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Educating Africa’s Emerging 
LEADERS

A Young Hope 
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WWith over 200 million 
people aged 15 to 24, 
Africa has the youngest 
population in the world. 
The current trend indicates that 
this figure will double by 2045, 
according to a World Bank sur-
vey. Education and employment 
continue to be major challenges 
for Africa, and this “youth bulge” 
has exacerbated those issues.

According to UNESCO, illiteracy and 
lack of regular school attendance 
are rampant among children and 
adolescents. Those who do pass 
through primary and secondary 
school to attend college represent 
only 5 percent of all young people 
in sub-Saharan Africa, a significant 
increase—and a sign of hope—since 
the 1 percent attendance rate in 

the 1990s. The World Bank reports 
that this growth in enrollment is 
outstripping the financial capacity 
of universities to provide staff and 
facilities. Yet experts, including 
academics Glen Fisher and Ian Scott, 
agree that “higher education has a 
uniquely important role in resolving 
the persistent skills shortage [in Africa] 
by producing qualified graduates 
and postgraduates and by generating 
research and innovation.” 

Africa currently has about 800 
universities and more than 1,500 
institutions of higher learning, but the 
continent’s research output has declined 
since the 1980s. African youth also 
continue to account for 60 percent of 
total unemployment. According to the 
World Bank, education remains one 
of the most powerful instruments for 
reducing poverty and inequality, laying 

a foundation for sustained economic 
growth. The need for better access to 
higher education along with a shortage 
of resources has led and continues  
to lead African leaders to seek out- 
side help.   

We can share
The appeal for help first came in the 
1980s. At that time, the World Bank 
decided to focus its efforts on primary 
education, decreasing its higher 
education funding in Africa by 82 

expanding circles

“Education is the 
most powerful 
weapon you can 
use to change the 
world.” 
           Nelson Mandela
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percent per capita. The dramatic decrease led advocates to seek other avenues of funding 
for higher education. In 1984, Bishop Emilio de Carvalho of Angola and Bishop Arthur 
Kulah of Liberia, both of the United Methodist Church (UMC), appealed to the UMC’s 
General Board of Higher Education and Ministry which develops leaders for the church 
and for the world—a mission that perfectly aligned with the Bishops’ vision. They wanted 
the church conference to help build a university to develop future leaders of Africa. Their 
vision would eventually become what is now known as Africa University in Zimbabwe.  

Centenary’s late trustee Dr. Nancy M. Carruth ’82DHL was one of Africa University’s 
earliest and strongest proponents. She traveled to Liberia and Zimbabwe on the  
site-selection committee and presented the formal founding proposal at the 1988 
United Methodist Annual Conference. In her speech from the conference floor, she 
said, “Saying ‘yes’ is a vote for the students of Africa University and future leadership 
on the African continent.”  

Carruth’s emphasis on the university’s enduring purpose of developing leaders touched 
Lisa Tichenor, a delegate at the conference and the mother of Centenary alumnus Taylor 
Tichenor ’08. Tichenor has served on the Africa University development committee 
since 1989, raising both awareness and funds for the effort. 

“It was John Wesley who said that the world is our parish,” said Tichenor. “There are 
really no boundaries in our world anymore. By accident of birth, a billion people don’t 
have the same access to education and general services that we do. It just makes sense 
that we can share.” 

Africa University, established by the 
United Methodist Church in 1992, now 
draws students from all over Africa and 
had more than 1,300 students in 2012-
13. The institution’s vision is to become 
a world-class university for leadership 
development. Developing leaders is just 
one similarity it shares with Centenary. 

“The university looks like the Centenary 
campus—a beautiful campus—set in  
a rural area of Zimbabwe,” Tichenor  
said about her visit to the campus in 
2009. “Students who graduate from 
there go on to get doctorates from 
around the world.”
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BY THE 
NUMBERS

million Sub-Saharan adults
lack basic literary skills

167

million Sub-Saharan 
Africans are between the 

ages of 10 and 24

297

million children drop out of 
school in Sub-Saharan 

Africa every year

10

million jobs created in Africa
from 2000-2008 were 

for 15-24 year olds

74
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the avenues of communication with 
other Africans were open, Muyombo 
quickly came to the conclusion that “we 
are all human beings and deserve to 
live in peace.” This bit of wisdom has 
served as the foundation for Kamina 
United Methodist University’s mission 
of “sustaining the peace necessary for 
integral development.”

Under Muyombo’s leadership, enrollment 
at Kamina has grown rapidly from 144 
students in 2006 to 540 future leaders in 
2011-12. This is no small feat in a nation 
that counts armed conflict as one of the 
major barriers to education for its youth. 
Of the 35 countries affected by armed 
conflict in the past nine years, 15 were in 
sub-Saharan Africa. 
 
UNESCO reports that in 2007, hundreds 
of school children were serving in the 
war-torn North Kivu province of the 
Congo and many were recruited directly 
from their classrooms. Muyombo works 
through Kamina to create a center for 
emerging Congolese leaders—one that 
includes these former child soldiers. 
Just as he claims to “understand the 
meaning of resurrection through Africa 
University” Muyombo hopes that 
education will be the key to bringing 
peace and development to the Congo— 
a message he wants to share with a 
wider audience. 

Global becomes local
Muyombo traveled to Shreveport 
this September as a special guest of 
Centenary’s World House for Social 
Justice. Current Centenary student 
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Muyombo speaks on the power of education and his work to educate former Congolese  
child soldiers. 

Despite Africa University’s success and growth, sub-Saharan African nations still face 
many hurdles when it comes to higher education. Many of the positive upswings are 
coupled with a downward trend. In sub-Saharan Africa, 4.5 million students were 
enrolled in higher education in 2008, twice the number in 1999, but the region’s rate of 
enrollment remained at 6 percent, far lower than the world average of 26 percent. 

Leaders developing leaders
Reverend Mande “Guy” Muyombo is a leader developed and inspired by those who 
came before him. He earned both a bachelor and master’s degree from Africa University 
while also learning to speak English.

“I call Mande my ‘proof of concept’ of Africa University,” said Tichenor. “He is the exact 
reason why we should continue to support Africa University. We are creating leaders in 
Africa for Africa.”

Today, Muyombo is using the education and leadership skills gained from his time at 
Africa University in his native Congo as Director of Kamina Methodist University. Once 

“Young people really are dreamers. 
They dream of a better kind of world.” 
       Archbishop Desmond Tutu
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Tendresse Kapalang-A-Sul ’14 made 
special plans to attend as she is a native 
of the Congo and knew Muyombo as 
a child. Her family moved to Belgium 
when Sul was 12 so that her father, a 
United Methodist pastor, could study 
theology and obtain a Ph.D. The family 
has since returned, and Sul hopes to 
rejoin them soon to put her Centenary 
education to use: 

“My heart is saddened, but at the same 
time, it [higher education in Africa] 
revolts me and pushes me to study 
more so I can go back to my country 
and help in some way. Congo is my 
heart. I would love to live in a place 
where I feel useful.”  

Sul sought out Centenary for its pre-

med program and ties to the United 
Methodist Church. She is using every 
aspect of her Centenary experience to 
prepare for the future.  

“I am active in the Diversity Committee,” 
said Sul. “We work to inform people 
about different cultures and ethnicities, 
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breaking down stereotypes. The 
Diversity Committee is a stepping 
stone, allowing you to incite change 
around campus, and it is preparing 
me to be able to help incite the same 
change in my own country.”

Sul is on track to graduate this May 
with plans to continue her education 
by pursuing a master’s degree. 
She hopes that one day a larger 
population of Africa’s youth will get 
the opportunity to experience higher 
education as she has and encourages 
those who want to make a difference to 
get started: 

“Go ahead! Do it with love. I believe 
education is a powerful tool that can 
help the continent of Africa go forward.”

“Do it with love.  
I believe education 
is a powerful tool 
that can help the 

continent of Africa 
go foward.” 

Tendresse Kapalang-A-Sul ’14
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“Our hope”

The problems facing Africa—lack 
of education,  unemployment, rising 
population—are not going away.  
The United Nations Population 
Division has predicted that Africa’s 
population will reach approximately 
four billion people by 2100. According 
to Washington Post writer Max Fisher, 
this population explosion is “nearly 
unprecedented in human history…
there will be four times the workforce, 
four times the resource burden, four 
times as many voters. The rapid 
growth will likely transform political 
and social dynamics within African 
countries and thus their relationship 
with the rest of the world.” 

The Archbishop Desmond Tutu met 
with other African leaders in 2012 
to discuss the need for education 
reform, job creation and mentoring, 
and access to capital. One of the most 
pressing questions discussed was 
how young people’s voices could 
be heard in a continent where the 
average age of political leaders is 62. 
Addressing the youth in the audience, 
Archbishop Tutu encouraged them to 
step up: 

“Young people really are dreamers. 
They dream of a better kind of world. 
Don’t be affected by the cynicism of 
‘oldies’ like us. Go ahead and dream 
of a different kind of world. You young 
people are our hope.”   �

ENGAGE
ENGAGE
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Learn more about UNESCO’s efforts to overhaul and reform education  
in Africa.                    unesco.org

Much of Africa’s future depends on economic stability and growth. 
Check the numbers.                                                africaneconomicoutlook.org
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ask the  
expert
With the urgent challenges faced by  
those in the developing world, how does 
increasing access to higher education  
help drive political progress in those 
countries and regions?

Increasing access to higher education is certainly not the most urgent short-
term priority for many countries in the developing world – that might be 
containing military conflict, controlling AIDS and malaria, or reducing the most 
extreme poverty. But where positive longer-term political change is concerned, 
higher education can play a vital role in several ways. First, developing 
countries are often governed by parties or factions that monopolize access to 
government jobs, financial resources, information, or public services. Colleges 
and universities can bend or break these monopolies by offering students the 
skills necessary to mobilize for political accountability and responsiveness. 
Through exchanges, research collaboration, and travel these students and 
graduates can also participate in networks of like-minded people facing similar 
challenges in other cities, regions, or countries. These networks are valuable 
social resources, whether graduates aspire to increase agricultural efficiency 
in their home villages or found international NGOs. Finally, higher education 
often expands students’ knowledge of the legal and political norms that are 
associated with political stability and economic success elsewhere. This 
knowledge, reinforced by the skills and networks just mentioned, can lead to 
increased expectations of political transparency, rights protection, and the rule 
of law.

Dr. Matt Murphy is Assistant Professor of Political Science at Centenary College.


