ECOWAS ACADEMIC MOBILITY SCHEME

CONCEPT NOTE

Introduction
It is gratifying to note that appreciable progress has been recorded in the region towards improving access and quality at the basic, secondary and even intermediate levels of education. This progress is partly traceable to a combined effort of individual Member States who heeded the global call under the auspices of the Education for All (EFA) and MDG; and the African Union Second Decade of Education for Africa (DEA) 2006-2015. Also of great influence on the promotion of education at the basic and secondary levels in the region was the adoption of adoption of education of girls. Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET), HIV/AIDS Preventive education, Teacher Training as well as Science and Technology by the inaugural conference of the ECOWAS Ministers of Education at Dakar, Senegal in 2002; and the domestication of these initiatives  by the ECOWAS Commission. 

In particular, kudos also goes to the Heads of States of ECOWAS who have over the years been receptive to advocacy calls by the ECOWAS Commission as well as technical and financial partners for the elimination of all forms of illiteracy, ignorance and abject poverty from the entire region.  However, there is no gainsaying the fact that these efforts must be sustained and a lot more deserves to be done to improve on the Gross Enrolment ratio (GER), quality in all ramifications, retention, completion and more importantly; achievement of learning objectives. In addition, the gains of education at the basic and secondary levels have generated a completely new set of challenges associated with quality, teacher-pupil ratio; opportunities for advancement to higher levels of education; opportunities for employment vis-a-vis skills acquired from educational institutions. Promotion of education at the highest level is strategically positioned to address quite a number of these challenges.
Rational
Preparatory to the maiden edition of the statutory meeting of ECOWAS Ministers in charge of Higher Education and Scientific Research held at Abuja in November 2014, a think tank of globally acclaimed experts and managers of Higher Education was held in October of the same year to prepare a position for the consideration of ECOWAS Experts and Ministers. The Meeting dwelt extensively on indicators of access, quality, relevance, equity and efficiency of the higher education systems in the region and adjudged that the region had recorded slow but steady improvement during the last decade. In particular, the resource persons presented a situation analysis with regards to access, quality, curriculum content and delivery, governance, funding, research and employability of graduates within a global context and within the context of the ECOWAS Vision 2020. It was concluded that, this observed progress leaves much to be desired within the global and even African context.  The higher education space of the Community is bedeviled with daunting challenges.

In the area of available universities and other higher institutions to accommodate the teaming number of products from the lower levels of education, only about 20% of eligible age cohorts are able to access higher education on the average. Another dimension to the question of access is that most of the students in the region are pursuing courses in the arts and humanities to the neglect of courses and research areas of strategic importance to the region relating to Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematic (STEM). While science and technology are the highly needed areas, the demand for science and technology education and the capacity of universities to absorb these students remain abysmally low. Also, gender inequity persists in enrolment and participation with females being under-represented with the male/female ratio in higher education enrolment across the region is about 2:1 with discouraging ratios in Science, Technology and Engineering. 
On facilities for delivering quality higher education and conduct of impactful research, more than 80% of the higher education institutions and research centres are considered poorly resourced in terms of infrastructure, use of modern technology such as ICT and internet, well-equipped library with up to date journals, textbooks and other periodicals. 
Furthermore, part of the findings of the resource persons was the human capacity deficit in the higher institutions. The average percentage of staff with PhD in public higher education institutions in the region is estimated to be less than 20% with many departments having not more than one or two senior professors who are close to the retirement age thereby posing a challenge for the provision of vibrant research environments. This situation is complicated by the fact that quite a good number of qualified personnel in the higher institutions have deserted their duty posts for greener pastures due to poor remunerations and other indices for job satisfaction, particularly in fragile and post-conflict countries. 
Over the years, linguistic diversity has hindered teacher-student mobility, fieldtrip, excursion and academic visits and this goes beyond the purview of higher education institutions themselves. The political class needs to put the necessary structures in place in order to derive optimum benefit from available human resources in the region and even beyond in order to boost the knowledge and research bases of ECOWAS as a region.

These challenges have further negative effects on the content and mode of delivery of the curriculum on one hand and the employability of graduates on the other hand. The result is that while graduates of many higher educational institutions in the ECOWAS region go unemployed, substantial shortages of skilled labor persists and these personnel are being sourced from outside the region and even outside Africa at exorbitant rates within the framework of meager resources available for higher education and education in general. 
Justification
Despite the general picture of higher education which has been painted above, it is important to specially note the disparities in Member states and within Member States in terms of technological advancement, human resources development, governance structure as well as quality control and assurance. 
It is within this backdrop that the maiden edition of the statutory meeting of ECOWAS Ministers in charge of Higher Education and Scientific Research recommended among others that ECOWAS Commission should “Create within the region, an academic mobility system for students and teachers (including diaspora) and encourage institutions to put in place language immersion programmes to promote mobility of students and teachers in the region.” It was also recommended that ECOWAS Commission should “Set target of 60% science with particular emphasis on studies of strategic importance to the region such as Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematic (STEM) and; 40% arts and humanities including History of Africa in the curriculum of Member States.”
It is also important to note that in chapter XI of the ECOWAS revised treaty, article 60 relating to Human Resources, Member States agreed among other things to co-operate in the full development and utilization of their human resources; strengthen co-operation among themselves in the fields of education, training and employment; and encourage exchanges between schools and universities.

Furthermore, in article 7 of the chapter on areas of cooperation of the ECOWAS Protocol on

Education and Training relating to cooperation in higher education and training, Member States

agreed to “facilitate the movement of their students and teaching staff within the region for

purposes of study, research, teaching and any other activities relating to education and training” 

In view of the above, the ECOWAS Academic Mobility scheme is being initiated by the Department of Education Science and Culture of the ECOWAS Commission to avail opportunities for universities and other higher institutions to derive optimum benefit from qualified and experienced lecturers for the delivery of highly specialized courses where lecturers are lacking or in short supply, and where the institutions are unable to employ full time lecturers. The Scheme will also avail the lecturers opportunities to fully develop their potentialities.
Furthermore, the Scholarships will awaken the consciousness of a borderless region among the students and afford them opportunities for personal development in highly specialized fields and; contribute to the production a critical mass of highly skilled personnel that will promote research and development in the region.

Objectives of the ECOWAS Academic Mobility scheme are to:

· Increase access to education in areas of strategic importance to the region by providing scholarships at Masters and PhD levels;

· Increase the knowledge base of the region and promote research 

· Promote exchange of ideas, information and academic materials among universities and other higher institutions;
· Provide opportunities for lecturers to fully utilize their potentials
· Improve the quality of delivery of education in Member States

· Promote personal development/learning among the scholarship awardees
Areas of discipline for the Scheme include:

i. Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM);

ii. Earth and Life Sciences including Environment and Climate Change;

iii. Health (Medical, Veterinary and Health Sciences);

iv. Agriculture;

v. History of Africa; and

vi. Information Communication Technology

Management of the Scheme
The ECOWAS Academic Mobility Scheme will be funded by the ECOWAS Commission. The Scheme will be managed by the Association of African Universities (AAU) under the supervision of the Commissioner, Education, Science and Culture. The Department of Education, Science and Culture will engage the services of the AAU for the management of the Scheme due to the organization’s track record of managing regional academic schemes of this nature.
The AAU will report regularly to ECOWAS in collaboration with relevant staff of the Commission through multimedia approaches as well as consultative and interactive sessions/meetings.

Expected Outcome

It is expected that this scheme will:

· Promote access to education at the highest levels and by so doing increase the knowledge base of the region and promote research 

· Promote exchange of ideas, information and academic materials among universities and other higher institutions;
· Provide opportunities for lecturers to fully utilize their potentials
· Improve the quality of delivery of education in Member States
· Promote multi-linguistic skills among the students
Performance indicators

· 50 students at Masters Level offered scholarships under the ECOWAS Academic Mobility Scheme

· 25 students at PhD level offered scholarships under the ECOWAS Academic Mobility Scheme

· 13 Lecturers offered Fellowships to teach in a university outside her/his duty post to render services such as teaching, students’ supervision, teach, research, etc.
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