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Abstract 

Schools in Africa have not given much attention to technical education. “Technical education 

is the kind of training that concerns a particular aspect of science, occupation or profession 

which has both theoretical and practical instructions that are given to those who are going to 

be employed in commerce and industry using tools and machinery for the operation, 

production, preservation and distribution of goods and services.” Unfortunately, this aspect of 

education has suffered neglect for many years. This could be the main reason Africa is still 

backward technologically. This paper attempts to examine the concept of technical education 

as a key to industrialization in Africa, the importance and role of technical education in African 

industrial advancement, and the challenges facing technical education in Africa. The paper 

has concluded that technical education takes the lead for industrialization in Africa because 

through it, youths and adults will be equipped with the requisite skills and knowledge needed 

for economic growth and development.  

  

INTRODUCTION  

Human and material resource development is an essential ingredient for a nation's socio- 

economic developmental plans, programs and policies. Technical education actually brings 

about the efficient development of the human resource in the art and science of job creation 

and economic development through skills acquisition for the socio-economic advancement of 

a nation. Presently, most African countries are mainly offering education in general subjects, 

but to achieve development, they must offer a variety of courses in disciplines such as technical, 

vocational, professional and agricultural education, etc. This is because every country needs a 

balanced distribution of manpower in all areas (Alam, 2003, 2007), so that the vast population 

of Africa can contribute to economic growth by participating in more productive activities. 

Additionally, if people get involved in more productive activities, naturally, they will create 

their own opportunities for job creation.  

   

Since independence, Africa’s industrialization process has seemed to be a state-centric affair. 

In other words, the state has been the central player in Africa’s industrialization process. At 

independence, of course, many factors made for state dominance in the industrialization 

process. Yet poor leadership, bad governance and weak social and political institutions 

generally, all combined to bring about failure. Amidst these, the fact still remains, that at the 

beginning of the 21st century, African countries still had a lot of potential in terms of human 

and material resources to enable them to compete favorably with the more industrialized 

countries of Europe, North America and Asia-Pacific and these factors can be motivated 

through education that emphasizes a radical shift away from principles to practice. Through 

practice, the frontiers of knowledge naturally grow and this translates into quantifiable indices 

for the measurement of growth and development (industrialization) which have some 

implications for nations and states all over the world.  
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TECHNICAL EDUCATION  

Any nation that intends to make reasonable progress must embrace a system of education that 

has some applicability to real life.  Technical education deals with the training of technocrats 

and technicians for purposes of initiating, facilitating and implementing the technological 

development of a nation and creation of the basic awareness of technological literacy for our 

youths. Okoro (1993) defines technical education as post-secondary vocational training 

programme whose major purpose is the production of technicians. In Africa, different nations 

have their policies on education and have varied opinions on some aspects of education. For 

instance, the Nigerian National Policy on Education (2004) defines technical and vocational 

education as a comprehensive term referring to those aspects of the educational process that 

involve, in addition to general education, the study of technologies and related sciences and the 

acquisition of practical skills, attitudes, understanding and knowledge relating to occupations 

in various sectors of economic and social life. Daso (2012) sees technical education as the 

formal training of persons to become technicians in different occupations. Uwaifo (2009) posits 

that it is the training of technically oriented personnel who are to be the initiators, facilitators 

and implementers of technological development of a nation. For Uwaifo, this training of its 

citizenry on the need to be technologically literate, would lead to self-reliance and 

sustainability. Technical education has a direct impact on the national economy, growth and 

development more than any other aspect of education.   

  

The contributions of technical education are widespread and visible, ranging from metal work 

technology, mechanical/automobile technology, electrical and electronic technology, to 

building and woodwork technology, etc. Consequently, it can serve as a change agent not only 

for technical systems but also for many other societal systems. The practical nature of technical 

education makes it unique in content and approach thereby requiring special care and attention. 

The inputs of technical education are so visible that even the illiterate knows when failures 

occur. In many African countries, because of the impact on human resource development, 

productivity and economic growth, there is a gradual shift of emphasis from general education 

to technical education which guarantees the growth of locally based mini, micro and macro 

industries.   

  

TECHNICAL EDUCATION AND AFRICA’S INDUSTRIALIZATION: ANY LINKS?  

Education is the key agent of national development, either as a way of developing human 

capacity, increasing the skilled workforce for modernization, or as a matter of personal 

freedom, developing capabilities and empowerment. Education was previously seen as 

fundamental not only to the economic but also to the social and political development within 

nations and of individuals (Gazi, 2008). Education is also linked to human resources 

development, and that this has an impact, not only on economic growth, but also on the wider 

development of individuals and societies (Hallak, 1990). There is also individual creativity, 

improved participation in the economic, social and cultural roles in society; improved 

understanding of an individual and their respect for others, thus promoting social cohesion and 

material understanding; improvements in health and nutrition; improved chances of economic 

development; improved technological development; socio‐cultural change; democracy and 

equality; and ecological development/quality of life (increasing people’s awareness of their 

environments).  

  

Investment in education and training produces benefits both to the individual and to society as 

a whole. The returns on investment for society would be a skilled workforce that would enable 
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global competitiveness and economic growth, while the returns for the individual would be a 

better career path, increased earning and a better quality of life.  

  

Industrialization is a term that was mostly associated with the development experience of 

countries in Western Europe and North America during the 19th and early 20th centuries 

(Purma, 2001). In its early sense, it referred to a marked departure from a subsistence economy 

that was largely agricultural towards a more mechanized system of production that entailed 

more efficient and highly technical exploitation of natural resources in a highly formal and 

commercialized economic setting (Raley, 1997). For Todaro (1989), industrialization was 

understood purely in economic terms particularly the physical presence of industrial plants that 

were involved in manufacturing capital goods as well as processing raw materials into finished 

goods either for further industrial use, general commercial use or purely for domestic purposes. 

However, the driving force for processing of these materials into finished goods was the 

technical know-how provided by the long neglected technical education.  

  

CHALLENGES FACING TECHNICAL EDUCATION IN AFRICA  

For over four decades, Africa has experienced retrogression in industrialization and economic 

growth as a result of the neglect of technical education. African countries seeking to 

industrialize have used various models (Mumo, 2010). However, as the 1980s faded away and 

the 1990s set-in, the African industrialization process experienced fresh challenges that acted 

rather negatively in shaping the industrialization process (Roy,2007). Earlier in the decade of 

the 1970s and 1980s African countries sought to borrow from various bilateral and multilateral 

donors in order to finance wealth creation and/or to jump-start the industrialization process. It 

so happened that African economies accumulated a lot of debts to the tune of tens of billions 

of dollars (Braff, 1995). It was in the mid-1980s, that the reality started to dawn on African 

countries that they were spending much more on servicing foreign loans than for their domestic 

growth. It was this state of affairs that came to be known as the Africa debt crisis (Sola and 

Amadu, 1998). An indebted country cannot industrialize since most of its GDP/GNP goes to 

servicing foreign debts. In essence, therefore, the African debt crisis was identified as a major 

impediment to the industrialization process in Africa.   

  

Given this broad outlook, however, it is necessary to specify some of the factors that militate 

against technical education and industrialization in Africa. Technical education programmes 

are still fraught with problems, including administrators’ misconception of the nature of 

technical education, inadequate political will by the government, deficient educational 

monitoring and evaluation procedures, poor funding, poor incentives for teachers and the rapid 

rate of technological changes. These problems are numerous and have, to varying degrees, 

affected the advancement of technical education in Africa as illustrated below.  

  

Problems related to the Curricula  

More specifically, certain problems have related directly to the curricula of vocational and 

technical education. These problems include among others: inadequate emphasis on pre-

vocational subjects at the primary and junior secondary levels, inadequate facilities, shortfalls 

in the recruitment of teachers, low student morale, poor funding and examination-oriented 

approaches to curricula implementation.  

  

The apathy of political officeholders/lawmakers 

Education generally, including technical education, has been grossly neglected in our continent. 

Technical educators have the greatest challenge of convincing the law makers on why they 
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should give priority to the programme in allocating resources. Many options of getting positive 

results have been advocated at different fora, namely, lobbying, participation of technical 

educators in governance, etc. For instance, in Nigeria, the government has a poor attitude to 

the proper development of the programme. Nigeria will ever remain a technologically 

backward and dependent nation if this attitude and trend is not reversed.  

  

Staff training and retention  

In academics, sustainability and continuity constitute the bed rock of knowledge. The training 

of academic staff is ordinarily a continuous exercise to ensure consistent improvements in the 

quality of their output. The training is two-fold: training to acquire the minimum qualification 

(Ph.D) to teach and continued professional training. Both types of training can be acquired 

either locally or overseas. Unlike Nigeria that has a statutory agency, the Tertiary Education 

Trust Fund to promote the training and retraining of university staff, other nations do not have 

such mechanism.  Usually, local training within the nation is cheaper than overseas training but 

more strenuous because of inadequate facilities, literature and distractions arising from the need 

to meet the necessary demands.   

  

Inadequate Research and Teaching Facilities/Workshops   

Most public vocational education departments in Nigeria and elsewhere within the continent 

record a poor state of equipment, facilities and materials e.g., textbooks, journals, e-resources, 

etc that are very important for research and teaching/learning processes. These facilities where 

they exist at all, are either obsolete, grossly inadequate or in a state of disrepair (Ekwue, 2009). 

The lack of learning equipment and facilities is another challenge faced by the program.   

  

Lack of Indigenous Textbooks   

Ikenga, Oru and Afolabi (2009) Observed that in the developed world, most of the textbooks 

have accompanying workbooks and this has helped the teaching of vocational education 

subjects. Unfortunately, the students in most African countries are handicapped since most of 

their books are imported and lack the necessary local experiences and simulations. Some of the 

textbooks published locally lack adequate modern analysis on the subject matters and these 

hinder learning a great deal.  

  

Poor Perception of the Society towards Technical Education   

The societal perception of technical education is disheartening. The African society views this 

noble programme as a programme for the physically challenged, indigent members of the 

society, school dropouts and for poorly gifted students. This has led to the decline in enrollment 

in technical and vocational colleges, polytechnics, and vocational education departments in 

tertiary institutions. And because of this, Africa lacks skilled manpower in the productive sector 

of her economy.  

  

TECHNICAL EDUCATION: THE SPARK FOR AFRICA’S ECONOMIC 

DEVELOPMENT 

The slow pace of industrialization and technological growth in Africa can be attributed to the 

widening gap between science and technology as a result of the inability of technical education 

to adequately utilize the scientific ideas to promote technology. Science, as taught in Africa, is 

solely in principle, lacking proper application. Technical education curricula in African 

countries need an overhaul to bring about the requisite skills for industrialization. However, in 

the view of Daso (2012), the overhauling of the curricula may not necessarily translate to the 

production of highly literate technical education experts or ready-made graduates, which would 
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result in rapid industrialization or growth in the economy of a nation unless solutions are 

proffered to some constraints that militate against positive outcomes but will adequately equip 

our youths with the relevant skills needed for their day to day living. In order to meet the 

required standard for economic growth and industrialization. Africans should consider the 

following:  

  

Problems related to Curricula 

For over four decades, school curricula in Africa have given premium to general education 

with little or no emphasis on pre-vocational and technical subjects at the primary and junior 

secondary levels. For there to be a balance, the curricula of African schools must be reviewed 

to include some science and technology related courses. Inadequate facilities, shortfall in 

recruitment and exodus of teachers, low student morale, poor funding and examination-

oriented approaches to curricula implementation should all be given some due attention if any 

reasonable progress is to be made with regard to industrialization.  

  

The apathy of political officeholders/Policymakers   

In this light, the effort of the Cross River State Government of Nigeria is commendable. The 

state does not stay aloof from legislations that promote industrialization. It invites multinational 

enterprises for investment and job creation. Foreign Direct Investments (FDI) in Africa are 

mainly from multinational enterprises and because these multinationals bring in capital to 

compensate the insufficiency of domestic savings, this helps in no small measure to boost the 

economy of the host nation and project it on the ladder of industrialization. FDIs made a marked 

headway at the beginning of the 1990s with the increasing importance of liberal policies leading 

to the withdrawal of States’ involvement in the production sphere. Hence, many public 

enterprises were privatized and sold to western multinationals. Moreover, these enterprises are 

particularly interested in the exploitation of natural resources like oil, wood, energy, and iron. 

In 2002, the countries that attracted the highest FDIs were, in an ascending order: Angola, 

Nigeria, Chad, South Africa and Mozambique. In 2004, FDI flows, as a percentage of gross 

fixed capital formation, represented approximately 200 % of gross national product in 

Equatorial Guinea. FDI remained dominant in the petroleum industry in 2002 with Angola, 

Algeria, Chad, Nigeria, and Tunisia representing more than half of the total flows in 2002. In 

2002, Egypt, Angola, Nigeria, and South Africa received a proportion of 61,9 % of FDI; with 

the coming of Tunisia in this group, its proportion has gone up to 70,11 %. Foreign direct 

investments in Africa have doubled between 2004 and 2006 to reach 36 billion dollars. 

According to UNCTAD (2008a), this evolution is explained by the attraction of primary 

resources, the increase in profits of enterprises and generally by a more favourable economic 

climate.  

 

Staff training and retention 

Education has always been a vital tool for achieving individual and national development 

(Adeniyi, 2015). Without the development of the human potentials of any society, it will be 

impossible to fully harness the other resources for proper utilization in the process of national 

development. Staff in our institutions should be given the opportunity to update their 

knowledge base for efficiency. Staff training keeps technicians aware of advances in specific 

areas and this promotes efficiency and effectiveness in service delivery, which translates to 

economic growth and development. The development of any nation depends largely on the 

kind of education that is available to its citizens (Adinoyi, 2015). What is meant here is that 

education provided for the people should be a functional education that propels a nation on the 

path of development, progress and greatness. Both staff and students should be given a 
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functional education that will enable them to participate in the scientific, technological and 

economic development of the continent.   

 

Inadequate Research and Teaching Facilities/Workshops  

The concentration of many enterprises in the same site favours the exchange of information 

and sharing of experiences; students at various training institutes not only have research fields 

but also have appropriate laboratories for experimental variation.  With time, it can also 

encourage specialization in given aspects of the process of production or induce some 

enterprises to focus more on particular activities or related services. Clusters attract customers, 

traders, qualified workers, suppliers of goods and services, new enterprises, technocrats and 

technicians who could make valuable contributions to the knowledge base that makes for 

economic growth and industrialization. According to Mccormick (2003) the relations that 

govern a cluster of enterprises may favour the putting in place of new institutions or modify 

the already existing institutions. For instance, industrial clusters abound in East Africa. We 

have East-lands, a group of about 600 small firms of clothing business in two markets in Big 

Nairobi. Their outlets are national: Nairobi and remote cities; Kamukunji a group of about 2000 

metallurgical workshops in the border of Nairobi; Ziwani, a group of automobile mechanics 

workshops producing spare parts (internal side dishes, rubber rings, etc.). It is made up of about 

500 workshops with 6 % in the sector of manufacturing: Western Cape, a big textile group with 

more than 500 different-sized enterprises, with their suppliers and their distributors 

(Mccormick, 2001). This does not only create business opportunities but also boosts the 

economy of the region and promotes industrialization.  

   

Lack of Indigenous Textbooks 

Although colonization brought some improvements in our mode of life, Africa largely still 

remains a multilingual and cultural entity of which access to and understanding of some 

materials constitute a huge setback. When experts, technocrats and technicians are trained, 

concessions can be given for the writing of some textbooks in the language of the people. This 

may go on to promote the growth of small-scale industries.     

  

Poor Perception of the Society towards Technical Education 

In most African countries, the phenomenal rise in the number of unemployable graduates on 

the labour market has changed the peoples’ perception on technical and vocational education. 

It is however good to note that the African Union (AU) has not slept over the desire to redeem 

the continent from the state of underdevelopment and technological backwardness. Since 2001, 

the AU has sought to rejuvenate Africa’s industrialization through a number of initiatives, the 

most outstanding being the New Partnership for Africa’s Development, otherwise known as 

(NEPAD), can be termed as a Blueprint for African development and industrialization 

(Muriithi, 2005). NEPAD is a product of the Millennium Partnership for the Africa Recovery 

Programme (MAP) and the OMEGA Plan. The African Union’s Institutions framework is the 

implementation vehicle for the plan while NEPAD’s Heads of State are required to report to 

the AU annually (Gordon, 2001). These programs sought to promote accelerated and 

sustainable development through the eradication of widespread and severe poverty while at the 

same time arresting what appears to be Africa’s marginalization in the globalization debate 

(David & Scott, 2003).  

  

CONCLUSIONS 

Africa has continued to seek relevance in the world scheme of economic growth and 

development. For Africa, like the rest of the Third World, industrialization and all its attendant 
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processes may be nothing but a mere conduit for further domination of the world economy by 

the developed countries. Nonetheless, many quarters around Africa have expressed the 

contention that globalization and industrialization present the greatest opportunity for African 

countries to industrialize through the wealth of investment opportunities it creates - markets, 

more efficient access to advanced technology and international capital in-flows. It is up to the 

continent however to make the best of the situation. For progress to be made in Africa the 

challenges confronting technical education must be recognized and fought vigorously. 

Adequate resources should be allocated to the programme in order to achieve positive 

outcomes. A comprehensive reform toward technical education and a deliberate attempt to 

uplift the programme is the only remedy to technological advancement and industrialization in 

Africa.  
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