each level have their own distinctive notions of what a 
community school is and should be and their own distinctive practices regarding these 
institutions.  International and national level stakeholders give top priority to large-scale service 
provision while local level stakeholders are concerned with personal questions that relate to what 
is best for “my child” or “my situation.”  The NGOs have a comparative advantage in delivering 
an alternative education model such as a community school because of their “grassroots” nature, 
but they are simply actors playing an intermediary role between the local and higher levels.  
Though SC/USA began the community schools program from the local level perspective, they 
were ultimately beholden to, and attracted to, international level agendas.  Modernization and an 
attempt to implement an ideal of traditional education for all overshadowed an effort to bring an 
alternative kind of schooling to rural Mali that concentrated on linking education to economic 
and social development locally.  Despite the ongoing debate over the tensions between serving 
local versus national and international level agendas and which goals are most appropriate to 
pursue, at the end of the day all agreed that the educational path that led to modernization was 
the preferred road to travel.       
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EPILOGUE 
 
 
 
Since I gathered data for this study, there have been many changes in the community 

schools program in Mali.  One change that affects and alters the notions and practices of 
community schools at the national and local levels is that the World Bank and the Ministry of 
Education are now paying the community school teachers’ salaries, lifting this burden from the 
villages.  My assumption is that teacher motivation improved with this change and that the 
regular salary contributed to further integration of the community schools into the national 
education system and legitimization in the eyes of the community.  Another assumption is that 
SMCs and education assistants no longer having to mediate disputes could devote themselves 
entirely to working on improving the quality of the community schools.  Another change that is 
certain to impact the program is that, as of January 2003, funding provided by USAID to 
SC/USA to run the program dissolved.  The bulk of the new USAID grants intended to support 
community school education in Mali went to World Education.       

World Education has a new strategy for supporting the community schools.  There is less 
focus in their approach on developing community schools themselves, and more effort is put on 
improving the quality of the support system for community schools in order to bring them in line 
with formal school standards.  A new concern is arising because not enough space is available in 
secondary schools for community school graduates (USAID 2003).  Decentralizing the education 
system is still an important axis for determining activities, and there are more efforts to improve 
school-based teacher training, establish and implement a more relevant curriculum, and increase 
community and parent participation in school activities (USAID 2003).  School clusters 
represent one strategy that will be used to build networks of support for teachers so that they 
have more contact with other teachers and can establish stronger links with commune level 
support.  Within a school cluster, two to four schools work together, support each other, and each 
cluster must have at least one community school within its mix (USAID 2003).   

Another area of focus is the improvement of technology and access to teaching resources 
(USAID 2003).  Community Learning and Information Centers (CLIC) are in the process of 
being established to assist teachers and encourage civilians to participate in curriculum and 
pedagogy development by having access to information on CD-ROM and through other multi-
media resources.  Also included in this program is the improvement of teacher learning by means 
of radio instruction and the development of the capacity to collect and analyze data at the 
regional level.  Gender concerns remain a crosscutting issue and within each planned activity 
there is a reference to making sure that girls’ education levels do not drop, and that women 
become more involved in education activities as teachers (USAID 2003).   

New plans point to new strategies, such as technology replacing some human resources.  
The education assistants are no longer a part of the decentralization strategy in support of 
community schools, having been replaced, following the implementation of more innovative 
ideas such as radio instruction and the cluster approach, as well as the CLICs.  In my study, 
teachers were always very happy to receive the education assistants’ visits, so it would be 
interesting to explore how they feel about this new approach, as well as to determine where these 
new ideas derived.     

Because a few years have passed since I collected my data, I felt the need to do a couple 
of interviews of people who had more recent exposure to the community schools program to gain 
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a sense of how the program fared in the last years of SC/USA funding, and what they thought of 
the new changes and the future of the community schools.  I did two interviews, one with the 
director of SC/USA and the other with the author of the final evaluation of SC/USA’s 
community schools program.   

 

 

 

The Community School Program in 2003 

 
How have changes impacted the community school program?  What final conclusions 

were drawn from the program?  These two questions guided my discussions and analysis of the 
final evaluation done for SC/USA’s community schools program.     

In my final interview (Interview 22), I learned that community schools in Kolondieba 
now had an impressive 70% CEP pass rate.  This was a higher rate of success than the one 
achieved by formal schools in this region.  After a decade of work, these schools reached the 
same level as, or even surpassed, their formal school counterparts.   

I also learned that the program’s focus shifted from curriculum development and 
pedagogy to parents’ greater participation in the operation of the community schools.  With State 
involvement in pedagogy activities, the most effective role for SC/USA was to shift back to 
increased involvement with the communities and parents to make their participation in the 
community schools program more effective (Interview 22).  In other words, the program went 
full circle back to working on community mobilization.   

The SC/USA director confirmed that the World Bank’s PISE (Programme 
d’Investissement Sectoriel de l’Education, or Education Sector Investment Program) 
restructuring loan provided funds to pay for community school teachers’ salaries, so that it was 
no longer a burdensome issue, at least for the time being.  With decentralization efforts at the 
national level, communal offices were charged with overseeing the community schools.  
Communal offices essentially serve the same role as the traditional Inspector and district level 
offices, but they have changed in nature to encourage more community participation in their 
efforts.  The director was encouraged that the combination of decentralization and increased 
resources was good for the future of the community schools.  She also was certain that the 
community schools are now considered equal actors to the formal schools in the eyes of national 
education authorities there (Interview 22).   
 In the final evaluation done by a consultant on the community schools, Burde (2003) 
explored perceptions of access, quality, opportunity and participation among community school 
stakeholders, principally the community and parents.  She interviewed parents and members of 
the SMC in November 2002 to inform her study.  Burde (2003) concluded that there was greater 
awareness that quality education is now available in the communities and that community 
schools have led to innovative pedagogy initiatives in Mali, but also that perceptions about 
educational opportunities for community school students and definitions of community 
participation were murkier.  She stated that the community members had more confidence in the 
future of their children as students and professionals than did the SC/USA agents interviewed.  
Interviewees described community participation to range from simple contributions of labor and 
resources, to SMCs being involved in networks and commune level activities.  Burde (2003) 
warns that:  
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Participation in community schools does not immediately create empowered citizens who 
will be able to demand their rights to education from a reluctant, cash-strapped, and 
heavily decentralized government…Extractive and genuine participation must be 
distinguished from one another.  The former must be guarded against and the latter must 
be continually encouraged (23). 

 
Burde (2003) makes it clear that the efforts that the community schools program have carried out 
have met certain successes, but that the more difficult ones that are harder to measure -- such as 
the level of community participation in community school activities -- are still questionable.     

Criticisms presented in research done on the community schools are not at all dissimilar 
to points made in analyses of any education system.  Just as in any school system, the 
community schools have good and bad teachers, good and bad SMCs or PTAs, good and bad 
curricula, and good and bad learning environments.  More important to consider in light of the 
initial goal of the community schools to contribute to village development is the question of 
whether the community schools program in Mali created the right conditions for communities to 
become literate, and to train and educate themselves (Easton 1998).  As CEP pass rates rise, the 
answer seems to be leaning toward “yes.”  However, throughout the program, there has always 
been a need for international donor and national support, be it financial, human or managerial.  
With minimal support, the communities are able to educate and train themselves, however, 
without this support the right conditions for communities to do this on their own (as Easton 
discusses) do not exist.  Thus, it is necessary, in a decentralization strategy, to give some 
consideration to what those “right conditions” are that allow communities to take charge of their 
own education, and absent those conditions, to create them.        

The tension between local development and modernization, and who decides which path 
to follow, shapes the direction of decentralization.  In the case of Mali, the next generation of 
students will certainly have more skills, knowledge, and experience to draw from and it is 
possible that the community schools program will lead to village development after all, if the 
students remain in the village and begin to build the service delivery systems that they spoke so 
hopefully about doing some day.  Then perhaps, the right conditions will be there as Easton 
(1998) suggests.   

At the national level, decentralization policies and an effort to legitimize the community 
schools have led to evolving opinions regarding them.  Initially, the loose nature of the 
community schools and their divergence from the formal school curriculum caused some 
discomfort among Malian education authorities who were hesitant to count the community 
schools as official primary schools and preferred to call them “literacy centers” (Tietjen 1999).  
This changed however, when the community school program introduced French and added the 
last three years of the primary cycle, thus enabling community school students to take the CEP 
exam and to enter the formal system.  Now that the schools appear to be designed to serve the 
nation more than the community, State officials look at them favorably.  Now that enrollment 
rates in Mali have increased at the primary level with the rise in the number of nationally 
recognized community schools, they are in good favor at the international level as well for 
striving to meet EFA targets.   

It will be interesting to see how the community schools fare – this story is not over.  Will 
the newer focus on strengthening civil society and the structures that support rural schools, rather 
than the schools directly, lead to fulfillment of promises of equity and prosperity for the rural 
poor in Mali?   Only time will tell. 



 157

Appendix A:  List of Analyzed Documents 

 
Reports 
• Communication sur les écoles communautaures – paper presented by Bakary Keita, 

Education Sector Coordinator at the Comparative and International Education Society 
conference in Toronto, Canada, April 13-18, 1999. 

• Community school specific statistics to report to USAID for the period of January to 
December 1999: Access, Quality, Promotion, Capacity  

• Démarche d’évaluation globale du processus des apprentissages dans les écoles villageoises 
(écoles communautaires) de Save the Children au sud du Mali: Une stratégie pour 
l’amélioration de la qualité scolaire.  Jacques-André Gueyaud.  April 1999.   

• Integration of community schools in the community development plan sheet 
• Trip reports, January 4-7, 2000 and March 31-April 3, 1999. Jeff Ramin, 

USAID/Mali/Education.  
• Save the Children/Sahel Field Office. Annual Report: Education. January – December 1998 

and January – December 2000. 
• Rapport de la rencontré de concertation sur la décentralisation et les écoles communautaires. 

May 2000. 
• Save the Children/Sahel Field Office. Community Schools: Semi-Annual Report. January - 

June 1999, January – June 2000, July – December 2000. 
• Compte rendu de la rencontre des comités de gestions des écoles communautaires de 

Kolondiéba. Bakary Keita. February 2000.   
• Rapport mensuel des écoles communautaires.  Save the Children/Bureau de 

Kolondiéba/Secteur Education. April 1999. 
• The Impact of Community Participation on the Quality of Learning.  Save the Children.  

Subregional Education Workshop.  Koudougou, Burkina Faso.  February 20-24, 1999. 
• Blazing the Trail. The Village Schools of Save the Children/USA in Mali.  Education for All 

Series #4.  
 
Monitoring and Evaluation Surveys and Reports 
• Back to school survey 
• End of the school year survey 
• Observation Guide for Education Assistants 
• Back to school reports: 1997-1998, 1998-1999, 1999-2000, 2000-2001 
• End of the school year reports:  1998-1999 
 
Community School Specific Material 
• Life skills test  
• French test  
• Mathematics test  
• Kalanso Kunkan, Bulletin for the Community Schools 
 
Save the Children Specific Material 
• Strong Beginnings: 1999 Program Learning Group Report, Casablanca, Morocco, June 6-12, 

1999 
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• Projet de renforcement des APEAI (Association des Parents et Amis de l’école) dans la 
préfecture de Mandiana, Guinea. 

• Rapport de la mission de visite d’échange au Mali 
• Education Programming Report for Save the Children/Sahel Field Office: Burkina Faso, 

Guinea, Mali. 1999. 
• Save the Children. Key Program Principles. 
• Save the Children/Sahel Field Office. Global Vision and Principles. November 1999. 
• Sahel Field Office Program Strategy: Years 2000-2002. 
• Sahel Field Office Annual Report, Fiscal Year 1999.  
• Save the Children/USA Continual Application.  Education Component.  Community School 

Program. July 2000. 
 
Ministry of Education Material 
• Actes du seminaire-atelier sur le développement des écoles communautaires et de la 

pédagogie convergente, Bamako, 17-19 August, 1998.  
• Programme décennal de développement de l’éducation (PRODEC): cadre politique.  

Commissariat au plan PRODEC, April 1997. 
• Education de base et décentralisation.  Mission de décentralisation et des reformes 

institutionnelles. 
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Appendix B :  Letter of Permission from Save the Children/Sahel Field Office 
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Appendix C: Human Subjects Approval Letter 
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Appendix D: Focus Group Discussion Questions from Data Set 1 

 
1. What members of your family go to school?  Do more boys or girls go to school?  If there 

are more boys than girls going to school or girls than boys going to school, why is this 
the case? 

2. Have many youth left the village?  What do they have in common (sex, job, education)?  
Do you think that education influenced their decision to leave the village?  Why or why 
not?  

3. Are the community school children’s activities different from those children who do not 
go to school?  If yes, how and why are these activities different? 

4. How has the arrival of a community school in your village changed your family life?   
5. Are more family members literate? 
6. Has the community school had an effect on family members’ choice to leave the village?  

If yes, why? 
7. Has the community school changed your family dynamics in other ways? 
8. Are these changes positive? 
9. Are these changes negative? 
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Appendix E: Parent Interview Guide from Data Set 1 

 
1. Arrondissement: 
2. Commune: 
3. Village: 
4. Age: 
5. Sex: 
6. Child’s age: 
7. Child’s sex: 
8. Child’s year in the community school: 
9. Profession: 
10. What are your child’s responsibilities at home: 
11. Did you want to send your child to the community school at first: Yes No 

a. Why or why not: 
12. Today, do you want to send your child to the community school:  Yes  No 

a. Why or why not: 
13. Are the subjects taught at the community school helpful: Yes No 

a. Why or why not: 
14. What are the most helpful subjects: 
15. What are the least helpful subjects: 
16. What should be added to the curriculum at the community school: 
17. What should be emphasized in the curriculum: 
18. What should be taken out of the curriculum: 
19. Was it a good choice to send your child to the community school: Yes No 

a. Why or why not: 
20. Do you want your child to continue on to secondary school:  Yes No 

a. Why or why not: 
20. What do you see your child doing in the future: 
21. Do you think that your child will continue his/her education: 
22. What kind of work do you think that your child will do: 
23. Do you think that your child will get married: Yes No 
24. Do you think that your child will stay in or leave the village: 

a. Why: 
25. What can your child do now that s/he could not do prior to attending the community 

school: 
26. Are the children who attend the community schools different from those who do not in 

the village: Yes  No 
a. Why or why not: 

27. Do people in the village have more respect for the community school students than for 
children who do not attend school: Yes No 

 a. Why or why not: 
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Appendix F:  Student Interview Guide from Data Set 1 
 
1. Arrondissement: 
2. Commune: 
3. Village: 
4. Sex: 
5. Mother’s profession: 
6. Father’s profession: 
7. Are you engaged or married:   Yes No 
8. If yes, since when: 
9. What languages do you speak: 
10. Where did you learn them: 
11. Why do you go to school: 
12. Do you plan on taking the CEP exam: Yes No 

If yes: 
a. What will you do if you pass: 
b. What will you do if you fail: 
If no: 
a. Why don’t you want to take it?     

13. Do you like school?    Yes No 
a. Why or why not: 

14. What are easy subjects: 
15. What are difficult subjects: 
16. What are interesting subjects: 
17. What are boring subjects: 
18. What are helpful subjects: 
19. What subjects are not helpful: 
20. How do you use these subjects: 

a. If you do not use these subjects, why not? 
21. How has what you learned in school helped in your daily life? 

a.  If it has not helped you, why is school not helping you to learn in your daily life? 
22. Are you satisfied with the instruction provided in the school? 

a. Why or why not? 
23. What would you add to the curriculum: 

a. Why: 
24. What would you take out: 

a. Why: 
25. Will your brother or sisters go to the community schools: Yes No 

a.     Why or why not: 
26. What kinds of opportunities do you think that you will have now that you have attended 

school: 
27. Who has school been helpful: 
28. Do you think that students gain more respect in your community than non-students:

 Yes No 
a. If yes, how can you tell: 

29. Do you want to continue your education in the secondary level:  Yes No 
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a. Why or why not: 
30.   What do you hope to be: 

a. Why: 
31. Where do you want to work: 
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Appendix G: List of Interviews 

 
Interview 1  Supervisor, Local NGO 
Interview 2  Education Assistant, Local NGO 
Interview 3  Director, Local NGO 
Interview 4  Education Assistant, Local NGO 
Interview 5  Education Assistant, Local NGO 
Interview 6  Education Assistant, Local NGO 
Interview 7  Peace Corps Volunteer 
Interview 8  Education Manager, SC/USA 
Interview 9  Donor 
Interview 10  Inspector, Malian Ministry of Education 
Interview 11  Inspector, Malian Ministry of Education 
Interview 12  Inspector, Malian Ministry of Education 
Interview 13  Pedagogy Advisors (3), Malian Ministry of Education 
Interview2 14  Education Manager, SC/USA 
Interview 15  Democracy and Governance Manger, SC/USA 
Interview 16  Deputy Director, World Learning 
Interview 17  Gender Manager, SC/USA 
Interview 18  Education Manager, SC/USA 
Interview 19  Education Director, SC/USA 
Interview 20  Curriculum Specialist, SC/USA 
Interview 21  Monitoring and Evaluation Specialist, SC/USA 
Interview 22  Deputy Director, SC/USA 
Interview 23-36 SMC Members 
Interview 37-49 Teachers 
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Appendix H: Observation Guide 
 
(1 = excellent, 2 = satisfactory, 3 = poor) 
 
Teachers :    1, 2 or 3 Additional comments : 
Explained lesson clearly   
Lesson prepared well   
Mastered technique   
Time managed efficiently   
Confident using method   
Met objectives   
 
Lesson :    1, 2 or 3 Additional comments : 

Build upon what know   
Link to community and school life   
Link to other lessons   
Content relevant to community   
Use local resources   
Actively involve all students   
Variety of activities   
Students work in groups   
Evidence of creativity  
Evidence of flexibility   
Reinforce or practice what learned  
 
Students :      1, 2 or 3 Additional comments : 

Lively and enthusiastic   
Asking questions   
Making presentations  
Synthesizing information  
Problem solving activities  
Interested in lesson   
 
Favorable classroom atmosphere ?   Why or why not ? 
 
 
 
 
Overall, was it an effective lesson ?    Why or why not ? 
 
 
 
 
 
Advice for improving the lesson ? 
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Appendix I : Interview Guide for Education Assistants, Partner NGOs, Teachers, and 

School Management Committee Members in Data Set 2 
 
1) For how many years have you worked in association with the community schools? 
2) What was your first contact with the community schools? 
3) What was your first impression of the community schools? 
4) How has this evolved over time?   
5) Are you satisfied with the education provided by the community schools?  Why or why not? 
6) What would you do to improve the quality of the: 

a) teaching 
b) management (both by communities and by Save the Children) 
c) pedagogy  
d) school environment? 

7) What are the strengths of the community schools? 
8) What are the difficulties faced by the community schools? 
9) What is your hope for the community schools?   
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