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Introduction

Education is the bedrock of societal progress, a powerful engine driving individual
empowerment and national development. In the West African nation of Guinea-Bissau,
the educational landscape is a rich tapestry woven with historical complexities,
persistent challenges, and remarkable resilience. This book, "Education In Guinea-
Bissau: A Comprehensive Overview from Early Childhood to Higher Education,"
endeavors to unravel this intricate tapestry, offering an in-depth exploration of the
country's educational journey from its nascent stages to its contemporary aspirations.
We aim to provide a holistic perspective, shedding light on the foundational elements
of learning, the structures that govern it, and the myriad factors that shape its
effectiveness and reach across the nation.

Guinea-Bissau, a nation with a vibrant culture and a youthful population, recognizes
the transformative power of education in overcoming the socio-economic hurdles it
faces. Despite significant strides since gaining independence, the education system
continues to grapple with issues of access, quality, equity, and relevance. This book
acknowledges these realities head-on, offering a nuanced examination of the progress
made, the innovations being implemented, and the persistent obstacles that hinder
the full realization of educational potential for all Bissau-Guineans. From the critical
early years of childhood development to the advanced realms of university study,
each stage of the educational continuum plays a vital role in sculpting the nation's
future, and each warrants dedicated attention.

Our comprehensive overview extends beyond mere descriptions of institutions and
policies. We delve into the historical currents that have shaped the current system,
examining colonial legacies and post-independence reforms. We scrutinize the
pedagogical approaches, curriculum development, and the crucial role of teacher
training and professional development. Furthermore, this book explores the intricate
web of financing and resource allocation, recognizing that sustainable educational
growth hinges on robust and equitable investment. The interplay of international aid,
community involvement, and parental engagement in fostering a conducive learning
environment is also a central theme, highlighting the collaborative effort required for
educational advancement.

Understanding education in Guinea-Bissau necessitates an appreciation of its diverse
contexts. We will explore the disparities between rural and urban educational
provisions, analyze the impact of gender on educational attainment, and address the
specific needs of children requiring special education and inclusive practices. The
complex issue of language of instruction in a multilingual society will also be
examined, alongside the profound implications of political instability on educational
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continuity and reform. By addressing these multifaceted dimensions, this book seeks
to offer a truly comprehensive and insightful analysis.

Ultimately, "Education In Guinea-Bissau" is more than just an academic exercise; it is a
vital resource for policymakers, educators, researchers, and international partners
committed to improving educational outcomes in the country. By presenting a clear
and thorough diagnosis of the current state of education, identifying key challenges,
and highlighting promising opportunities, this book aims to inform strategic planning,
stimulate meaningful dialogue, and inspire actionable recommendations for future
educational reform. It is our hope that this work will contribute to a deeper
understanding of Guinea-Bissau's educational landscape, fostering collaborative
efforts towards a future where every child and young person has the opportunity to
thrive through quality education.
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CHAPTER ONE: Historical Context of Education in
Guinea-Bissau

The narrative of education in Guinea-Bissau is a story deeply intertwined with its
complex history, marked by centuries of informal, indigenous learning, followed by the
imposing hand of Portuguese colonialism, and finally, the fervent, yet often
tumultuous, efforts of a newly independent nation. Understanding the present state of
education requires a journey back through time, to appreciate the foundational layers
upon which the current system is built, or in some cases, rebuilt.

Prior to the arrival of European powers, education in the territory now known as
Guinea-Bissau was a vibrant, organic process, seamlessly integrated into the fabric of
daily life. Among ethnic groups like the Balanta, Mandinka, and Fula, knowledge was
not confined to formal institutions but transmitted through kinship networks and
community practices. This pre-colonial pedagogy emphasized practical skills essential
for survival and societal contribution, such as agriculture, fishing, and intricate social
norms, all passed down through rich oral traditions and initiation rites. The goal was to
ensure cultural continuity and equip each generation with the wisdom and skills
necessary to thrive within their specific environments.

The Portuguese arrived on the West African coast in the 15th century, but their formal
administration in what would become Portuguese Guinea only solidified after the
Berlin Conference of 1885, with military occupation intensifying by 1915. This marked
a profound shift in the educational landscape. The Portuguese colonial administration
introduced a rudimentary formal education system, primarily designed to serve its
own administrative needs and to assimilate a small elite. This class, known as
"assimilados," comprised Africans who, through proficiency in the Portuguese
language and culture, were granted limited civil rights.

Colonial schools largely emphasized Portuguese language instruction, Catholic
catechism, and vocational training that geared students towards colonial bureaucracy
or manual labor. Indigenous languages like Balanta or Fula were deliberately sidelined,
and rural populations were largely ignored, a strategic move to maintain control and
minimize resistance to colonial rule. This selective approach meant that by the
mid-20th century, educational infrastructure remained incredibly sparse, with primary
schooling mostly confined to urban centers like Bissau. For instance, in 1959, there
were only about 200 primary schools serving approximately 13,500 pupils, with a
mere 36 post-primary schools, predominantly for the children of Portuguese citizens
and urban assimilados.
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The Catholic missionaries played a significant role in this colonial education system.
Initially, education was largely their domain, aligning with the governmental policy of
assimilating indigenous peoples into European culture and the Christian faith.
However, despite their efforts, access to these schools remained severely limited for
native inhabitants. In fact, only about 19% of school-age children attended primary
school during this period. The curriculum was often criticized for its narrow focus, with
some accounts suggesting that many missionary schools primarily taught catechism,
alongside the limited official schools for assimilado children. Secondary education was
almost non-existent, with the first secondary school only appearing in 1959. This
deliberate underdevelopment of education by the colonial power was seen by many as
a means to prevent the intellectual growth and self-determination of the local
population.

The tide began to turn with the rise of the anti-colonial movement, particularly the
African Party for the Independence of Guinea-Bissau and Cape Verde (PAIGC), founded
in 1956 by figures like Amilcar Cabral. Cabral, an agronomist educated in Lisbon,
recognized education as a crucial tool for liberation and national development, even
equating it to weapons in the struggle against colonialism. The PAIGC officially
launched its armed struggle in 1963, and during the war for independence, which
lasted until April 1974, the party began to establish its own educational system in the
liberated areas.

In these liberated zones, the PAIGC's approach to education was revolutionary. They
established "village schools" (Escolas de Tabanca) and boarding schools (internatos),
some even located in neighboring countries. The curriculum was radically different
from the colonial model, prioritizing the experiences of African people, their history,
and their future. It focused on the concrete realities of the African people, the
challenges of colonialism, and strategies of resistance. Teachers, often militants
themselves, collectively developed school manuals that covered subjects from
mathematics and Portuguese to general African history and the history of Guinea-
Bissau and Cape Verde, aiming to cultivate a decolonial consciousness.

The numbers speak volumes about the PAIGC's commitment: in 1964-65, their
education system in the liberated areas had 50 schools with 4,000 students. By
1966-67, this had grown to 159 schools with 14,386 students and 220 teachers, with
approximately a third of the students being girls. This was a stark contrast to the
meager offerings of the colonial administration. This period of clandestine, yet robust,
educational development laid a crucial foundation for the post-independence era,
instilling a sense of national identity and emphasizing practical, relevant knowledge.

Upon achieving independence from Portugal in 1974, Guinea-Bissau faced the

monumental task of transforming a colonial education legacy into a system that could
serve the aspirations of an entire nation. The Partido Africano da Independéncia da
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Guiné e Cabo Verde (PAIGC), now the ruling party, established ambitious educational
goals. These included the eradication of illiteracy, the implementation of free and
compulsory education for children aged 7 through 14, and the provision of technical
and professional training to rebuild the nascent nation.

The early post-independence period saw a concerted effort to expand access to
education and to decolonize the curriculum. However, the path was fraught with
challenges. The country inherited an extremely limited educational infrastructure and
a population with a profoundly low literacy rate. Political instability, a recurring theme
in Guinea-Bissau's post-independence history, has consistently hampered sustained
progress in the education sector. This instability has led to discontinuities in
educational policies and numerous unfinished reforms, often stalling progress before it
could fully take root.

Despite the challenges, the spirit of educational reform persisted. The initial efforts
focused on creating a unified system that would truly reflect the country's realities,
moving away from the vestiges of colonial ideology. The establishment of institutions
for tertiary education, though late compared to some neighboring nations, began in
the late 1970s. The National Law School was founded in 1978, followed by initiatives
like the "Pedagogical Detachment Vanguard Tchico Té" and the "National College of
Physical Education and Sports," primarily to address the severe shortage of secondary
education teachers.

Non-formal education and adult literacy programs also gained traction, recognizing the
widespread illiteracy inherited from the colonial era. By the early 1980s, efforts were
underway to develop literacy courses in Creole and other national languages, a
significant step away from the Portuguese-only instruction of the past. However, the
sheer scale of the challenge meant that illiteracy remained, and continues to remain,

a significant hurdle. The historical journey of education in Guinea-Bissau is a
testament to both the enduring impact of colonial policies and the unwavering
commitment of its people to build a brighter future through learning, even in the face
of persistent adversity.
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