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Introduction
Education is the bedrock of national development, a powerful catalyst for social
mobility, economic growth, and the cultivation of an informed citizenry. In the East
African nation of Burundi, a country with a rich cultural heritage and a complex
history, the education system stands as both a testament to national resilience and a
focal point for ongoing challenges and aspirations. Despite significant strides made in
recent decades, understanding the nuances of Burundian education requires a
comprehensive lens, one that captures its historical evolution, current complexities,
and future potential. This book, "Education In Burundi: A Comprehensive Overview
from Early Childhood to Higher Education," endeavors to provide precisely that
perspective, offering a detailed and insightful exploration of a system vital to the
nation's progress.

This volume embarks on a journey through the multifaceted landscape of Burundian
education, from the foundational experiences of early childhood learning to the
specialized pursuits of higher education. It acknowledges the profound impact of
historical events, including periods of conflict and socio-political upheaval, on the
shaping of educational policies and infrastructure. We delve into the intricate layers of
governance and policy-making, examining how these frameworks influence access,
equity, and quality across all levels of schooling. By dissecting the structure of the
Burundian education system, readers will gain a clearer understanding of its
organization, the pathways available to students, and the inherent strengths and
weaknesses within its design.

Beyond the structural elements, this book illuminates the critical issues that permeate
the Burundian educational experience. We explore the persistent challenges related to
access and quality in early childhood and primary education, the diversification of
secondary education into general and technical streams, and the evolving landscape
of universities and higher learning institutions. A dedicated focus will be placed on the
pivotal role of teacher training and professional development, recognizing that the
quality of education is inextricably linked to the capabilities of its educators.
Furthermore, the complexities surrounding the language of instruction, the imperative
of special needs education and inclusivity, and the enduring disparities based on
gender and geographical location—rural versus urban—are meticulously examined.

The narrative extends to the broader societal influences on education, investigating
the profound impact of socioeconomic factors on learning outcomes and the unique
considerations of education in post-conflict Burundi. We also shed light on the crucial
role of international aid and partnerships in bolstering educational initiatives and
curriculum development efforts, as well as the ongoing reforms aimed at improving
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assessment and evaluation systems. The book further explores vocational and
technical education as a means of bridging skills gaps, adult education and lifelong
learning initiatives, and the increasing integration of technology into Burundian
classrooms. Critical issues such as financing education, infrastructural challenges, and
the impact of brain drain on higher education are also addressed, offering a holistic
view of the forces at play.

Ultimately, "Education In Burundi" is more than just an academic exercise; it is a vital
resource for policymakers, educators, researchers, development practitioners, and
anyone invested in the future of Burundi. By presenting success stories, highlighting
innovative approaches, and offering forward-looking recommendations, this book
seeks to contribute meaningfully to ongoing dialogues and strategic planning for
educational development. It is an invitation to understand, engage with, and
ultimately support the efforts to build a more educated and prosperous Burundi,
recognizing that a robust education system is not merely an aspiration but a
fundamental human right and a cornerstone of sustainable national progress.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context of Education in
Burundi
The story of education in Burundi is a tapestry woven with threads of indigenous
traditions, colonial imposition, and post-independence aspirations, all frequently
frayed by periods of devastating conflict. Before the arrival of European powers,
Burundian society, like many in pre-colonial Africa, maintained its own intricate
systems of knowledge transmission. This wasn't schooling in the modern sense of
classrooms and curricula, but rather a robust informal education deeply embedded in
the cultural fabric. Children learned practical skills essential for survival and
community life, such as agriculture, animal husbandry, craftsmanship, and household
management, directly from their elders and through participation in daily activities.

Beyond practical trades, traditional education encompassed a rich oral tradition,
imparting history, folklore, ethical values, and social norms through storytelling,
proverbs, songs, and ceremonies. This form of learning was highly contextualized,
preparing individuals for their specific roles within families, clans, and the wider
community. It fostered a strong sense of identity and belonging, emphasizing
communal responsibility and respect for ancestral wisdom. While lacking formal
institutions, these indigenous methods were highly effective in perpetuating cultural
continuity and ensuring the social cohesion necessary for a stable society.

The German Colonial Era (1896-1916)

The late 19th century ushered in a new chapter with the arrival of European colonial
powers. At the Berlin Conference in 1884, the territory that is now Burundi was
allocated to Germany, becoming part of German East Africa. German missionaries and
soldiers first arrived in the region in 1896, but the establishment of formal institutions
like schools did not begin until around 1909. This initial period of German rule was
relatively brief, lasting only seven years before Belgian troops occupied the
protectorate during World War I in 1916.

During this short German period, the impact on education was limited but noteworthy.
German colonialists, much like their European counterparts, debated approaches to
"development," with some believing in remaking the land to civilize inhabitants, while
others advocated for educating the people first. Schools established during this time,
though few, primarily served to create a small class of educated locals who could
assist in the colonial administration, working in civil service, local government, and the
police force. This pragmatic approach to education was less about universal
enlightenment and more about facilitating colonial governance. Interestingly, the
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Kirundi word for school, "ishule," is derived from the German word "Schule," a
linguistic legacy of this era.

The Belgian Colonial Era (1916-1962)

The defeat of Germany in World War I led to Burundi (along with Rwanda) becoming a
Belgian mandate territory under the League of Nations, known as Ruanda-Urundi.
Belgian rule, which lasted significantly longer than the German presence, had a much
more profound and lasting impact on the Burundian education system. From 1908
until 1948, the vast majority of schools in Ruanda-Urundi were operated by Christian
missions, particularly Catholic ones, which received official status and government
funding. Protestant schools were also permitted but did not receive the same financial
support.

The Belgian colonial education policy, often criticized for being out of step with more
"enlightened" colonial policies elsewhere, heavily emphasized social and economic
development but placed very little emphasis on political development or education for
administration and management. Until 1948, the system largely consisted of two-year
primary schools, three-year middle schools, and a smattering of technical schools. A
significant shift occurred in 1948 when the Belgian government introduced a new plan
to promote greater diversity in the curriculum and, crucially, to establish more
secondary schools that would prepare indigenous students for higher education. This
plan, titled "Organization of Free Subsidized Instruction for the Indigenous with the
Assistance of Christian Missionary Societies," began to lay the groundwork for the
education system Burundi would inherit at independence.

However, the Belgian approach also solidified existing social hierarchies. The colonial
authorities, adhering to an ideology of Tutsi supremacy, almost exclusively promoted
Tutsi individuals into elite positions and provided them with greater educational
access. This created a chronic distortion in access to education, contributing to the
predominance of the Tutsi minority in state institutions, a disparity that would have
profound and tragic consequences in post-independence Burundi. The education
provided during this period was largely modeled on the Belgian system, with French as
the primary language of instruction.

Early Post-Independence Era (1962-1993)

Burundi gained independence from Belgium on July 1, 1962. The newly independent
Burundian state inherited an education system heavily shaped by the colonial legacy,
particularly its two-track structure, with a mass, non-formal education run by the
church alongside a more selective, expensive, and Belgian-modeled formal education.
In the immediate aftermath of independence, the education system was largely
organized around religious institutions, which remained very influential.
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The post-independence period was marked by various attempts at educational reform
aimed at decolonizing the curriculum and making education more relevant to national
needs. One of the most significant reforms in Burundi's history occurred in 1973. This
reform aimed to increase primary school enrollment, targeting 84% enrollment for
seven-year-olds by 1989. Crucially, the 1973 reform introduced the concepts of
"Kirundization" and "ruralization," seeking to develop an education that reflected
national cultural specificities rather than being solely inspired by colonial realities. This
meant that all teaching in primary school was to be in Kirundi, with French taught as a
foreign language, a principle that continues to hold for the first four years of primary
school today.

Further reforms in the 1980s aimed to expand access, particularly at the primary level.
The 1982 reform, for instance, introduced the "double shift" system for teachers and
locals, a decisive step that helped double primary school enrollment in less than ten
years. At the secondary level, Teacher Training Schools (EFI) were created to replace
older institutions, while at the higher education level, the École Normale Supérieure
and the Official University of Bujumbura merged to form the University of Burundi.
Despite these efforts to expand access and nationalize the curriculum, the education
system continued to face challenges, including persistent inequalities and a lack of
resources. The underlying ethnic and regional disparities in access to education,
inherited from the colonial era, continued to be a major factor in social and political
tensions. This period, though marked by educational growth, was also a prelude to the
profound disruptions of the civil war.

Education During the Civil War (1993-2005)

The year 1993 marked a tragic turning point in Burundi's history with the outbreak of a
devastating civil war, which profoundly crippled the education system. The conflict,
lasting until 2005, had a catastrophic impact on all levels of education, undoing many
of the gains made in the preceding decades. Approximately 25% of all schools in the
country were destroyed, and countless teachers were killed or displaced, leaving the
system in tatters.

The violence led to massive population displacements, with hundreds of thousands of
children either forced to drop out of school, unable to start, or fleeing the country with
their families. This period saw a dramatic decrease in school attendance, with between
100,000 and 200,000 fewer children in primary school between 1994 and 1997
compared to 1993. The psychological toll on children exposed to violence and
instability was immeasurable, further hindering their ability to learn. The civil war also
exacerbated existing inequalities, particularly along ethnic and regional lines, as
access to education became even more unevenly distributed. Lower endowments and
reduced teacher salaries further impacted the quality of education available. By 2004,
public spending on education had still not recovered to pre-1993 levels, highlighting
the severe and lasting damage inflicted by the conflict. The civil war fundamentally
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reshaped the educational landscape, creating immense challenges that the country
would grapple with for years to come.
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