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ABSTRACT
There is a – mostly studied on macro level – theory that education in the Global South leads to increased
migration towards the ‘West’. On the contrary, there is an assumption that educated people enhance their
chances on the local labour market and therefore do not desire to migrate. I have researched this controversy in
the context of Northern Ghana, where I focused on Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET). This
research is conducted on behalf of Edukans, an international NGO in the field of education. I have found that, in
general terms, vocational education is lower in status than general secondary education, but that the probability
of finding a job is higher than in secondary education. Also, students feel proud and ambitious despite the ‘bad’
reputation this type of education has [chapter 4]. Students experience obstacles in completing their vocational
training, for example if they have to help harvesting at home. For girls, added to that, they have the risk of being
forced into marriage and face getting pregnant at a young age [chapter 5]. In addition, I have found none, or
hardly any desires for international migration: my respondents lack financial means and they feel attached to
their birth zone. Nevertheless, students who, for whatever reason, drop out or do not have enough money to
start working, sometimes migrate to the city to try and earn money after which they hope to return and start
their business. Rural-urban migration however, is not desired; it is even looked down upon due to its dangerous
aspects of diseases and abuse [chapter 6].

DUTCH:
Er is een – voornamelijk op macro schaal onderzochte - veronderstelling dat educatie in ontwikkelingslanden
leidt tot toenemende migratie naar meer ontwikkelde landen. En een daar tegenoverstaande theorie laat zien
dat alumni een grotere kans hebben op de lokale markt en juist niet wegtrekken. Ik heb onderzoek gedaan naar
deze controverse in Noord Ghana, waarbij ik mij gericht heb op het beroepsonderwijs. Dit onderzoek is
uitgevoerd in samenwerking met Edukans, een internationale ontwikkelingsorganisatie op het gebied van
onderwijs. Gebleken is dat in algemene zin het beroepsonderwijs lager in aanzien staat dan het voortgezet
onderwijs, maar dat de kans op een baan wel weer groter is dan bij het voortgezet onderwijs. Daarnaast zijn
studenten over het algemeen trots en ambitieus ondanks dat slechte imago dat het onderwijssysteem heeft
[hoofdstuk 4]. Studenten ondervinden problemen bij het volgen van een beroepsopleiding, bijvoorbeeld als zij
thuis moeten helpen met de oogst. Voor meisjes komt daar nog bij dat ze gedwongen kunnen worden om te
trouwen en/of op jeugdige leeftijd zwanger raken [hoofdstuk 5]. Ik heb daarnaast niet of nauwelijks een wens tot
migratie aangetroffen: het is te duur en mijn respondenten voelen zich gehecht aan hun geboorte streek. Wel is
het zo dat studenten die hun opleiding om wat voor reden dan ook niet voltooien, of niet genoeg geld hebben
om voor zichzelf te gaan beginnen na het afronden van hun opleiding, naar de stad trekken om daar geld te
verdienen, met de hoop om, na terugkomst, in de regio van hun herkomst een eigen bedrijfje kunnen beginnen.
Deze manier van migratie, echter staat niet erg hoog in aanzien vanwege de gevaren van ziekte en misbruik die
het met zich meebrengt [hoofdstuk 6].
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PREFACE
This research seeks to operate in three ways: as an informative tool to provide insights in vocational
education in the Global South, as a platform for my respondents to expose their experiences and
struggles on this topic and as inspiring experience for me as a starting-researcher. I have always
aimed to maintain an anthropological approach: to keep my respondents as a point of orientation, or
centre point. I conducted interviews in their context, where they feel comfortable. As I wanted my
research to have not only a theoretical relevance, but also a meaningful link to a current topic in
practice, I started my collaboration with Edukans, an international NGO operating in the Global South.
Edukans is struggling with questions regarding their impact on migration aspirations: is stimulating
vocational education an indirect trigger for migration? Edukans performs as an active player in the
field, who helped me find gatekeepers in the field, while my research functions as a suggestion for
Edukans’ policymaking.

The topic of this researched appealed to me from the beginning as I always recognized the relevance
of education in general. Not only in the global south but also in many other contexts. Education has
the capability to empower people in many ways: intellectually, financially, socially and even
psychologically, as it builds confidence. This idea, and my personal interest in education motivated me
to take this opportunity. The process of this research, and especially my fieldwork period, was a
complex one. Or, as I wrote on day in my field-diary:

My fieldwork period is beautiful, lonely, great, extremely hot, terrifying,
adventurous, uncomfortable, nice, super awkward, great, horrible, fun, relaxing,
miserable, clarifying, confusing, dusty, amazing, very long, very short, amazing,
weird, stressful, exhausting and mostly, very special. [Fieldnotes 14-2-18]

I want to thank Lenie Brouwer for her advice and excellent assistance throughout this complex
process, as well as Younes Saramifar for his bright and sometimes astonishing lecture-sessions. I
would like to express my gratefulness to all my informants for their honesty and for opening their
world to me. Brigitte Cerfontaine from Edukans for giving me this opportunity, and Raphael McClure
Adomey from Savana Signatures for guiding me through remote villages and communities and for
making all this possible. I would like to thank my colleague-students, for their great collaboration. You
always had my back and our study sessions were indispensable. Finally, I want to give many thanks
my parents and Adin for always believing in me.
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CHAPTER 1.
Introduction

If you have been to vocational school… even if you didn’t get any work after
completing … you can be your own boss! Here we learn the skills, but in the senior
high school, they just learn the knowledge. And we learn both the knowledge and
1

the skills . [Kwame, 18]

2

I met Kwame at his school in Savelugu town. Savelugu is a small community in Northern Ghana where
he lives with his parents. Kwame is a catering student at Savelugu Vocational School in Northern
Ghana, studying to be a cook. Instead of going to general high school, he chose to learn a profession
that he can use right after school. While interviewing him he seemed shy, struggled to answer my
questions with more than yes or no, but through that I saw an inspired young boy. He is an ambitious
student with a clear goal: he wants to open his own restaurant in the village where he grew up. He
wants to stay close to his family so that he can contribute to their income if he makes some money
with his own business. With this goal in mind he is proud of the skill he is learning. It is his opportunity
to make something, besides that he does not have many opportunities in the village where he grew
up.

1
2

Some quotes in this document are edited to ensure clarity and limit length
All names of respondents in this document have been changed to protect their privacy and anonymity.
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1.1 PROBLEM STATEMENT AND RESEARCH MOTIVATION
This research focuses on vocational education in the global south, specifically in Northern Ghana. Two
statements in literature inspired this research: the first concerning the impact of education on
development and migration. In development programs, education often seems to be a preferred
strategy (Rao, 2010). UNICEF even states that Education is one of the most wide-reaching and
beneficial development investments (UNICEF, 2015; 2). However, in theory education in the global
south, appears to influence migration aspirations in two opposite directions. It seems plausible that
education enhances one’s chances on the local labour market, and therefore takes away the ‘need’ to
migrate. On the other hand, educated people seem more eager to migrate (Mugimu, 2010 &
Girsberger ,2015) The ‘brain drain’ effect shows how educated people leave developing countries and
migrate towards higher-income countries. This phenomena, studies show, leads to a decrease in
educated people in developing countries. Mugimu (2010) even states that: The higher the educational
level the higher the probability of migration. Investing in education in the global south therefore,
might indirectly trigger migration. According to Michael Clemens, researcher at the Center for Global
Development in Washington, development in general triggers migration. Development programs
often aim to reduce international migration, however, according to Clemens, economic development
does not discourage migration. On the contrary, it encourages people to move away as they gain a
more international network, a higher education and bigger aspirations. Clemens does mention
however, this effect only applies to low-to-middle income countries: Those that are really poor, do
not have money to migrate (Leijendekker, 2018).
The second set of literature that initiated this research is focused specifically on vocational
3

education. Vocational education, or Technical Vocational Education and Training (TVET hereafter) is a
type of education that directly links to a profession, mostly in the informal labour market. It can be
compared to ‘beroepsonderwijs’ in the Netherlands. Atchoarena and Delluc (2002; 17) define TVET as:
Education which is mainly designed to lead participants to acquire the practical skills, know-how and
understanding necessary for employment in a particular occupation, trade or group of occupations or
trades. For example: education in ICT-skills, dressmaking, and agriculture, catering or cooking. This
research is focussing specifically on vocational education because it is a missing aspect in existing
literature on education and migration aspirations. In literature on vocational education in the global
south, there is a lot of critique on the quality of vocational education, and the status it has in society.
Palmer (2010), for example, is very critical towards TVET and states it does not function at all, and has
no proper links to the labor market. According to him TVET […] fails to adequately address the
multiple occupational pathways of the youth (Palmer 2007; 413).

3

In this document I use the term ‘TVET’ as well as ‘vocational education’ to refer to education
and trainings in the vocational sector.
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According to multiple academics, TVET has an image of low prestige in Ghana (Oketch 2007, Alagaraja
& Arthur-Mensah 2013, Blaak, Openjuru & Zeelen 2013). Vocational education is, in Ghanaian society,
seen as an inferior option when students cannot get into general education, or drop out due to bad
results (Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah 2013; 840). Vocational education is thought of as something that
does not prepare students properly for the job market, and it is solely designed for diminishing
unemployment, instead of purely educating students. Graduates end up in the informal market,
owning a small business as, for example, dressmaker in their community. As multiple authors (Oketch
2007, Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah 2013, Blaak, Openjuru & Zeelen 2013) recognize this status, I have
explored this image during my fieldwork. I have researched this image, and figured out how it
influences the students’ aspirations and how it is different for boys or girls (see also chapter 4).

These statements are the context of my research, and are also questions where Edukans, an
international NGO, is struggling with; hence my cooperation with Edukans. Edukans is a Dutch
development organisation that supports and stimulates education in the global south. They stimulate
and train teachers in local educational institutions, aim for safe schools, involved parents and
appropriate vocational education. Additionally, they invest in local vocational education institutions
and aim to create a solid connection to the local labour market. The degree of Edukans’ involvement
is different in every case: in some they are only working together with teachers, in other projects they
co-operate with all stakeholders and redefine labour market needs, job profiles, curricula, or
trainings. Relevant to my research, the organisation works together with multiple technical and
vocational education organizations across Africa.

In this regard I travelled to Northern Ghana, one of the regions where Edukans is active. I spent three
months researching vocational students and their education experiences and struggles in relation to
their future aspirations. My main focus was to find out how vocational education is designed and
positioned in Northern Ghanaian society, how it is perceived by students, what student’s aspire for
their future and what options they have after graduating. Whether students study to find a job in the
informal sector, think about moving to the city to earn (more) money or want to start their own
business, my aim is to map these aspirations and analyse how this particular education matches with
these aspirations. By doing this, I aim to contribute to the debate of education and migration and
whether vocational education specifically triggers migration.

This paper uses data I collected in and around Tamale, Northern Ghana in the period between
January and March 2018. I conducted formal as well as informal interviews with students, apprentice,
teachers and other stakeholders in vocational schools and other skills-training initiatives. All in all I
have spoken to 64 informants spread over seven schools. Additionally, I did three participatory
observations and consulted Facebook groups, news websites and databases. See also chapter three.
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Academic relevance : While the scholarly debate on the migration-effect of education has so far
focused mainly on higher education, I will add to the discussion by focussing on vocational education,
and specifically look at the context of Northern Ghana. Additionally, I am questioning how TVET links
to individual experience and aspirations, from an insiders’ point of view (from the students
themselves). This is important in order to create a more complete image of TVET in Ghana. More
specifically, I have looked at how useful TVET is for Ghanaian students, and if students have the desire
to migrate, and if so, with what motivation.
Social relevance: Edukans is actively involved in education in the global south and migration in and
from the Global South is a current topic in global debates. The discussion regarding the influence of
education on migration made Edukans question whether stimulating education in the global south
might indirectly increase migration. Especially for TVET institutes, data is missing and a lot is unknown
about its relation to migration towards ‘the West’, and migration towards the city. So far, literature
mainly discussed correlation between migration and general, higher education. It is necessary to map
out the motivations of the TVET students regarding migration or other future aspirations in order to
form a view on Edukans’ work, and eventually give recommendations.

1.2 THESIS OUTLINE
The research question to cover this study is as follows:
‘How do TVET students perceive their TVET education in relation to their (migration) aspirations,
educational experiences and professional possibilities?’
In order to answer the main research question question, I have divided my data-analysis in three
subsections: TVET’s positioning, struggles and migration aspects:

1. How is TVET positioned in Northern Ghanaian society and how do students experience that?
(Chapter 4)
Then in chapter four, I will provide a view on the positioning of vocational education in Ghanaian
society, and argue that despite struggling with an image of low prestige, students in TVET still feel
proud and ambitious in their field of work. To explore this topic I work with texts written by Oketch
(2007), Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah (2013) and Blaak, Openjuru & Zeelen (2013), who all recognize
TVET’s image of poor prestige. I am comparing this with what my respondents told me about their
experiences and compare these ideas with the vision of general education students I spoke with
during my fieldwork period.

2. What do students struggle with while trying to obtain their vocational degree and what
differences in gender can be found in that process? (Chapter 5)
Chapter five focuses on students’ experiences and struggles they endure during their school-time. I
juxtapose causes for dropping-out and look at gender differences. I want to demonstrate that mostly
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girls struggle with completing their education due to different factors. To do so, additionally to my
own data, I look into Rao’s (2010) article that explains why education is seen as a useful tool for
development. I position this idea against the thought that education does not automatically mean
obtaining a degree: I look at the early dropout issue. In order to do so, I use Young & Chavez (2002)
who discuss the topic in a global context, and Adam, Adom & Bediako (2016) who focus specifically on
rural areas in Ghana. Finally, Malé and Wodon’s (2016) article helps me to enforce the importance of
gender inequality within the dropout debate that I found in my research.

3. What motivates students to enrol in TVET and how does it relate to possible migrationaspirations? (Chapter 6)
Then, in chapter six I examine future perspectives, and I go deeper into the migration aspect. The
international migration debate has multiple sides. To delve into this topic I start by analyzing
Girsberger (2015) and Mugimu (2010) who both state that a higher educational degree increases
migration aspirations in the Global South. Subsequently, the migration debate suggests that
international development aid has the power to reduce international migration. I argue that in the
context of my research this power is limited, if even effective at all. Additionally, I argue that ruralurban migration in this context functions as a survival strategy. Kwankye, Anarfi, Tagoe, & Castaldo
(2007) and Porter (2011) show some problematic aspect of rural urban migration in the region.

The chapter that follows this introductory chapter elaborates the context of this research (Chapter 2).
I discuss regional and educational details, gender aspects, as well as the current unemployment issue
in Ghana. Chapter three elaborates on the methodology I used to conduct this research as well as
some personal fieldwork experiences. Chapter four, five and six are data-analysis chapters divided in
three sub questions as described above. Chapter seven consists of my final considerations and
recommendations for future research, as well as suggestions for Edukans’ policy making.
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CONTEXTUAL
REPORT
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CHAPTER 2.
CONTEXTUAL REPORT

2.1 REGIONAL BACKGROUND
Ghana was the first sub-Saharan country in colonial Africa to receive independency from the British
colony in 1957. The country has a (southern) coastline of 538 km on the Gulf of Guinea and is
bordered by the Ivory Coast, Burkina Faso and Togo. Ghana’s population consists of 28 million people
in 2016 with most of the Ghanaians living in the southern half of the country; the highest
concentrations live in the coastal cities or villages (World Bank, n.d.). More than half of the Ghanaian
population is younger than 25 years old; this is mainly due to a lower life expectancy (The World
Factbook, 2018). However, as a result of improved health care, nutrition and hygiene, and reduced
fertility in the past years, Ghana’s proportion of person’s aged above 60 is now among the highest in
sub-Saharan Africa. Ghana’s economy has been growing for years; their economic growth has an
average of 6 to 7 per cent since 2005, and the GDP has grown from 5 billion in 2000 to 42 billion in
2016 (World Bank, n.d.). With the economic growth, also the populations’ poverty percentage
(people living below the national poverty lines, based on household surveys) has decreased: from
32% in 2005 to 24% in 2012 (World Bank, n.d.).
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This does not mean Ghana is out of poverty: many Ghanaian people still live in poor circumstances,
especially in the northern regions. The northern region, which is also the context of my research, lays
in a way behind from the southern, more developed areas. Economic growth seems to struggle to
penetrate through to the North, and only effects the Southern half of the Country. This is partly due
to droughts and floods, and poor infrastructure. The climate in the North is dry and hot, which makes
agriculture hard (Van der Geest, 2011). The infrastructure is of bad quality, which makes a lot of
services inefficient.

2.2 THE POSITION OF WOMEN IN GHANA
On one of my first days in the field I saw a car rushing by with a sign on the back saying:
Every woman is a star! I felt satisfied: apparently gender equality is important here! Later on during
my fieldwork period however, I found out that it is a slogan for Maggi stock cubes. The slogan states
that when a woman cooks with Maggi cubes, her dishes will be admired more; she will be ‘a star in
the kitchen’. I felt disappointed because obviously I believe this add should not focus on women being
responsible for cooking; men can cook just as well. Despite this slightly disappointing awakening, I
have noticed that women are generally treated with a great deal of respect in Ghana. Most of the
schools I visited during my fieldwork period have a female principal and they are appreciated for
being powerful and authoritarian. Nevertheless, there is still a great deal of inequality when it comes
to woman’s rights in Ghana. Unemployment for example, is higher, and more persistent among
women than among Ghanaian men (Owusu, Quartey & Bawakyillenuo, 2014). Additionally, Ghanaian
families that rely on the income of farming activities often ask their daughters to help on the farm
because they value their sons’ education over their daughters’ (Iddrisu, Danquah & Quartey, 2016;
1172). This comes from the idea that girls, when they marry, can rely on their husbands’ income.
Gender inequality in the context of education experiences is elaborated further in chapter 5.
Another issue that emerged from my research and is influencing gender inequality is a conception
that some men, especially in rural areas, have: they believe that independent women, who earn a
living without the help of their husband, are less desirable for marriage.

The Dagombas [local community] say that a woman who is doing business
doesn’t want to marry. And men fear such a lady. And so because of that, even
your own father will not promote you to go that high.
[Raphael, Savana Signatures, Tamale]

This topic came back in my interviews several times. Apparently, men fear that employed, selfsufficient women are rude, or take over the rule in the household. Somehow they prefer women that
are, in some ways, dependent. Luckily this idea too, just like the idea that vocational education is
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‘less’ than general education, is slowly disappearing in Ghanaian society. This conception, and a
general pro-male bias in child schooling, makes some parents hesitate before letting their female
children to enrol in (vocational) school (Iddrisu, Danquah & Quartey, 2016; 1172) Due to that she
might stay in the house too long, costing the parents money. If she marries, she moves away and is
taken care of by her husband. This is mostly the case in more conservative families in smaller villages.
As I was interviewing a weaving-graduate in the village of Gbulluga, my colleague and the YDRC
coordinator (who was translating the interview as the graduate only speaks Dagbani) discuss where
this idea comes from:
Raphael: You know there is this male dominance in Ghana… The male must take
care of the house, the male must support… So the moment the women is
working and the man is not working… There is an issue.
Alex: It is just the perception that people have: oh now the lady is rich or… she is
having money. And she will use the money to control me.

2.3 THE GHANAIAN EDUCATION SYSTEM
In the Ghanaian education system the school life expectancy is twelve years. That means in
average, children spend twelve years of their lives in school. At the same time, according to The
World Bank, 28 per cent of the children between the ages of 7 and 14 are involved in child labour; in
rural areas mostly in farming activities to support their families’ income. When I spoke to principals at
vocational schools, they expressed their struggles to keep their students in school during the harvest
season. Students said they would be working on their families’ farm full time if they had not gotten
the chance to go to (vocational) school (see also chapter 5). In Ghana, education is compulsory for
children between the ages of six and fifteen. Children must follow six years of primary education
school starting at the age of six, then, children follow three years of junior secondary education
(Nuffic 2015).
Students can receive vocational education for a trade at all levels of the educational system
(Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah, 2013; 840), but most do so after finishing junior secondary school, pupils
then have the option to study within secondary vocational education or general senior high school
(SHS). Secondary vocational education is offered at various technical and vocational training institutes
throughout Ghana. These institutes offer trainings for example for carpenters, electricians, welders,
cooks or tailors. The vocational educational programs usually take two or three years and lead to
various diplomas and certificates. The highest possible degree in TVET is a Bachelor of Technology (B.
Tech) (Gondwe and Walenkamp, 2011; 16). This can be achieved at several technical colleges
throughout Ghana. Trainings institutes both exist in formal- (subsidized by government) and informal
education. During my fieldwork period I visited formal and informal vocational schools (secondary
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high) as well as apprentices. The schools are at high school level and require a junior high certificate,
while the apprenticeships are also accessible for illiterate students. I will elaborate the differences
between those forms of schools in the chapter 4.

The governmental Council for Technical and Vocational Education and Training (COTVET) coordinates
technical and secondary vocational education in Ghana (see also http://COTVET.gov.gh). Its mission is
to contribute to the national labour force by linking Ghanaian education system to the needs of the
economy. Their main functions are to coordinate all aspects of national TVET; formulate national
policies for skills development; coordinate all the activities of private and public TVET providers, and
rationalize the TVET assessment and certification system (COTVET n.d.).

In September 2017, the government of Ghana installed free SHS (Senior High School) for all students.
That means that all students have the chance to enrol in SHS or TVET without paying a fee. Before this
was implemented, financial issues were a frequent struggle for students with less economic means
and they sometimes had to drop out before graduation, or could not apply at all. According to the
Deputy Minister of Education, Mr. Osei Yaw Adutwum, the introduction of free SHS was a policy to
promote equality and improve the literacy level amongst the population (Ghanaweb, 2018a). Even
though free SHS is a great initiative that invites students to apply for both SHS and TVET, vocational
school is still relatively costly since students, in most cases, have to pay for tools and materials to
work with, whereas SHS students don’t need as much tools.

2.4 YOUTH UNEMPLOYMENT
On May first, 2018, the President of Ghana, Nana Akufo-Adda, presented The Nation Builder Corps
(NaBCo, 2018): a governmental initiative that aims to decrease graduate unemployment in Ghana.
The program offers traineeships for unemployed graduates throughout Ghana to teach them skills,
and create better links between them and the current job market. Despite some issues in NaBCo’s
online applying system in the first month, more than 40,000 Ghanaians applied for the traineeships in
just a few weeks (Ghanaweb, 2018c). This initiative shows the unemployment rate in Ghana is a
serious point of concern. Throughout Ghana, 12 per cent of the youth’s labour force is unemployed
(between the ages 15 and 35). When looking at the unemployment rate per region, its found that 13
per cent of the 15 to 35 year olds in the Northern region is unemployed. In the Upper East region,
north from Tamale, even 25 per cent of that population in unemployed (Ghana Statistical Service,
2016). At the same time, Ghana’s Labour force grew from 8,2 million in 2000 to 13,6 million in 2017
(The world Bank, n.d.). This youth unemployment is mostly the effect of a misfit between the
education system and the job market (Baah-Boateng, 2015; 413). Even though vocational education
has an image of low prestige in Ghana (see chapter 3), graduates have a higher chance of finding a job
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straight after school than their peers in general education, if they have tools to set up their own
business (Baah-Boateng, 2015; 413).
It is not like; some people say there are no jobs. There are jobs. People just don’t
have the relevant skills to take up those jobs.
[Principal of Dabokpa Technical Institute, Tamale]
Moreover, educated people in Ghana are more likely to be unemployed than those with a lower
degree Among Ghanaians with a secondary degree (or more) the unemployment rate was 6 per cent,
while for those with basic education it was just 3,3 per cent (Golubski, 2016). According to Golubski
this can be explained by the fact that highly educated people struggle to find a job in the small formal
sector in Ghana, while those with less education tend to take a job in the informal sector.
The formal sector in Ghana is apparently not big enough for its labour force. Especially hospitals and
schools are full to capacity in Ghana. As an eighteen year old SHS student said:
Because they [the government] have made certain sides of the employment too
easy, so that people want to go there. Like teaching and nursing. It is now in like
Ghana, everybody wants to be a teacher or a nurse. Because they think it is the
easiest way they can get a job. So now the place is getting choked.
[Akila (18) SHS student at Nobisco High school, Tamale]

While graduates with an academic degree are sitting at home, people with a technical skill always
have the option to start their own business. Starting a business is not unusual in Ghana: The amount
of privately own tailor shops I have seen in Tamale town is remarkable. Every corner you turn there
will be a shop with five or six girls around a big table and one or two sewing machines. It is hard to
imagine that they all would have enough business to keep going, but for special occasions (weddings,
funerals, graduations, naming ceremonies) the whole community wants to have new clothes made so
the tailor shops in town will be very busy.
Young Ghanaians who find themselves unemployed or ‘sitting at home’ try to find other solutions to
make money; some consider moving to a bigger city to try and find a job, others are tempted to go
into criminal activities. In theory, education has the potential to reduce crime rates (Machin, Marie, &
Vujić 2012). Especially poverty-crime is causally connected by improved education and can therefore
create social improvements (Machin, Marie, & Vujić 2011; 479). That is also what my respondents
believe: they expressed their worries about the increasing crime rates in Tamale; which is according
to them an effect of unemployment as well as low education. Therefore vocational education has the
ability to prevent young people from engaging in criminal activities.
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People are now beginning to appreciate technical education. Because, parents
see how their first child has gone to grammar school, he has gone through all
the levels, even university. And they still see him sitting at home, not working.
Their second child, same story. So they begin to think about what to do with
child three, so that it does not happen again. And the solution is to pursue
technical education. You cannot do things the same way and expect different
results.
[Principal of Dabokpa Technical Institute, Tamale]
As mentioned before, another option to escape the high youth unemployment or poverty is
migration. Rural-urban migration is very common in Ghana: its urbanization rate is three per cent
compared to, for example, 0,7 per cent in the Netherlands (The World Factbook, 2018). Migrants try
to escape from poverty, they hope to find money elsewhere. Nevertheless, the situation in the city, in
many cases, is worse than back home. There are not enough job-opportunities, wages are low and
living costs are higher than in the rural areas (see also chapter 6). In order to prevent this type of
migration, this research explores in what ways TVET can function as a tool to equip students with
employable skills that they can put to practice locally, instead of migrating away.

In this chapter I have discussed several aspect of the Ghanaian society: regional background, the
position of women, the educational system and the issue of youth unemployment. The next chapter
explains circumstances and methods I have used to complete this research.
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CHAPTER 3.
METHODOLOGY & FIELDWORK
EXPERIENCES

In regard of my research I spent three months in Northern Ghana interviewing students, teachers and
other stakeholders within vocational education. My main goal was to learn more about their
experiences, opinions and struggles, particularly regarding education experiences and (possible)
migration aspirations. Do my respondents use their education as a first step to migration or do they
hope to achieve their dreams without migrating? In this chapter I elaborate how I carried out this
research in terms of methodology and I share some personal experiences.
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3.1 ENTERING THE FIELD
My fieldwork took place in and around Tamale, northern Ghana. During my fieldwork period I spent a
lot of time in the office of Savana Signatures to transcribe my data and write notes, updates and
observations. Savana Signatures is a Ghanaian non-profit organisation that aims to increase access to
quality Education and skills acquisition in Ghana. They partner with Edukans in the Netherlands. They
helped me get in contact with stakeholders and respondents. Their office is open five days a week
from 8 to 5, which helped me a lot to be productive and stay up-to-date transcribing my interviews.
Additionally, I spend time at seven vocational schools and educational projects, and a tailor shop in
and around Tamale to conduct interviews, walk around, observe and talk to teachers and students.
My home, which I shared with other expats and volunteers in the area, was just outside the city
centre. It was a comfortable place to escape from the hectic and sometimes uncomfortable city. The
compound around my house has 24-hour security and a wired fence, which was necessary because
robberies are not rare in this area.
Once I arrived in Tamale, Ghana, my first contact was Raphael, one of the employees of Savana
Signatures. I had already been in contact with him before entering the field; he reacted with great
enthusiasm on my visit and research. Raphael is a Catholic Ghanaian man in his fourties, who has
been working for Savana Signatures a couple of years. Raphael is always well-dressed: he wears
neatly pressed trousers with pointy, shiny shoes. Despite being busy, Raphael was always available for
questions and discussion on this topic. He sincerely believes in empowering people with the help of
education. Raphael was my first connection to the field and my key informant during my fieldwork
period and helped me get in contact with students, teachers and graduates. After arriving we sat
down together to discuss my work-plan and strategy. He contacted seven schools and educational
projects for me and arranged visits.

3.2 MY RESPONDENTS
My respondents are vocational students, graduates, teachers and principals of vocational schools,
project managers of vocational education projects and a few senior high school students. I visited
seven schools in and around Tamale, to one of them I went back twice. Additionally, I spoke
informally to a few apprentices and one master crafter of tailor shops in town. Both my formal and
informal informants were all in the ages between 14 and 25, except for teachers and headmasters,
who were older. They were mostly young girls attending any type of vocational education (vocational
high school, an apprentice ship with a master crafter or a skills training program). It is partly a
coincident that I mainly spoke to girls: it was easier to connect with them and the fashion
department, with its colourful fabrics, noisy machines and pretty designs drew my attention at the
school visits. I started asking the students questions about their work, and that evolved into an
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interview. Around half of my respondents were catholic, while another half was Muslim. My
respondents and interviews are specified further in appendix two.
The experience of conducting interviews was a bit different from what I expected. In some cases, the
whole village, especially the children, would come and watch as I came to interview some of the
students. This made the conversation a bit forced, both for my respondents and me. Nevertheless
there were also opportunities to have a quieter, private conversation as we could use empty
classrooms at some of the schools. Recording my interviews was never really an issue. All my
respondents were happy to talk to me and said it was okay to record the conversations. English is the
official language in Ghana, so most of my interviews were conducted in English. However, the way
Ghanaians speak English is very different from how I speak it, which sometimes made it hard to
understand each other. Ghanaians have their own phrases, uses and meanings of English words.
Sometimes Raphael was present with my interviews, which helped to overlap this gap in
understanding. He helped me to understand answers my respondents give me and rephrase my
questions in a way the students understood what I tried to ask them. The schools located further
outside Tamale, the ones in the small villages that did not require literacy for the students, had
students that only spoke the local language Dagbani. In that case I would have an interpreter present
who would help me translate. In all cases the interpreter was just someone around; a teacher or
program manager who spoke both English and Dagbani to translate the interviews. As I was
interviewing with a translator, I felt a bit more disconnected from my respondents. I did get answers
to my questions but it did not give me a chance to bond. However, it did give me a chance to talk
more with the program manager who has a lot of knowledge on the topic as well.

3.3 STYLE AND METHOD OF RESEARCH
The most important research tool is used to conduct my research were interviews. I conducted thirty
interviews with students, teachers, graduates and headmasters involved in vocational education of
which I have voice recordings. The interviews helped me get to know my respondents, get insight in
their lives and to get answers to research sub-questions. An elaborated overview of my interviews is
added in appendix two. Additionally to these interviews I have written three observation reports
during my fieldwork period. One describing the first visit to my main tailor shop, the second one
describing visit to a drop-out students’ home of one of the projects, and the third one describes a visit
to one of the vocational schools just outside Tamale. I have implemented the observations in the
chapters three to five. The observations help me to refresh my memory when it comes to certain
details, to give my data a descriptive layer and to ‘give life’ to my writings. It also helps me to give
meaning to certain types of behaviour or statements. I have also kept a diary for personal thoughts
and took notes for random thoughts, ideas and questions, both personal and research related during
my fieldwork. Whenever I thought of something, questioned something, or saw something
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mentionable I tried to write it down in my phone or notebook. I have implemented these notes in the
writing process of my thesis. The updates I sent to my supervisor during my fieldwork period function
as another source of data. It shows me my progress, my highlights and struggles. The updates can be
seen as interim summaries that help me describe my progress in the field. Additionally to ‘live’ data
collection I spent time looking into local news websites, and archives to find articles about vocational
education in Ghana. I found relevant articles that helped me to see how vocational education is
positioned in society. I found it especially interesting to read readers’ online comments on the
articles. Additionally, I followed popular news platforms on Facebook where many young Ghanaian
people find the place to comment on current issues in Ghana. This type of data might not be
academically accurate but definitely gave me insights in opinions and ideas relevant to my topic.
Finally, I took lots of photographs of my respondents and surroundings while in the field in order to
create not only textual but also visual data. I use pictures to show atmosphere and to help myself
reminding smaller details of the field.

3.4 PERSONAL EXPERIENCES
As described above, my ‘formal’ access to the field was very well organised with the help of Raphael
and Savana Signatures. However, halfway through my fieldwork period, I realised I needed to do
more ‘independent’ research additionally because the research I had been doing so far, despite giving
me valuable data, did not give me the chance to do enough participant research. Additionally,
participant research seemed barely possible due to different factors. First of all, the schools are far
away from where I lived and worked in the office of the Savana Signatures. Also, some students speak
little to no English, which makes communicating a struggle. Finally, I was dependent on the drivers
provided by Savana Signatures who are out of the office every now and then. I felt distanced from my
respondents, the formal setting in which I did my interviews made it difficult to create a personal
connection with my respondents. I felt like people only saw me as an ‘attraction’ or were very shy
because they felt uncomfortable with my ‘unusual’ appearance. People treated me with great respect
though, some were very honoured and wanted to make sure I was always comfortable; when visiting
a school for the first time I was mostly put on a chair as soon as I arrived, and people greeted me like I
was someone important. On some occasions, this created a gap between my respondents and me.
Eriksen calls this getting in the role of ‘an expert’. He states that: many fieldworkers are treated with
great deference and respect by their hosts, are spoken to in extremely polite ways […] and can thus
run the risk of never seeing aspects of society which the locals are ashamed of showing to highranking strangers (Eriksen, 2015; 24). In order to get out of this ‘expert role’ I needed to find a more
informal entrance. So my next step was to do more profound, participant research to really bond with
my respondents and get additional data. In order to do so I started spending time at local tailor shops
in town, independently from Savana Signatures. Most of these tailor shops have apprentices that they
teach for a small contribution. They also invite interns from vocational schools in and around Tamale.
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My main tailor shop employs one master crafter, or madam, and she teaches eight apprentices and
one intern from tailoring school in Accra. Before visiting the tailor shop I bought three yards of
colourful wax fabric on the main market. I decided to have a skirt made in order to break the ice of
my first visit to the shop before introducing my research to them. It helped me connect with the
employees and gave me ‘an excuse’ to interact with them. The tailor shop is a small concrete building
under a big mango tree along Jisonayili road in Tamale. The building has a caged veranda with a big
table, around which are always eight to ten girls working hard on their projects. The floor and table
are covered with colourful fabric. The first time I visited the shop, the girls looked at me curiously, but
kept working on their hand-driven sewing machines. I talked to the madam about my skirt. I showed
her what kind of design I would like to have with a picture on my phone. She tells me the skirt will be
20 Cedis (± 3,60 euro). Which is, I found out later, about the same amount students have to pay to
enrol in vocational school for a year. After I arranged fittings, prices and lining for the skirt, I
introduced my main purpose for visiting them: my research. I asked them if I could ask them some
questions about their training and spend some time in the tailor shop. They eagerly accepted and put
me on small wooden stool to answer my questions. After this first visit I came back three to four
times to have pieces of clothing ‘refitted’, but mostly to talk to the madam and her students and take
pictures. During these visits I mainly spoke to the madam and her intern as they spoke English best.
This method of doing research helped me to come closer to my respondents, and to create a personal
connection.
I am meeting Aleah, the intern of the tailor shop, after work to sit down and have a drink. She is
nervous and excited at the same time. She tells me giggly that she told her mom she was meeting a
‘white girl’. I decide to not record this conversation as it might make her even more nervous. We order
Coca Cola and talk about our families, school and music. She explains how the Ghanaian school system
works and then asks me if I like any Ghanaian music. I tell her I like Ebony’s music, a female Ghanaian
singer who sadly recently past away. She tells me that type of music is not her favourite; she likes
artists from Europe: she specially likes Sia. [Fieldnotes 20-02-18]

Before arriving in Ghana I felt so well prepared, so well organised and ready to be efficient in my
research and reflective in my personal experiences. And still, I did not really know what to expect
from this fieldwork period. Once I arrived in the field I felt slightly overwhelmed: how to accomplish
all that I have written in my research plan in such an unfathomable place? Where do I start? How will
I ever be able to find structure, sense and reason in this unfamiliar place? These thoughts appeared in
my mind the first few weeks of my fieldwork. Fortunately, I recognize my struggles in Adams’ (2015)
writing; he writes about conducting qualitative research in what he calls ‘messy places’: If our desire is
to research social life, then we must embrace a research method that […] acknowledges and
accommodates mess and chaos, uncertainty and emotion (Adams, 2015; 9). According to him (auto-)
ethnography is the way to do so.
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I also, especially in the beginning, found difficulties in justifying my presence in the field. Who am I to
try and understand my respondents’ complex life? I am just a visitor, walking around clueless.
Additionally, I felt like respondents expected me to help them financially. In some cases, my
respondents assume that my main reason to be here is to support them, to find solutions to their
issues and to solve problems. When ending an interview I always asked my respondents whether they
wanted to share something else, or wanted to ask me something. They replied by asking: can you
help me buy this, can you find a sponsor for... In this, I have to disappoint them. Situations like that
made me question. What is it that I can actually contribute? What is their benefit in this case? One of
my respondents said he would pray for me, for what I can do for him, hoping I can make a change in
his life. Additionally, I felt unconfident to speak on behalf of others (Adams 2015). Yet at the same
time I feel proud for giving someone a voice to be heard, to tell their story in a world so far from their
own. I feel like I am giving my respondents a chance to express themselves in a way that is
comfortable for them and also in a way that gives them a voice outside their usual environment.
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CHAPTER 4.

TVET IN GHANA,

PRESTIGE AND AMBITION

Today I have an appointment with the Youth Development Resource Centre (YDRC) - coordinator in
Tamale town. YDRC runs a vocational trainings program in Gbulluga but their office is in Tamale. The
office is a low one-story building along a busy road, just next to a roundabout. A tiny curtain, which
functions as a door, flows in the wind. We are welcomed inside; the YDRC manager and principal greet
us with a big smile and a firm handshake. The big, warm sofa we sit down on barely fits in the small,
noisy room. Outside cars and motorcycles rush by, we have to speak up to rise over the volume of the
street. The YDRC manager and principal sit down behind a desk, a meter or two away from my
colleague and me. We discuss their approach, the different types of trainings they offer and how they
stay connected with their alumni. After this somewhat formal conversation we continue to the
trainings centre in Gbulluga. As we drive past the red dirt road, passing small buildings with similar
curtain-doors and tons of children in uniform heading to school, I wonder what my life would have
looked like if I had grown up here. What would my ambitions be? … When we arrive at the trainings
centre we are welcomed by some of the teachers who guide us inside. Students in bright green
uniforms walk around on the sandy compound. On the right hand side under a roofing of corrugated
sheets, the weaving students work concentrated with bright coloured cotton on their weaving loom.
The machines rattle and the students look focussed at their project. We visit the other departments as
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well; fashion, hairdressing and carpentry. I see students work hard, barely distracted by my
appearance. I get the opportunity to interview some of the students in a dark, empty classroom. I
speak with them about their decision to go to vocational school instead of continuing to general high
school. One of the students opens up and tells me:

I go to technical school because it is a vital thing to me. Technical school has
more things, more than general education. Here, for instance I can say we are
better than those who are going to general education. Because: you can read, I
can read. But I can do some practical skills as well. When we graduate, we are
on the same level, and then, if we are in the house [unemployed], maybe I can
be doing small-small business to get money, whilst the others will be depending
on his or her parents.
[Malika (19), Fashion student, YDRC Gbulluga]

Malika is 19 years old and lives with her aunt near the school campus. She is a very motivated and
ambitious second year fashion student. She is one of the students that consciously chose to enrol in
technical education, instead of going to senior high school (general education). Her aunt preferred for
her to go to senior high but Malika believes she enhances her professional opportunities by learning a
technical trade. She believes it gives her chances on the local labour market, more than her peers in
general education. This is somewhat in contrast with what is written in literature on the topic of TVET
in the Global South; regarding its bad image. TVET has an image of low prestige in Ghana and is
therefore believed to be an unfavourable option for students in Ghana (Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah,
2013; 842). Therefore it surprised me to find such ambitious students, like Malika. In this chapter I
look at how and why students like Malika, who choose to go to vocational school, despite its image of
low prestige, still feel proud of what they do. Additionally in this chapter, I discuss quality of TVET
education and I look at differences within the education system, specifically between formal and nonformal education.

4.1 FORMAL VS. NON FORMAL TECHNICAL EDUCATION
Ghana’s government spends eight per cent of its GDP on education, which is relatively high: only
twelve other countries worldwide spend more (The World Factbook, 2018). This money ends up at
the formal vocational schools, while the non-formal schools have to operate without this funding.
Formal vocational schools are owned and funded by the government while informal vocational
schools depend on sponsors or students tuition. This creates gap in quality and prestige between
formal and informal schools since formal schools have a bigger budget for tools, classrooms and
teacher trainings. I experienced this contrast explicitly when I was visiting Dabokpa Technical
Institute. Dabokpa is one of the few formal vocational schools in Tamale. The school has a large
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campus and ten departments: fashion, electrical engineering, catering and hospitality, automobile
technology, mechanical technology, woodworking, building and construction, accounting and
painting. I was invited in the principals’ office and was stunned by its luxurious look. Never had I seen
a fancy room like this in Tamale town, except maybe for the bank. The room had huge leather
couches, functioning air-conditioning, a shiny glass table and a impressive, dark wooden desk. The
classrooms around the school and the tools were somehow out-dated and limited, but still
considerably better than those I had seen at informal schools. The TVTI headmaster’s office for
example, one of the informal schools, consists solely of a dark, concrete room with an old desk and a
chair inside; the contrast is striking. It is like visiting a completely different country. Classrooms at the
informal vocational schools I visited were all dusty, empty concrete rooms mostly without any
windows or just ‘gaps’ as windows. The students sit behind creaky wooden desks, if there are not
enough desks they are shared, or students are forced to work without a desk. The first-year students
at the secretarial department at TVTI still work with typewriters instead of computers. Overall, I have
noticed a great lack of materials and tools. It is probably one of the biggest struggles in vocational
education. Teachers find creative solutions to cope with these issues however; the electronics
department at Dabokpa uses old school boards as a surface to construct electrical connections and
practice certain skills. Lack of materials is not the only thing vocational schools struggle with. TVTI’s
principal expressed to me his worries about enrolment. In 2015, the school had a deep low with only
30 students to graduate. Vocational students preferred to go to Dabokpa, a formal school that offers
students a meal during lunchtime, and has more facilities and tools. Since then the school has
improved, teachers actively recruit students at junior high school, to motivate them into enrolling.
Currently, two hundred students attend the school.
As the informal institutions struggle to run their schools with little money, they end up distrusting the
government. Principals and teachers at informal schools feel frustrated and struggle to keep their
schools running, to provide students with enough materials, and teachers with a stable salary. All the
while they see their ‘colleague’ formal schools thriving, receiving money from the government.
However, distrust in government in the context of education is not something that stands on itself.
Ghanaian people tend to ‘blame’ the government of issues throughout Ghana, and distrusting their
potential to solve issues effectively. This is especially very common in online reactions: I have been
following Ghanaian new sites and Facebook-groups and very frequently read comments of followers
who complained about the governments’ incapability to improve situations. The main concern is that
the government does more talking than actual ‘work’. In a coffee break at the office, one of my
colleagues at Savana Signatures once depicted this to me by saying:

Ghana is the country where you will find the most beautiful and successful
plans… on paper.
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Coming back to existing literature/debate: In my fieldwork I have definitely recognized a problem of
bad quality in vocational education. Schools mostly lack tools, and materials to provide their students
with adequate training. However, it is important to mention that in this, there is a big difference in
formal- and informal schools. Informal schools seriously lack quality, while formal school with their
support from the government are able to grow, and offer higher quality education to their students.

4.2 AN IMAGE OF LOW PRESTIGE
Ghanaweb, one of Ghana’s most popular news websites, posted an article in January 2018 stating
that minister Barbara Asher Ayisi is actively working on improving TVET’s image. She says that:
Technical education is not for school dropouts but for students who have the talent to excel. She
recognizes the potential that TVET has to decrease graduate unemployment because currently,
graduates don’t have employable skills that link to labour market demands, and vocational education
can give that to them (Ghanaweb, 2018b).

The idea that technical education might only be for school dropouts is an example of TVET’s ‘image of
low prestige’ that is recognized by multiple academics (Oketch 2007, Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah
2013, Blaak, Openjuru & Zeelen 2013). Vocational education in Ghana is generally seen as a pathway
for less academically inclined students and is therefore a less favourable option when it comes to
choosing an education (Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah 2013; 840). This bad image originates from three
ideas. Firstly, the thought that studying for one single profession is limited and will not give someone
enough chances on the labour market because he/she is only capable of doing one type of profession.
Secondly, many Ghanaians believe that TVET institutions’ only goal is to reduce youth unemployment
in Ghana, rather than self-development for the students. Oketch (2007) even states that the attitude
towards this type of education leads to only the less bright students to apply for TVET courses
(Oketch, 2007; 229). Thirdly, vocational school is seen as a ‘last resort’ for students that are forced to
drop out of general education due to low grades: the idea that students in vocational school are all
dropouts from the regular education system. One of the high school students I talked with said about
her peers in vocational school:
[…] Most people are referring back to those vocational schools when their grades
are no good, or when they do not get placements. Because I heard about two or
three people that I know. They had low grades. And so therefore they did not get
placements. But were just pushed to vocational school. So down here or, in Ghana
per se, that is what they do. If you failed, you are just pushed to the vocational
school. That is why we believe that it is for those that didn’t do well in school.
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It is not completely a false accusation though; there are a number of SHS dropouts in vocational
education. The YDRC program manager for example mentioned that they train several SHS dropouts.
He said they use the students’ experiences in general education to the students’ benefit, and also try
to use their experiences to inspire their peers that have not been in general education.

After a few weeks in Ghana, speaking to vocational education students and hearing about TVET’s
image, I decided to visit a general high school to ask students there how they feel about vocational
education. Do they, as high school students, look down on their peers at vocational education? Do
they acknowledge this image of low prestige? Did they consciously choose not to learn a skill and
continue theoretical education? It was not until my very last day in the field, literally the day before I
flew back to Accra, that I got the chance to visit Nobisco Senior High School. The school is located
relatively close to Savana Signatures’ office so my colleague and I drove his motorcycle through town
to visit the campus. I spoke to five students who follow the general arts program at the school. They
plan to become nurses, lawyers and journalists. I asked them what they think of vocational education
and Marian (18) replied by saying:
I think vocational school is meant for those who are not doing well in the
reading aspects, or in the academic aspects. That is what we know about
vocational school. Sometimes, maybe those in the vocational school, they failed.
As we continued talking about TVET’s image, the girls explained how Ghanaians have high standards
and ambition, and vocational education is not really a part of that:
Everybody wants to wear a suit!
[Marian (18), General arts student, NOBISCO SHS, Tamale]

With this statement she refers to the ambition Ghanaians’ have to be successful and to the bad image
that vocational education has in Ghana, because wearing a suit, in this case, symbolises having
success. Wearing a suit to work is immediately earns respect and is recognized as having prestige.
Jobs in the informal sector, on the other hand, are looked down upon; it is not something to be proud
of. This ambition to be ‘successful’ has led to high youth unemployment in Ghana: theoretically
educated people are sitting at home because there are no more jobs. According to Karen Brooks, who
writes for the Guardian: young Africans reserve the term ‘having a job’ for employment that requires
clean clothes and a desk (Brooks, 2013). Work that requires physical effort and, for example, a
coverall, is not considered a job. However, notes Brooks, jobs like that do offer the best opportunities
to move out of poverty and to improve livelihood in African countries.
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As the conversation between the high school students and I progressed, the girls did admit that this
image of low prestige is a perception and not necessarily true. When I asked them who would have
more luck finding a job after graduating, they were all convinced that vocational students would be
employed sooner than them. This contradiction, illustrates their awareness of the importance of
vocational education in Ghana; they know they will probably struggle to find a job, but still prefer to
be in general high school instead of vocational school, due to the conception they have about
vocational education.

Coming back to initial debate, I have certainly recognized the image of bad prestige that TVET has in
Ghana in my fieldwork. Mostly people outside the schools see it seen as an inadequate system for
students that lack intelligence. Nevertheless, as people recognize the unemployment issue in Ghana,
vocational education is more and more seen as an important tool to provide students with necessary
skills. With that, its image of bad prestige is slowly disappearing.

4.3 STUDENTS’ PRIDE AND AMBITION
Afua is studying fashion at Savelugu vocational school. She is 17 years old and living with her parents
in a smaller community out of town. Everyday she walks 10 kilometres to school, in the afternoon she
helps her parents on the land they own. She chose fashion because it is her dream to become a
dressmaker:

Actually, I want to be in fashion. So all my plans is, if I finish here, I will further my
education. Or, if my parents cannot pay for my next education, I will open my own
shop already. I have already started selling some! I have started with the
jewellery. At least some people are coming to buy from me, small-small from me.
And it is from this school. I’ve learned it here.
[Afua (17) Fashion student at Savelugu Vocational School, Tamale]

Despite TVET’s poor image, as described in the paragraph above, I found that, students in vocational
education are generally proud of what they do and plenty of students chose consciously for a
vocational degree, hoping to find a job soon after they graduate, like Afua. They go against they idea
of ‘low prestige’ and see opportunities of having a skill, opening a business and making money
whereas their peers in general education cannot easily find a job. The advantaged of learning a skill
outweigh the image of low prestige in this case. Johanna, an ambitious 19-year-old fashion student
for example, told me:
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Most of our parents, they are not educated so they don’t know the importance of
education. I myself, my dad told me to go to SHS [general high school]. And I told
him frankly; I want to have a skill. I want to be a skilful person. And then he
agreed. I think there is no way he will stop me.
[Johanna (19), Fashion student, Savelugu Vocational school]
Students I spoke with enjoy school and are, in general, confident and ambitious for their plans for
future. It is important to mention however, some students do not seem to have many other options.
In their rural village they cannot do much more than work on their parents’ farm. They are aware of
the fact that they’ll probably never have enough money to go to university. Learning a skill therefore,
is a survival strategy: a way to create an income for themselves. It is a way to escape from extreme
poverty and an empowering tool that can provide alumni with their own business. When I asked 22year-old Akua, another fashion student at Savelugu Vocational School, what she wanted to do with
this education after she graduates, she told me:
Actually, as for me, I stay here. I stay in Savelugu. And all my wishes is to finish
this school, and do something big.
[Akua (22), fashion student, Savelugu]
‘Doing something big’ in this case means opening a bigger shop, a company. Her answer also shows
how she is, like many of her peers, focused on taking care of her family by expressing her wish to stay
in Savelugu town. The same goes for Sara, a student in the hairdressing department at the YDRC
trainings centre. When I asked her why she chose this school she responded by saying:

Because I am proud of where I am from. Proud of my community [Gbulluga].
That is why I did not go to some other place else to do it. […] Okay, That is why I
am here, to take care of my family.
[Sara (17), Hairdressing student, YDRC, Gbulluga]
However most students are proud and ambitious, they seemed modest in their dreams for the future.
During my visit among SUGLO graduates I spoke to a young carpenter who just opened his business in
Pulua, 90 kilometres outside Tamale. When I asked him about his dreams, he said he wants to sell
wood and materials in his carpeting shop so that customers that come to him, do not have to buy
wood at the market, before come toing him. That is what he believes to be the innovative thing about
his shop, if he can was able to afford that investment.
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I have asked almost every student about their dreams for the future and sometimes probed by saying:
…if you could do anything, had no financial limitations... Answers I got ranged from opening a shop in
my village to taking care of my family. It seemed as though they struggle to ‘dream big’. Perhaps this
was caused by their shyness, but this also shows their commitment to home. They feel the need to
stay close to home to be able to provide for their families.

SUB-CONCLUSION
This chapter focused on TVET’s image of low prestige, recognized by several authors (Oketch 2007,
Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah 2013, Blaak, Openjuru & Zeelen 2013). Additionally, the education system
is low in quality and lacks funding from the government. In my research I have found that there are
definitely some issues when it come to quality of the education, but it is important to keep in mind
the difference between formal and informal schools. There is a gap in facilities, tools and materials as
the government solely invests in formal schools. This makes the formal schools a more popular choice
for students. Secondly, I have found that although the image of low prestige is definitely visible in
Northern Ghana, the perception of it being for unintelligent students is slowly decreasing.
Additionally, my respondents feel proud, despite its poor image. They are happy to learn a skills and
creating an income for themselves in the future. They are ambitious and generally aspire to open a
small business in the area of birth. That might also explain why my respondents struggle to dream, to
my perception, big: they are proud of where they are from and want to be able to contribute locally.
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CHAPTER 5.

DROP OUT ISSUES
AMONG GIRLS

On a hot afternoon, I get invited to visit Abigail, and ex-student of Savelugu Vocational School. When
my translator and I arrive at her home, a small concrete structure just off the main road, we wait
outside the gated porch while our gatekeeper walks inside to talk to our interviewee. Three plastic
chairs are pulled outside on the veranda. A big gap of almost 2 metres is left in between my chair and
the chair of my interviewee. We are invited to sit down. Abigail’s mother comes outside with a plastic
serving tray and two small bags of cold water on it, which she offers us. I thankfully accept. My
translator and the respondents’ mother speak in Twi, the local language of southern Ghana, I think
they are greeting each other; they are smiling politely. The mother asks something and then starts
praying (in Twi). We all look down at the floor while she prays, and say thank you when she finishes.
Then Abigails’ mom goes back inside and we start to talk to Abigail. Abigail was a student at Savelugu
Vocational School but had to drop out after her first year due to financial limitations. Admission to the
school costs her 20 Cedi’s (± 4 Euro’s), added to that, she needs to pay for materials and tools. She
really wants to go back to finish her education and become a better dressmaker, but is struggling to
find the finances to do so. She lives together with her mom, close to the hospital. Sometimes she sews
dresses for the nurses that work there. She earns a little bit of money doing this, but she does not
make enough money to save up for school.
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In this chapter I will elaborate dropout issues and explore why mostly girls struggle to finish, or even
enrol in vocational school. In literature on dropout issues, gender is not always a significant factor. I
want to demonstrate why these issues are influential especially for girls.

5.1 GIRLS IN SCHOOL
Education is often seen as an effective strategy to spark development (Rao, 2010). However, not
everyone gets a chance to go to school. Girls especially, struggle to get in: in Ghana education for
boys is valued higher than for girls. So when a family only has budget for one child to go to school, the
choice will probably fall on the son, rather than the daughter (see also chapter 2.2). Continuing, if a
girl does manages to go to school, finishing that degree is an additional struggle: it is one thing to
make sure that children go to school, but making sure they actually graduate is another. According to
Young & Chavez (2002) dropping out has become a challenging matter in many countries around the
world. Especially in the developing world, large numbers of students are leaving school before
graduation (Adam, Adom & Bediako, 2016;1). In Ghana specifically, more and more children enrol in
elementary school over the years, but the ones that actually finish is just a small percentage of that.
This high early-dropout rate also reduces the enrolment percentages in higher levels (SHS and tertiary
levels). Poverty, child labour, teenage pregnancy and distances to school are found to be the most
frequent causes for dropping out. These issues of dropping out are, due to poor infrastructure and
persistent poverty, even more influential in the rural (northern) areas of Ghana (Adam, Adom &
Bediako, 2016; 2). Only 32 per cent of girls complete secondary school next to 43 per cent of boys
(UNESCO 2014). Even though statistics show clear differences in dropout rates between boys and
girls, in literature this is not always taken into account when discussing dropout issues. During my
fieldwork period I noticed that my informants also struggle to finish their degrees. And again,
especially young girls face issues that make it difficult for them to complete their education. It is
important therefore to examine these issues. On basis of my findings the most common causes for
dropping out are: financial limitations, being forced to support the household, early pregnancy and
(forced) marriages.

5.2 DROPOUT ISSUES IN THE LIVES OF MY RESPONDENTS
Some of the girls, they get married and then they abandon their work. And some
of them to, they get married, and their husbands try to let them abandon their
work and do farming activities instead of what they do.
[Coordinator YDRC, Gbulluga]
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In most (rural) families in Northern Ghana, agriculture is an important source of income. Many
families’ rely on the income of farming activities. Especially during the harvest season, students
struggle to attend classes or do homework. Parents need the help of their children to help on the
land. They prefer to ask their daughters to help on the land because they believe the boys’ education
is more important. This results in missed classes/absence and homework that is not done. When the
girl is already married and has moved in with her husband, her man sometimes asks her to help as
well, and would not necessarily support her to stay in school. The coordinator of the YDRC project
that I talked to tries to convince these men, or parents to keep the girls in school. He tries to convince
the husband of the importance of the girls’ education.
Dropping out for financial reasons is also common: Abigail, the girl I described in the opening of this
chapter is an example. Her mom could not support her tuitions after the first year of school, this she
had to dropout before continuing to the second year of school. Students pay 20 Cedis (± 3,60 Euro) to
apply for school and added to that, they have to pay for materials and tools. The cost of materials and
tools makes vocational school more expensive than general education in some cases.
Another motivation for dropping out of school that I will discuss is early pregnancy and (forced)
marriage. When I asked Johanna, an eighteen year old fashion student at Savelugu Vocational School
if she wishes to marry anytime soon she told me: Marry? Hm, frankly, it is my plan that I will finish all
that I want to learn before I marry. In Ghana, 17 per cent of girls are married before they turn
eighteen (Malé and Wodon, 2016). These numbers are even higher in the rural, northern areas: in the
upper east region (where Tamale is located) 24 per cent of children marry before the age of eighteen.
That means that many of these girls are still in school when they get married. This early marriage is
problematic when it comes to finishing a degree: girls tend to drop out as soon as they marry or are
forced to move away, to live with their husband. This relation between education and marriage is also
working the other way around: girls that stay in school generally wait longer to get married (Malé and
Wodon, 2016; 3).

According to YDRC’s program manager, another aspect that is influencing this early marriage, namely
their school uniforms: Girls that get a chance to enrol in school, are required to wear a nicely fitted
school uniform, which the school provides for them. Additionally, their peers in the hairdressing
department often ask girls to practice their new grooming skills on their fellow classmates. This
results in well-groomed appearances among the new (female) students. Before attending school, they
might not have had prioritized their appearance, due to financial limitations. Now in their new neatlooking school uniform, and with their hair done nicely, they look more attractive to boys, which
enhances their chances to get married, or get pregnant. With that, they also tend to dropout of
school sooner, since they cannot afford the fees anymore and have to take care of their child.
Although this might just be an interesting anecdote, the actual effect of wearing a uniform on early
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marriage is hardly measurable, dropping out as an effect of marriage and pregnancy in general is a
significant issue, an issue that boys do not struggle with.
Another example that illustrates that this issue it indeed an aspect that causes early drop outs, is the
fact that YDCR is planning to implement ‘childhood involvement’ education and a day-care so that
female students that get pregnant can stay in school, while their children are taken care of, and get a
start on their education.

Our future plan was to have early childhood involvement... Because some of the
girls are single teenage mothers, and some dropouts. And these single teenage
mothers, they find it difficult to come to the trainings centre sometimes because
of the children. So we thought that it would be very important to set up
something like early childhood involvement where the children would be safe and
also learning how to get into school whilst the mother will also be at the training.
[Program manager YDRC, Gbulluga]
YDRC also provides bicycles for the students that live far from the school. These initiatives however,
are costly. YDRC was able to implement this when a Spanish donor supported them. Unfortunately
the donor had to drop out recently, so now they are struggling to help their students with initiatives
like childcare and free bicycles.

SUB-CONCLUSION
In short, there are a few issues that makes female students struggle to finish, or even enrol in
(vocational) school in the first place: forced marriage, early pregnancy, conception of undesirability,
farming activities and financial struggles are the most common. Three out of the five issues discussed
in this chapter just affect girls into finishing their degree. The fourth one is also mainly applicable to
female students because parents prioritize their sons’ education over their daughters’. I have
demonstrated that mainly girls have a hard time completing school. In existing literature, this is not
always taken into account. But it is an indispensible factor to provide a view on dropping out and
education experiences in general. I argue that education is only a useful tool for development (Rao
2010) if not only enrolment but also factors for dropping out are taken into account (Young & Chavez,
2002 and Adam, Adom & Bediako, 2016). Measures to prevent these girls from dropping out of school
early are available in the form of childcare, reproductive health classes and providing bicycles to
students but they are costly, too costly for most (unsponsored) schools.
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FUTURE

POSSIBILITIES AND RURAL-URBAN
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It is about thirty-eight degrees outside and I am on the back of my colleagues’ motorcycle. We drive
along a red, dusty road bypassing big trucks and other motorcycles. Children along the road wave and
shout at us, they are surprised and excited about my appearance, riding the back of a motorcycle in
their town. Our destination, Savelugu, is a small town with approximately 40 thousand inhabitants,
located 25 kilometres north of Tamale. My colleague and I are on our way to Savelugu Vocational
School to talk with students and teachers. Once we arrive at the school, the students greet us with a
big smile and guide us to the entrance. The school is a small U-shaped concrete building in a big open
space just of the sandy road through Savelugu town. This is the second time I am here and the
principal, Cynthia, greets me with a smiling, friendly face. She sits down and asks me what I want to
discuss today. I tell her that I would like to spend some time in the teachers’ room to talk to the
teachers and hear about their experiences. She gives orders to her colleagues to gather the teachers
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and a few minutes later I am sitting in a dusty, empty classroom. The room is dark and completely
made of concrete; there is nothing inside except for a few plastic chairs. At some point in the
conversation, I decide to bring up the topic of international migration because it had not come up
naturally in any of my conversations so far, and I really wanted to know what role it played in the lives
of people here:
Fatima (hairdressing department): So some of our graduates are gone to Accra,
Kumasi… To look for money. But those who are not able to make it…
Me: So some are moving to big cities as well?
Fatima: Yes, to buy the machines…
Me: And what about outside Ghana? Do students move outside of Ghana?
The teachers at Savelugu, look at me for a second, and then burst into laughter.
Fatima: We just don’t have the resources.
In existing literature, education seems to have contradicting results on migration aspiration. On the
one hand, education can increase one’s chances on the local labour market, and with that, take away
the desire to migrate. On the other hand, the higher the education level, the more likely people seem
to be migrating (Mugimu 2010, Girsberger 2015). International aid, and education is in the
international migration debate sometimes seen as a ‘quick-fix’ to stop the migrant stream towards
‘the West’. But how effective is this method really? In this chapter I focus on migration aspirations
among TVET students and explore possible motivations triggers that push them towards migration.
Or, contrarily, how TVET gives them an opportunity to stay in their hometown and offers them a
source of income locally.

6.1 INTERNATIONAL MIGRATION VERSUS URBAN MIGRATION
One of the main questions that initiated this research, and that Edukans was struggling with, was
whether vocational education is helping students to achieve ambitions in their hometown or if they
see it as a first step to help them migrate outside their community and to the city or even outside
Ghana. In her dissertation, Girsberger (2015) shows a clear link between the level of education and
migration in Burkina Faso. She states that having a higher degree increases someone’s chances to
migrate, compared to someone with a lower degree. Mugimu (2010) agrees and states that: The
higher the educational level the higher the probability of migration […] education has become a
passport to migration (Mugimu, 2010; 37). In the recent international migration debate stimulating
development, or more specifically education, is used as a tool to (try to) put a halt to people migrating
toward the West. However, it seems the contrarily is actually happening: far from discouraging
migration from the poorest countries to the developed world, foreign aid programs may actually
accelerate it (Beaumont 2018). Halfway through my fieldwork period however, it turned out that
international migration is not really accessible for my respondents. The topic had never automatically
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come up in any of my conversations or interviews, and when I did bring it up, the topic was mostly
disregarded quickly. My respondents laughed, or told me it was not feasible for them. This is in
contrast with the current debate in the way that this type of education does neither accelerate nor
put a halt to international migration: it was never an option to begin with. Clemens mentions this
though; the poorest ‘simply’ do not have money to migrate, and will probably not have anytime soon
(Leijendekker, 2018).
I have found three reasons that explain why my respondents, in this context, want to stay in their
community, or at least aim to eventually end up back home. First of all, my respondents lack financial
resources: the idea of abroad seems so out of reach for my respondents; why even dream about it.
Secondly, since TVET is valued as a ‘lower’ degree than general education (see also chapter 4), it
makes sense that my respondents do not necessarily migrate outside of Ghana, this is in line with
Girsberger and Mugimu’s theory, as described above. Thirdly, students feel deeply connected to their
community and region of birth (see also chapter 4.3). Most of the students in vocational education
that I spoke with, aspire to open a small shop in their own community and have expressed their wish
to contribute to their families, instead of moving away. The dressmaking teacher at the YDRC
trainings centre, for example, grew up in Gbulluga. Gbulluga is a small community consisting of clay
houses scattered around, 26 km outside of Tamale. At a young age, she followed an apprenticeship in
Tamale town to learn the trade, but came back to her community afterwards to train others in her
community. As she says herself: I want to share my knowledge. This action shows her commitment to
her local community and also that she is proud of her skill, and not ashamed, something that the poor
image of prestige could imply (chapter 4).
It is important to mention however, that dreaming of international migration is not completely
irrelevant. During my stay in Tamale I got comments from people on the street asking me whether
they can come with me to ‘my country’, regardless of what ‘my country’ actually was. Because when I
asked them if they know where I was from they would say: Are you from USA? …Canada? For them
the destination was not specifically important; it was rather the idea of abroad that fascinated them.

In short, three reasons contribute to the non-migration of my respondents: their lack of financial
means, their ‘low’ educational degree and their attachment to their community. Coming back to the
question if (vocational) education is triggering migration or labour market opportunities: in the
context of my research, vocational education does not directly spark international migration the way
Mugimu (2010) argues it. It does not slow it down either, as I it just not feasible for my respondents
to migrate. It is therefore important in the international debate to consider difference in types and
levels of education, as the effects on different types vary. Rural-urban migration, on the other hand,
turned out to be a significant issue in this area. Nearly 20% of the Northern Ghanaian (rural)
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population now lives in the southern, more urban areas of Ghana (van der Geest, 2011;69). I will
discuss this type of migration in the next paragraph.

6.2 TVET AS A PREVENTATIVE TOOL AGAINST RURAL-URBAN MIGRATION
We are working to reduce urban migration. And to let the students know their
potential! […] So instead of them migrating to other communities, like why not…
they should learn a skill!
[Program manager YDRC, Gbulluga]

One of YDRC’s main goals is to limit urban migration. They specifically aim to give students an
alternative for migration. The main issue that makes graduates move to the city is the lack of start-up
tools. I asked students what they thought would be the hardest thing about setting up a business. All
students replied by saying they would struggle with money issues, more specifically, the lack of tools
to set up a business. Baah-Boateng (2015) recognizes this issue and states that investing in TVET can
be a successful tool to reduce unemployment if it is backed by start-up support so that beneficiaries
are able to start a fruitful business (Baah-Boateng, 2015; 413).
We are driving through the remote areas around Tamale. Everythings is covered in red dust, small
villages consists of a collection of circular places huts and a few small concrete buildings. The
landscape is dry; interrupted by a huge Baobab tree in the middle of an empty savannah plain. I am
visiting SUGLO graduates that finished last year. The alumni are scattered around in the area, where
most of them have started their own business. I am travelling with my colleague and the SUGLO
coordinator who planned this day for us. As we arrive in the first village I appear to be a main
attraction: children from the whole community gather and look from a safe distance while I speak to
some of the graduates. The graduates’ businesses, consists of not much more more than a table
outside, under a tree with one or two sewing machines, or for the carpenters, a supply box, which they
showed me proudly. What follows is a long day of driving around meeting people. All and all I
interviewed 24 graduates, sometimes in groups of three to four. Some alumni do not get a chance to
start working straight after school, and there is no money for them to further their education. In this
case, they move to the bigger cities with the plan to earn money and buy tools. Their goal is to return
and start a business eventually.

The problem with this rural-urban migration is that often, young people get ‘stuck’ in the city, with no
options to return; life in the city is expensive, they do not earn enough money to save up. YDRC is
aware of these issues and provides their alumni with start-up tools. This is an expensive initiative
though, and only possible with the help of a sponsor. Migrating to the city is not something to be
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proud of. It is seen as dangerous because my respondents believe you will return with a disease, and
restricts you from being able to provide to your family.
However, there are, of course, also examples in which students deliberately choose to migrate to the
city to migrate. Aliya, 18 and Esther, 19, two fashion students at Savelugu Vocational School, both
plan to open their business in Kumasi because they have family there that can support them. They
have possibilities and connections to help them set up a small business and do not their see travel
plans as a temporary solution to make money. The people that do migrate to the city, as a ‘last
option’ are mostly unschooled, and travel to find a source of income. They are especially young girls
that end up working in poor conditions on the market. I will elaborate on this in the next paragraph.

6.3 MIGRATION TO THE CITY: KAYAYEI
I am walking around at Tamale’s main market on a Friday afternoon. The air is hot and dry, the
market busy and chaotic. I find myself in a maze of colourful fabric, hundreds of plastic containers,
vegetables, dried herbs and gigantic bags of rice. It smells like rotten meat and sometimes a hint of
herbs. An unidentifiable liquid seeps through my flip-flops. I promise myself to wear another type of
shoes the next time I go to the market. I try not to get lost but the maze keeps surprising me. I decide
to go with the flow of people hoping to find an exit. Women walk around in big, colourful dresses
looking for the best buys. I see young girls walking with big, aluminium buckets on their head trying to
find a client to carry their goods. They look at me doubtfully, they want to offer me their service but
seem not sure about it.
This job is called ‘Kayayei’, its done mostly by girls, who work on the market to carry goods from point
A to point B, wherever the salesmen or client wants it to go (Kwankye, Anarfi, Tagoe, & Castaldo,
2007). The loads they carry on their heads are generally too heavy; girls struggle with health issues
like neck and back pains (Porter, 2011;73).This job is seen as a last option to make money; girls get
treated with very little respect. Girls, mostly from the Northern regions, migrate to the bigger cities if
they can’t finish school, or failed their exams (see also chapter five). They plan to make some money,
then go back home to finish their education, or use it so set up a small business for themselves.
Becoming a Kayayei does not require any school: most Kayayei working on the markets have received
little to no education (Kwankye, Anarfi, Tagoe, & Castaldo, 2007; 11), it can be done by anyone, it can
be seen as a quick-fix to make money. In reality the job rarely pays enough money to make ends
meet, and livings costs are way higher than in the rural areas. Girls live on the street or in unsafe, big
rooms shared with many others, and have to pay extra to use a toilet, or even to wash themselves
(Kwankye, Anarfi, Tagoe, & Castaldo, 2007;15). They risk sexual assault, diseases and robbery because
the rooms are unlocked and they are seen as easy victims. They even risk being trafficked to Arabic
countries to work in prostitution (Ghanaweb, 2015).
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Eventually, girls cannot make enough money, lose contact with their families back home, or they
return with diseases like HIV or malaria. Migrating to Accra or Kumasi, therefore, is generally ‘looked
down upon’ by my respondents, as they are aware if the dangers students put themselves in. I spoke
with YDRC’s coordinator about the issue of migration to the city and one of the first things he said
about it was: Most of them come back sick. My colleague has the same vision and says: Sometimes
they go and they come back with sickness. So they even come back to die. Some even get HIV because
of promiscuousness. This shows how generally people look at this type of migration; it is not
necessarily an admired action. Another reason that makes this type of migration undesirable is the
idea that moving away from your family is unattractive. Staying together is important for my
respondents.
Vocational education can operate as a shield to prevent students that drop out of school, or can not
attend school in the first place, from migrating. It gives them a chance to improve their livelihood
locally. Students themselves also see their vocational education as an alternative for migration: when
I asked students what other options they had if they had not gotten the chance to follow this
(vocational) education most of them told me that they would either be working on the farm or had
moved to the city to find work there.

If I was not here… I would be on the farm with my dad. Working there instead of
studying for my future. I am lucky that way.
[Johanna (18), Fashion student at Savelugu Vocational School]

Vocational education functions as a tool to prevent rural-urban migration, instead of a trigger for
migration. It does help students to enhance their chances locally.

F: Some of our graduates have opened their own shops, and they are making it.
And some are still waiting to get financial support from their parents to start
their business. So some of them are gone to Accra or Kumasi, to look for money,
to buy the machines they need to start.
T: So they start their business there, rather than here in the communities? In the
city?
F: No they don’t set business there… they come back.
T: Ahh, they go only for the supplies, for tools?
A: Yeah, only for the resources, then they come back to set up their business
here.
[Fatima, Teacher at hairdressing department, Savelugu Vocational School]
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So in this case it is not necessarily the idea of abroad as an alluring place or the discontent with
‘home’ but rather a tool that is used to (indirectly) improve livelihood for the future. It can be seen as
a strategy to survive and an investment for the future rather than a direct act to escape from
adversity.

SUB-CONCLUSION
To summarize, due to insufficient financial means and a lower educational degree, international
migration does not play a significant role in the context of my respondents. Also, my respondents
prefer to stay near their families in the community they grew up in, as they feel attached to their
community. Therefore, in the context of the international migration debate, stimulating vocational
education is not a way to reduce migration; neither is it accelerating it as Beaumont (2018) argues. In
this context my respondents appear to be ‘the poorest’ group that Clemens recognizes: they ‘simply’
do not have money to migrate, and stimulating education is not going to affect this (anytime soon)
(Leijendekker, 2018).
Rural-urban migration however, is an important subject: not as an ultimate goal to improve livelihood
directly, but rather as a temporary solution to earn quick money, or to buy tools, with the goal to
eventually return home to set up a business. My respondents mostly aspire to contribute financially
to their families by starting a small business (see also chapter 4). I have found that, in the context of
my research, moving to the city is seen as a temporarily solution to make money; after which
migrants return to their home town to start a business and take care of their family. In the context of
this research, international migration has status, but is not accessible. Rural-urban migration on the
other hand, is within reach of my respondents, but is not seen as worthy thing to do. It can even be
said that it is looked down upon. This is due to the dangerous aspect of this type of migration. People
see migrants returning sick or pregnant instead of rich and successful. Therefore, vocational
education can be seen as and escape from migration in this context. It is not a first step to migration,
contrarily it prevents rural-urban migration and gives students an opportunity to improve livelihood
without having to move away.
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CHAPTER 7.

CONCLUSION

The schooling-life of a (vocational) student in Northern Ghana is not effortless. It is influenced by
several external factors and prejudices, such as an image of bad prestige, feelings of undesirability
and financial struggles. In addition, I have found gender-based contrasts when it comes to the
likeliness of obtaining a degree: girls generally face extra hurdles during their time in school. Even
after graduation, alumni (both boys and girls) struggle to start a business and are forced to find other
survival strategies such as migrating to a bigger city.

This research is sparked by two questions. The first concerning the impact of education on migration
aspirations in the Global South: Scholars have argued that education is a significant
contributory factor to migration (Girsberger, 2015). Graduates supposedly use their degree as a
passport for migration (Mugimu, 2010; 37), which drains the place of origin from educated people. At
the same time, education is for development programs seen as golden ticket for (local) development
(Rao, 2010). That means that education increases chances on the labour market, which makes alumni
stay in their hometown, instead of migrating abroad. Additionally, international development aid is
used as a (political) tool to stop the stream of migrants to the West (Beaumont 2018). But critiques
state that actually the opposite is happening: overseas aid (and also investing in education) might
actually accelerate migration as people gain a more international network (Beaumont 2018,
Leijendekker 2018). I have studied how stimulating vocational education might lead to migration or,
otherwise, to local development. With this I have focussed specifically on vocational education in
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Northern Ghana. In contrast with what I initially expected, my respondents hardly ever expressed
desires to migrate internationally. International migration requires a certain wealth that my
respondents lack. As Michael Clemens stated: development triggers migration aspiration but those
that are really poor, do not have money to migrate (Leijendekker, 2018). Additionally, the students I
spoke with feel connected to their community which makes them want to stay there, or at least
contribute to their families. I have demonstrated that education in this context does not stimulate nor
slows down international migration; since migration aspirations are generally absent or far out of
reach for my respondents.

The second set of literature focuses specifically on vocational education, its general quality and its
image of bad prestige. Palmer is very critical towards TVET and states it does not function at all, and
has no proper links to the labour market. According to him TVET […] fails to adequately address the
multiple occupational pathways of the youth (Palmer 2007; 413). Additionally, TVET is struggling with
an image of low prestige that withholds students from applying. My research shows, in line with
existing theory, that TVET in Ghana is generally seen as a ‘lesser’ degree than general education
(Oketch 2007, Alagaraja & Arthur-Mensah 2013, Blaak, Openjuru & Zeelen 2013). Wearing a suit to
work is recognized as a measurement tool to prove success and earns respect. Having a vocational
profession, on the other hand, is seen as a lack of success, it is not even considered ‘having a job’
(Brooks, 2013). During my time in Ghana I have learned that an image of low prestige however, does
not necessarily stand in the way of being ambitious; students I met were excited to learn, and aspired
to open their own business as they graduate. They feel proud of the skill they learn and work hard to
realize their dreams. These dreams however, were mainly locally orientated: starting a (small)
business in the local community was the main goal of most of my respondents. This business
generally consisted of nothing more than a table outside, preferably under a tree to work in the
shade, with (in the case of dressmakers) one or two sewing machines on it. All business is done from
there.
Continuing, this stigma of low status stands in the way of TVET’s potential: vocational education has
the capability of reducing youth unemployment, crime rates and high numbers of rural-urban
migration because it can empower young people with a skill that helps them create their own income,
build business and confidence. On a smaller scale: it gives students the opportunity to establish their
dreams locally, and to become self-sufficient. However, going to school is not an option for everyone,
due to normalized male-dominance, especially girls struggle to enrol in school. Subsequently, while in
school, students encounter multiple obstacles that cutback their chances of graduating: financial
limitations, helping with harvesting at home, getting married or getting pregnant are the main
reasons for dropping out of school early. Girls especially struggle to graduate: only 32 per cent of girls
complete secondary school, next to 43 per cent of boys (UNESCO, 2014). This is due to gender-based
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biases and the tendencies of parents to keep their daughters home as they prioritize their sons’
education over their daughters’.
Rural-urban migration, other than international migration, is a significant factor in the lives of my
respondents. Contrary to international migration, which is inaccessible but has prestige, rural-urban
migration is attainable, but in this context, not a preferable option. It is seen as a survival strategy
rather than a desired goal. Migrants risk getting diseases if they move away as they mostly end up
working in poor, wretched conditions. This gives rural-urban migration a bad image. It is not
completely off the table though: young graduates who lack supplies to start their dreamed-off
business are forced to migrate to the bigger cities with the aspiration to earn quick money and return;
which in reality rarely happens. Nevertheless, vocational education, in this context, functions as a
preventative tool against rural-urban migration because un-schooled, unemployed young people are
the biggest percentage of migrants: my respondents in vocational education do not feel the need to
migrate.

7.1 LOOKING AHEAD
This research has shown the potential of vocational education and how it functions in Northern
Ghanaian society. In order to create an even more profound view on its potential, it is important to
look into migration motivations of students. As rural-urban migration for my respondents, is seen as a
‘last option’ to generate income, we need to look at how to create more opportunities, specifically in
the rural areas. Furthermore, in order to fully benefit from this education system, it is important to
focus on its image of bad prestige. Improving this image can draw more students to apply for
vocational education and can help people realize its importance in Northern Ghanaian society, and
elsewhere. Especially by looking into the origin of this perception: why does everyone want to wear
suit? To afterwards create a policy plan to reduce that perception by asking: How can we make more
people wear a coverall instead?
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NOTES FROM AN EGAGED
ANTHROPOLOGIST
This research discusses education in Northern Ghana, vocational education, more specifically.
Vocational education is the form of education that trains students for a specific job, mainly in the
informal sector. This can be cooking, dressmaking, woodworking or other technical skills. This type of
education is important in Ghana because youth unemployment is high. People with a high degree are
sitting at home, because there are not enough jobs in their sector in Ghana. At the same time,
technical jobs are widely available throughout Ghana. Edukans, and international NGO, is stimulating
vocational education in Ghana by (financially) supporting projects and working together with schools,
trainers and other stakeholders to improve the education systems. This research is conducted in
cooperation with Edukans to provide insights in students’ ideas about this type of education, which
can be implemented in future policy proposals. Gaining insights in the vision of students is important
because in Ghana, vocational education is looked down upon. It is seen as a lesser degree than, for
example, general education. During my time in Ghana I explored this image and found that there is
definitely a perception that vocational education is meant for students that are less bright. However,
students in vocational education do feel proud and are ambitious when it comes to their plans for the
future: most students want to open a small business for themselves. Nevertheless, it is important to
study this image further, and take action to improve this perception so that more students apply for
vocational education. As students are proud of what they do and dream of starting a small business,
they expressed their attachment to their hometown. They feel proud of their community and want to
stay there. That brings us to another topic that is explored in this research: migration. Education in
the global south is believed to bring international migration with it. However, in the case of my
respondents, international migration is not something my respondents aspire as they lack financial
means and because they feel connected to their hometown (as described before). Migration to the
bigger cities of Ghana however, is a relevant issue. The main reasons to move to the city are: trying to
make ‘quick’ money. With the idea to move back after saving some money, young people move to the
city where they end up doing low-paying jobs and are exposed to dangers such as abuse, rape and
robberies. Due to these dangers, and the fact that most people get stuck in the city, migration to the
city is not a favourable option. Contrarily to international migration it is looked down upon. But
sometimes there is no other option than to move away: poverty is stubborn in the area of my
research.
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APPENDIX
APPENDIX 1: Topic list semi-structured interviews.
1. STUDENT
TOPIC: INTRO
(Name, age, background, occupation)
- What is your name and how old are you?
- Where are you from?
- What do you do in daily life?
TOPIC: PRIVATE LIFE
(Home, friends, hobby’s)
- Where do you live and with whom?
- Who are your friends?
- What do you do after/before school?
- Do you have hobbies/interest outside school?
TOPIC: SCHOOL
(School, classes, lessons, homework, peers)
- What do you think of this school?
- Why do you like/dislike going to school?
- Why are you attending this particular education?
-Why did you choose this skill?
- What subject is the most interesting for you and why?
- What do you think of your teacher(s)?

TOPIC: DREAMS
(Aspirations, dreams, migration, business, work)
- What do you want to do after graduating?
- Do you know anyone who already graduated? What does he/she do?
- What are your dreams for the future?
- What profession do you want to do later?
- Where do you see yourself in 10 years?
- Why do you or do you not want to live abroad? (if applicable)
- Who do you know that migrated to the city?
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- Do you have family abroad? Can you tell me about them?

2. TEACHER
TOPIC: INTRO
(Name, age, background, occupation)
- What is your name and how old are you?
- Where are you from?
- What do you do in daily life?

TOPIC: SCHOOL
(School, classes, lessons, work, colleagues)
- What do you think of this school?
- Why do you like/dislike working here?
- Why are you working at this particular education?
- What do you teach your students?
- What do you think about your colleagues?
TOPIC: DREAMS
(Aspirations, dreams, migration, business, work)
- What do you think your students do after graduating?
- Do you know anyone who already graduated? What does he/she do?
- What are the students’ possibilities for the future?
3. ALUMNI/GRADUATE
TOPIC: INTRO
(Name, age, background, occupation)
- What is your name and how old are you?
- Where are you from?

TOPIC: PRIVATE LIFE
(Home, friends, work, hobby’s)
- Where do you live and with whom?
- Who are your friends?
- What do you do in daily life?
- Do you have hobbies/interest outside school/work?

TOPIC: WORK
(School, classes, lessons, homework, peers)
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- What do you think of your work?
- Why do you like/dislike going to work?
- How did you end up at this particular job?
- How did your education contribute to this job?
- How do you look back on your education?
- Are you happy with the education you did, and why?
TOPIC: DREAMS
(Aspirations, dreams, migration, business, work)
- Did you think you were going to do this job while you were studying?
- Did you have any other dreams/wishes for your future, what?
- Do you always want to keep doing this job or do you have other career options?
- Is your family happy with what you do?
- Why do you or do you not want to live abroad? (if applicable)
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APPENDIX 2: Detailed overview of conducted interviews.

007 SAVELUGU

006 SAVELUGU

005 YDRC

004 YDRC

003 YDRC

002 YDRC

001 YDRC

Dabokpa Technical Institute Tamale

Savelugu Vocational school

Savelugu Vocational school

Savelugu Vocational school

Youth Development Resource Center

Youth Development Resource Center

Youth Development Resource Center

Youth Development Resource Center

Youth Development Resource Center

FULL NAME

Techiman road, Tamale

Salaga road, Tamale

Salaga road, Tamale

Savelugu trainingscenter, Savelugu

Savelugu trainingscenter, Savelugu

Savelugu trainingscenter, Savelugu

YDRC trainingscenter, Gbulluga

YDRC trainingscenter, Gbulluga

YDRC trainingscenter, Gbulluga

YDRC trainingscenter, Gbulluga

Education ridge road, Tamale

LOCATION

formal

formal

formal

formal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

FORM

1 dressmaking trainer

1 principal

1 graduate/teacher

1 principal

4 students tailor&catering

5 teachers & staff

1 principal

1 dressmaking trainer

1 weaving graduate

1 hairdressing student

1 workshopmanager

2 office tamale

12:45 min

37:06 min

06:25 min

07:18 min

19:36 min

05:37 min

05:54 min

28:28 min

English

English

English

English

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English

English

English

12-02-18

07-02-18

07-02-18

02-02-18

31-01-18

31-01-18

13:38 min let op
English
video nog toevoegen if31-01-18
relevant

04:24 min

English

19-02-18

41:47 let op video/audio
English nog toevoegen01-02-18

18:16 min

English

23-01-18

23-01-18

23-01-18

23-01-18

No OF

008 SAVELUGU
Dabokpa Technical Institute Tamale

Techiman road, Tamale

44:59 min

English & Dagbani

026 SAVELUGU 2

025 SAVELUGU 2

024 SUGLO

023 SUGLO

022 SUGLO

021 SUGLO

020 SUGLO

019 SUGLO

018 SUGLO

017 SUGLO

016 SUGLO

015 SUGLO

Savelugu Vocational school

Savelugu Vocational school

Savelugu Vocational school

Savelugu Vocational school

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Nobisco road, Tamale

Jisonayilli Road, Tamale

Savelugu trainingscenter, Savelugu

Savelugu trainingscenter, Savelugu

Savelugu trainingscenter, Savelugu

Savelugu trainingscenter, Savelugu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

Karaga & Gushiegu

formal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

informal

5 High school students

2 Teacher and Apprentice

1 drop-out fashion student

2 students fashion

2 students catering

1 principal

2 graduates

3 graduates

3 graduates

2 graduates

2 graduates

5 graduates

2 graduates

2 graduates

2 graduates

30:10 min

14:25 min

33:30 min

30:40 min

28:29 min

16:40 min

12:44 min

09:24 min

18:07 min

15:41 min

19:36 min

16:54 min

14:26 min

12:43 min

18:37 min

5 controlgroup/aspririn students
30:37 min

English

English & Dagbani

English & Twi

English

English

English

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

English & Dagbani

16-03-18

15-03-18

27-02-18

27-02-18

27-02-18

27-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

19-02-18

23-01-18

009 DABOKPA
Tamale Vocational Trainings Institute

2 project coordinator

24:55 min

DATE

010 DABOKPA
Tamale Vocational Trainings Institute

informal

1 graduate, Mariam

027 SAVELUGU 2

Safura's Shop

DURATION LANGUAGE

011 TVTI

Education ridge road, Tamale

informal

028 SAVELUGU 2

Nobisco Senior high school

INTERVIEWEE

012 TVTI
Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

Karaga & Gushiegu

029 Safura's Shop

RSPDNTS

013 SUGLO

Suglo N-nya Beahigu Womens' Association

CODE SCHOOL

014 SUGLO

030 Nobisco
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