Policy Brief
Actualising a Data Revolution
for Education in Africa
Introduction
Developmental Goals (MDGs). Therefore, the recommendations by the High Level Panel for massive restructuring of
infrastructures for generating global, reliable, comparable,
and timely data is significant. By definition data revolution
has two main objectives:

Data are the lifeblood of decision-making and the raw material for accountability. Without high-quality data, designing, monitoring and evaluating effective policies becomes
almost impossible. The convergence of technical developments, such as mobile internet, pervasive computation,
crowdsourcing, databases and data analysis, has created a
vast pool of fast and cheap ‘big data’. However, this modern technology thrust does not translate automatically into
heightened generation, retrieval or understanding of information for the world’s poor majority. These emerging narratives have created a powerful set of discourses which have
unfolded into a call for a ‘revolution’ to discuss the diverse
ways in which data impacts upon society and economics.

1. The integration of statistics into public and private sector
decision-making
2. Building trust between society and state through
transparency and accountability.
Global coordinated action is needed at all levels of the data
system from collection to utilisation and from all stakeholders in order to improve the quality and range of data. Several
instruments will have to be introduced in different member
states to support the movement. Decisive and timely action
will need to be taken and a comprehensive agenda encompassing principles and standards, technology and innovation, capacity and resources and leadership and governance
should be mobilised so that this revolution will have a positive impact on civilisation.

Data revolution has been one of the most remarkable categories of imagination and exploration to emerge from the
report of the United Nation’s High Level Panel on the Post2015 Development Agenda. The identification of availability of data on the global status of human development as
a key problem area is not surprising given the experiences
of measuring, monitoring and implementing the Millennium
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At the same time, several challenges beset data initiatives
for education in Africa. Data is insufficiently disaggregated
at sub-national levels. Governments have data needs beyond what is implied by international agreements and goals.
For some, the areas of adult literacy and technical-vocational are high priorities but are not reflected in international
goals and monitoring frameworks. Non-governmental organisations are advocating for specific areas of education
(for instance, girls’ education and special needs education)
and these are dominating national priorities. Misaligned incentives encourage the production of inaccurate data, causing a discrepancy between available data and actual problems. There is also a huge concern over data privacy, data
protection and intellectual property.

Justification for Action
To formulate policy for socio-economic systems, such as access, coverage, equity, efficiency, quality and relevance, decision-makers need quantitative information on the impact
of past decisions, the present levels of demand and supply
and estimations of the potential impact of alternative options. Unfortunately, the ability to maximise the use and value of data has been under-leveraged. However, a massive
change in the technology ecosystem is now revolutionising
the data-scape, changing the way we approach and solve
developmental problems.
This means that deliberate and systematic efforts are required in obtaining high quality information that can be both
continuously compared over time and among and within
countries. Careful planning and financial allocation towards
technical expertise, robust systems and ever-changing technologies is now a pre-requisite. There is a pressing need to
build public trust and expand people’s ability to use data.
Arguably, efforts in monitoring the MDGs spurred increased
investment in these areas but huge data and knowledge
gaps remain, limiting the stakeholders’ ability to act and to
communicate effectively with the general populace . Little is
known about the poorest people and this global inequality
is hampering progress towards development. Achieving the
global aspiration to end poverty will involve knowing more
about how the poorest people live and improving their ability to access and use data. Data could transform global development but we need to fill the gaps.

Such a tainted landscape requires the definition of a new
vision superintended by a vibrant data ecosystem capable
of providing timely, user-driven and disaggregated data for
inclusive development and the public good.

Key Principles
To develop effective and efficient policies that reach minorities such as girls, disabled children, children in rural areas
and out-of-school children there is need for a more sophisticated data set than that currently provided by national
Education Management and Information Systems (EMIS). A
central focus of the data revolution should, therefore, be the
development of new ways to collect data on the hardestto-reach population groups who, invariably, are also those
most likely to be left behind in terms of progress towards
development goals.

In education, there is a lack of data to properly target disadvantaged children. For instance, significant analyses to
cross-tabulate school-related poverty indicators, with other
equity dimensions such as ethnicity, gender and location,
cannot be performed at the provincial level in larger African countries such as The Democratic Republic of Congo.
Knowing who the out-of-school children are and determining their location is impeding the implementation of policies
that tackle equity at the provincial level. Despite the tremendous amount of information available regarding education,
the type of data collected is inadequate to design and monitor equity-focused policies. Education-related questions are
neglected in household surveys and available information
concerning repeated grades, pre-school attendances and
household education spending is limited. The methodologies tend to vary across surveys, limiting longitudinal and
cross-country comparisons.

A data revolution that fully integrates statistics into decision-making, promotes open access to, and use of data and
ensures increased support for statistical systems is feasible. The political momentum around such an objective has
grown steadily, fuelled by a vibrant and wide-ranging public
debate. However the disruptive nature of this initiative, demands a need for a strategic implementation to harness the
benefits and circumvent any pitfalls.

Detailed information concerning Technical and Vocational
Training (TVET), Higher Education, and Early Childhood Development (ECD) is generally unavailable. This lack of data
limits proper analyses of the effect of education and related sub-sectors on the social and economic spheres and the
transition between school and work . School functions, user
satisfaction, book availability, teacher-attendance, parents’
involvement and the quality of teaching are some of the factors that are not captured, further limiting the much-needed
knowledge required to improve educational outcomes.
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To truly guide a data revolution, the message must be clear,
strong and lead to real change. Statistics are needed to support the post 2015 development agenda. With goals and targets being committed to and set, a clearer and more detailed
picture of the world will be required in order to design indicators and monitoring frameworks for the Sustainable Development Goals. Outside of the statistical community, however, not many people are aware of what is required in order to
collect and compile reliable and trustworthy statistics.

Key Initiatives

A revolution is an idea – an inspiring vision of a world of
fast-flowing data deployed for the public good and of citizens and governments excited and empowered by the possibilities this creates. It is also a practical proposition. Getting
from here to there involves deliberate actions and choices.
Several factors need to be put in place in order to support
this outcome, and these include the following:

There are many claims that data is a positive asset in education. The positive effects include the impact of information
on policy; the allocation of resources (financial, material and
human); the validation, revision or termination of a particular strategy or initiative and ultimately the strengthening of quality and equity. At the school and classroom level, formative assessment with feedback is regarded as the
most robust factor in learning . Based on this understanding,
data revolution does not seem to be anything new. However a data revolution highlights the importance of statistical
standards, investing in innovations and statistical capacity
building. ADEA has long recognised this opportunity and has
already steered data innovations and strategies in the education and training sector that have improved the situation.
Initiatives include the following:

• Effective infrastructure such as empowered national sta-

• Strengthening international coordination, development

•
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•
•
•
•

tistical offices and public institutions, with promoted and
protected independence;
Pivotal political willingness to implement the data revolution;
Prioritisation, financing and leadership of the revolution by
countries and relevant stakeholders;
Acknowledgement of the fundamental principles of official
statistics by member countries;
Active engagement of technology, such as new forms of
data and other innovations;
Increased global inter-connectedness and disaggregate
data to the lowest levels of administration by gender, age,
income, disability, and other categories;
A demand-driven data-user culture that spans the entire
data ecosystem;
Translation of data into simple, understandable and relevant information;
Recognition of data privacy, data protection and intellectual property rights;
Open data by default i.e. data, geospatial information and
statistics published in open formats and with open terms
of use;
Improved statistical literacy of citizens through raising
awareness of publicly available data;
Set common standards and norms for data collection, production, sharing and ethical usage;
Evidence-based public discourse using advanced visualisation
technologies to better communicate key data to people.

and implementation of Education Management Information Systems (EMIS) across Africa;

• Development and implementation of the Norms and
Standards on EMIS;

• Development of innovative tools and technologies that

support the use of statistics for decision-making such as
the use of mobile applications to monitor teacher and
learner attendances;

• Strengthening the co-ordination and management of statistical systems in countries;

• Providing post-graduate, online training to education

managers and planners in finance-planning and economics of education.

The data revolution has much of vital importance to offer in
gathering, organising, and analysing the vast array of information that relates to education and learning. In principle,
innovations will lead to improved outcomes in terms of reduced costs, increased efficiency and improved data quality.
These initiatives can feed directly into the roadmap, identifying ways in which the data revolution could result in improvements in data coverage, quality and timeliness.

We firmly believe that such a data revolution is possible.
Progress in education requires the collection of relevant and
timely education data. Quick access and more efficient use
of data will make it possible to identify opportunities and
challenges and develop relevant strategies in response. Unlocking the power of data, and ensuring that the correct
data is delivered to the right people at the right time and
in the right format, will generate substantial benefits for all
countries.
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Recommendations
• Creation of an international task force for education data,

The world we need, if the data we have is to be used to the
fullest to achieve sustainable development, is a world of
data that is transformed in the following ways:

to solve key data problems.
• Better finance and expenditure models that encourage
country ownership, reduce transaction costs, enhance donor participation and the use of government systems in
order to produce better statistics.
• Creation of an inclusive data ecosystem involving government, the private sector, academia, civil society, local
communities and development partners in the education
fraternity.
• Extension of norms and standards relating to statistics to
all data so as to improve their validity and credibility.
Global coordinated action will be needed from all
stakeholders and at all levels of the data system from collection to utilisation in order to improve the quality and range
of data on education in Africa. The data revolution will need
to be harnessed for sustainable and inclusive developmental agendas, through proactive measures and productive
partnerships.

• Data for everyone. The rules, systems and investments

•
•

•
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that underpin how official data is collected and managed
need to be focused on the needs of the people, while protecting their rights. This data should reflect what is important to people and the constraints and opportunities that
affect their lives.
Data for now. If data is to be useful and support good decision-making, it must be ready at the time when decisions
are being made.
Data for the future. Data is a key resource, not just for current decision-making but for future modelling and problem
solving. Data that can be re-used at different scales and
combined with other data can better reflect the complex
and dynamic interactions between people and the planet .
The implications of a data revolution on the education sector include the following:
Better data for better educational policies. This will require thorough sector analysis, including in-depth reviews
of cost and finance, access, equity, efficiency and capacity.
Timely and reliable data for the effective monitoring of
implementations of education policy, making use of advanced technologies.
Effective evaluation of the impact of education sector policies that tracks and understands gaps between targeted
and actual results.
Establishment of an international platform that supports
learning assessments.

Decisive and timely actions will need to be taken, a comprehensive agenda encompassing principles and standards,
technology and innovation needs, capacity and resources,
and leadership and governance should be mobilised so that
this revolution will have a positive impact on sustainable
development.
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