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SACMEQ: An Initiative that
has come of age

On Sunday 28 September 2003, SACMEQ Ministers and their official
representatives gathered at the IIEP, Paris, for their biennial meeting to
review progress registered over the past two years, and to make decisions
on SACMEQ’s programme for 2004-2005. However, it was the presenta-
tion of cross-national results that won the day.

AT its biennial meeting, the fifteen
SACMEQ Ministries (Botswana,
Kenya, Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius,
Mozambique, Namibia, Seychelles, South
Africa, Swaziland, Tanzania (Mainland),
Tanzania (Zanzibar), Uganda, Zambia and
Zimbabwe) re-affirmed their commitment
to collaborative research and training and
to meet the EFA goals of quality education
for all. The Ministers now want to see
SACMEQ’s work fully institutionalized in
their education systems.

The Policy Forum

The launch of draft national reports from
13 SACMEQ Ministries marked the out-
set of the policy forum. However, the
most exciting part of the day was the
presentation of cross-national results of
the SACMEQ I and Il studies. The news
was both good and bad. Between 1995
and 2000, all countries had substantially
increased the level of most of the learn-
ing resources in their schools, however
learning achievement in all SACMEQ
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countries, except one, seemed to have
declined, most of them significantly.
One hypothesis offered as a possible ex-
planation for this was the impact of ‘the
silent emergency’, HIV/AIDS. Neverthe-
less, the learning variables that were af-
fected by this ‘third factor’ remained un-
clear.

As expected, the cross-national results
created a charged atmosphere and inspired
a heated debate that went well beyond the
parochialism of political rhetoric, and
covered epistemological, methodological
and ethical issues. Ministers highlighted
the importance in:

exercising caution when interpreting
results from such studies by taking into
account the extremely diverse SACMEQ
country contexts;

generating more refined measures of
EFA, such as the experimental ‘SACMEQ
EFA Index’ generated from indicators
based on key dimensions related to ac-
cess, quality and equity;

partitioning the variation in pupil

performance into ‘between-school’ and
‘within-school’ components, or by
gender, geographical location, and socio-
economic group in order to reflect
equities and disparities; and

accepting that ‘a good education
system’ is a hypothetical notion. In
reality, every SACMEQ education system
has its strengths and weaknesses, and can
therefore offer lessons to others. All the
more reason to collaborate.

SACMEQ and the future

SACMEQ’s work continues to re-shape
Ministers’ perceptions of their collective
responsibility and obligations. Reflecting
on the results, one Minister said: “As a
SACMEQ Minister, my concern is not just
about the quality of education provided to the
children in my country alone, but about the
well-being of all children in the entire
SACMEQ region, and in Africa as a whole...”
The meeting concluded with a
presentation of the long-awaited
SACMEQ Data Archive to Ministers, and
with the President of the Fifth Assembly
of Ministers passing a motion of thanks
to the Royal Netherlands Government
for its generous support.
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