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Introduction

The Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), a nation of immense geographical diversity
and cultural richness, stands at a pivotal juncture in its educational journey. For too
long, narratives surrounding the DRC have often focused on its challenges,
overlooking the profound resilience and potential that define its people. This book,
"Education In Congo: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher
Education," endeavors to shift that perspective, offering an in-depth exploration of the
Congolese educational landscape in its entirety. It is a journey into the heart of a
system grappling with historical legacies, persistent obstacles, and inspiring
innovations, all while striving to empower the next generation.

Education in Congo is far more than a collection of schools and curricula; it is a
dynamic ecosystem shaped by a complex interplay of historical forces, socio-economic
realities, and the aspirations of millions. From the foundational learning experiences of
early childhood to the advanced scholarship pursued in universities, each level
presents unique opportunities and formidable hurdles. This book aims to meticulously
unpack these layers, providing readers with a holistic understanding of how education
is structured, delivered, and experienced across the vast and varied terrain of the
Congo. We delve into the intricacies of policy and practice, examining the dedicated
efforts of educators, policymakers, and communities striving to build a brighter future.

The scope of this comprehensive overview is deliberately broad, reflecting the
multifaceted nature of education in the DRC. We begin by tracing the historical
foundations that have shaped the current system, understanding how colonial
legacies, periods of conflict, and subsequent reforms have left their indelible marks.
From there, we navigate through the distinct phases of early childhood, primary, and
secondary education, scrutinizing issues of access, equity, and the pursuit of quality in
often resource-constrained environments. Special attention is paid to the vital roles of
technical and vocational training, higher education institutions, and the continuous
professional development of teachers—the bedrock of any successful educational
system.

Beyond the formal structures, this book explores the critical cross-cutting themes that
influence educational outcomes across the Congo. We examine the profound impact of
language of instruction, the stark disparities between urban and rural educational
experiences, and the persistent challenges of gender inequality and the education of
children with special needs. Furthermore, we shed light on the invaluable contributions
of non-governmental organizations and international partnerships, alongside the
complex realities of funding, resource allocation, and the disruptive force of conflict
and instability on learning environments. The pervasive issue of brain drain in higher
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education and the transformative potential of technology are also critically analyzed.

Ultimately, "Education In Congo" is more than an academic exercise; it is an appeal for
deeper understanding and informed action. By presenting a nuanced and evidence-
based analysis, this book seeks to provide a valuable resource for policymakers,
researchers, educators, development practitioners, and anyone with a vested interest
in the future of the Congo. It illuminates not only the challenges that demand urgent
attention but also the remarkable resilience, innovative solutions, and inspiring
success stories that offer pathways toward a more equitable and prosperous
educational future for all Congolese children and youth. The recommendations for
sustainable educational development offered within these pages are a testament to
the belief that through concerted effort and strategic investment, education can
indeed become the most powerful tool for progress and peace in the Democratic
Republic of Congo.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Foundations of Congolese
Education

The story of education in Congo is a tapestry woven with threads of indigenous
knowledge, colonial imposition, post-independence aspirations, and the persistent
challenges of conflict and instability. Understanding its current state necessitates a
journey back through these foundational periods, each leaving an indelible mark on
the system we see today. It's a history that, at times, reads like a dramatic saga, with
shifting priorities and unintended consequences.

Before the arrival of Europeans, various forms of indigenous education thrived across
the vast territories that would become the Congo. These systems were deeply
embedded in the social fabric, transmitting cultural values, practical skills, and
spiritual knowledge from one generation to the next. Children learned through
observation, participation in community life, storytelling, and apprenticeships,
acquiring skills vital for survival and societal contribution. This wasn't schooling in the
Western sense, with classrooms and curricula, but a holistic process of initiation into
adulthood and community responsibility. Leaders like King Afonso |, for instance, are
noted for having valued education in his Kongo kingdom.

The late 19th century ushered in a dramatic shift with the establishment of the Congo
Free State under King Leopold Il of Belgium. While Leopold's primary interest was
economic exploitation, particularly rubber, the seeds of a formal education system
were sown, albeit with motives tied to colonial objectives. The first schools were
established in Mulueba and Boma in 1890, largely financed by the King himself. These
early institutions were often "school colonies," resembling military schools where
abandoned children were placed under state supervision until the age of 25, receiving
military training alongside instruction in religion, reading, local languages, French,
writing, and arithmetic. The objective was clear: to create an auxiliary workforce at a
reduced cost and to facilitate economic ends favorable to Belgium. Education at this
time was fundamentally utilitarian, designed for servitude rather than fostering
independent thought.

When the territory transitioned from Leopold IlI's personal domain to a Belgian colony
in 1908, the educational landscape continued to be shaped by colonial imperatives.
The Belgian government largely outsourced the responsibility for education to
Christian missionaries, primarily Catholic, but also Protestant. This arrangement
proved to be a cost-effective strategy for the colonial state, as missionaries supplied
the financial, human, and organizational capacity to establish school networks.
Catholic missions, in particular, received government subsidies and enjoyed a
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privileged status.

The colonial education policy, especially in its first half-century, had several defining
characteristics. It heavily favored the expansion of Catholic schools and focused
almost exclusively on elementary education. The curriculum emphasized moral
education over knowledge acquisition, aiming to "civilize" and prepare Africans for
labor deemed useful by the colonists. Rather than French, indigenous linguae francae
were often used as the language of instruction in these primary schools. This approach
was fundamentally paternalistic, with Belgians unilaterally organizing schools and
Africans having virtually no say in the matter.

Indeed, emancipation was certainly not on the colonial agenda, particularly before
World War Il. Curricula often focused on manual labor and agriculture, combined with
a strict disciplinary regime, all geared toward providing an employable workforce for
colonial commercial operations. The notion of educating an "elite" was largely an
afterthought, with the focus remaining on basic skills for the masses. A 1925 project,
for instance, standardized primary education into three tiers: a two-year tier for
manual skills, a three-year tier in urban centers for literacy and French, and a more
exclusive two-year tier to train tradesmen, clerks, or teachers. This system inherently
created a two-tiered educational structure, with far less rigorous curricula for African
students compared to their European counterparts.

Despite these limitations, the period between 1900 and 1913 saw a significant
expansion of education, driven by both missionary competition and a growing demand
for schooling from the Congolese population. The number of pupils in subsidized and
non-subsidized schools saw a substantial rise between 1920 and 1958, far outstripping
demographic growth. However, the vast majority of these students were enrolled in
primary education, with only about two percent progressing to secondary school.

Significant changes began to emerge in the postwar period, particularly after 1948,
when demands for reform from African activists spurred the development of a public
education project. This marked a shift, albeit a cautious one, towards developing a
public education network and even the tentative opening of university instruction. In
1954, the Catholic University of Lovanium opened near Léopoldville (Kinshasa),
admitting both Black and white students, though only 11 of its initial 33 students were
Congolese. The Official University of the Congo was established in Elisabethville
(Lubumbashi) in 1956.

However, the educational opportunities for Congolese individuals at the higher
education level remained severely limited. In 1960, at the eve of independence, only
0.1% of the Congolese school population was enrolled in higher education—four times
less than the average for the rest of Africa. Only a handful of Congolese had attained a
university degree, leaving the newly independent nation with a critical shortage of
educated individuals to efficiently run a modern government.
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Independence arrived abruptly on June 30, 1960, and with it, the daunting task of
building a national education system from the fragmented and colonial-oriented
structures. The new Congolese government faced considerable challenges in
reorganizing a system that was largely deemed rigid and inflexible. Public expenditure
on education was initially high, representing approximately 30 percent of total public
expenditure. The government moved to reform the existing system, standardizing the
primary degree to six years and creating numerous specialized schools of higher
education, including institutes for public works, civil engineering, mines, pedagogy,
architecture, and administration. The Free University of the Congo was also
established in Kisangani in 1963 by Protestant missionaries.

The period under President Mobutu Sese Seko, from 1965 to 1997, profoundly
influenced the trajectory of Congolese education. Mobutu's "authenticity" policy aimed
to decolonize the curriculum, promoting a nationalist discourse and practices such as
praising national heroes. In 1971, the education system was completely nationalized,
and mission schools were transformed into state schools. Universities were
consolidated into the National University of Zaire. This nationalization was, in part, an
effort to control the education system for political means, with youth sections of
Mobutu's party established in schools and universities.

However, the economic chaos that ensued from these nationalization policies led to a
swift reversal. Businesses were returned to foreign owners in 1977, and likewise,
church schools were reinstated in 1976, with universities once again separating in
1981. A management agreement was signed in 1977 between religious institutions
and the state, forming the basis for the current partnership model in education
administration, where religious organizations play a key role in managing schools
under state supervision. This upheaval had disastrous consequences for the
educational system.

The legacy of Mobutu's autocratic regime, with its neglect of the people's and
country's needs, contributed to a decline in educational quality. The rigid educational
system, largely unchanged from the colonial era, coupled with an environment where
authoritative knowledge was not to be questioned, continued to shape the learning
experience.

Since the mid-1990s, the Democratic Republic of Congo has been plagued by
recurrent conflicts and political instability, which have had a devastating impact on its
education system. Millions of people have been displaced, schools have been
destroyed or closed, and teachers have been kidnapped. Children have been forced to
flee their homes, and some have been recruited as soldiers, effectively denying them
access to education. The conflict has also created a pervasive sense of insecurity,
making it difficult for children to attend school, with many parents keeping their
children home due to safety fears. In North Kivu alone, hundreds of schools have been
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forced to close due to conflict.

Despite these immense challenges, there have been ongoing efforts to rebuild and
reform the education system. The period from 1997 to 2003 saw various
administrative structures. More recently, in September 2019, the Congolese
government introduced a landmark policy guaranteeing free public primary education
nationwide. This initiative aims to address long-standing issues of access and equity.
The historical trajectory of Congolese education reveals a continuous struggle
between external influences and internal aspirations, a journey marked by both
setbacks and remarkable resilience in the face of adversity.
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