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ABSTRACT 

Teachers have traditionally been regarded as transmitters and learners as receivers of knowledge. 

This paradigm is now shaken up with calls to reform the pedagogical practices from teacher-

dominated to learner-centered methods, to improve the quality of education, and subsequently 

employment opportunities of graduates. This article discusses the current status quo of teaching 

and learning in African higher education institutions, and the knowledge required to facilitate an 

educational paradigm shift towards student-centered methods. In an effort to jumpstart this 

paradigm shift, the article proposes a research study on teaching perceptions, to determine the 

factors that contribute to implementing student-centered approaches. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The demand for higher education in sub-

Saharan Africa (SSA) is high, with the labour 

market requiring skilled, knowledgeable and 

adaptable graduates capable of contributing 

to economic and social development. 

Pedagogical knowledge and skills are critical 

for teachers to deliver the curriculum 

optimally (McInerney & McInerney, 1998), and 

to produce high-quality graduates suitable for 

labour market needs. However, educators in 

African higher education institutions (HEIs) 

are faced with multiple challenges in 

delivering effective teaching and learning 

(Walker, 2006). 

As their colleagues in many parts of the world, 

teachers in SSA have traditionally been 

regarded as transmitters and learners as 

receivers of knowledge. However, this 

paradigm is now shaken up with calls to 

reform the pedagogical practices in SSA from 

teacher-dominated to learner-centered 

methods to improve the quality of education 

(Altinyelken, 2010). It has become prudent 

that teaching is not only to transfer knowledge 

but also skills and attitudes that enhance the 

innovation and development of the learner 

(Freire, 1998 cited in Mabingo, 2014). 

Considering the continued challenges with 

graduate employability in SSA (Monga et al., 

2019), there is an urgent need to adopt 

innovative approaches to teaching and 

learning within HEIs. We postulate that the 

implementation of student-centered learning 

methods could contribute to addressing these 

challenges. This article discusses the status 

quo of teaching and learning in African HEIs, 

and the knowledge required to facilitate an 

educational paradigm shift. 

THE DOMINANT TEACHING AND 

LEARNING MODEL IN SUB-SAHARAN 

AFRICAN HEIS 

Paolo Freire (2000) called teacher-directed 

learning where teachers are merely seen as 

transmitters of knowledge, “the pedagogy of 

the oppressed”.  Unfortunately, this is the 

dominant pedagogy in sub-Saharan African 

HEIs. One reason for the prevalence of the 

teacher-directed learning approach is 

probably its convenience; the approach is 

time and effort-saving and suitable for large 

classes (Emaliana, 2017). However, the 

approach comes with various shortcomings. 

The pedagogy of the oppressed utilizes the 

concept of “banking” in education (Freire, 

2000). In this context, banking refers to a 

teaching and learning approach grounded on 

the assumption that teachers are the 

authorities in their fields, transmitting 

knowledge and wisdom that learners should 

absorb as it is, with limited questioning. 

Learning outcomes are expressed in 

quantitative rather than qualitative terms, 

with little concern for the students’ true 

understanding of the topic, leading to surface 

learning (Postareff et al., 2007). Banking 

promotes a culture of rote learning and 

memorization at the expense of deep 

reflective learning, critical thinking and 

problem-solving. 

The pedagogy of the oppressed signals 

asymmetric power relations, implying that a 

teacher is not only the sole source of 

knowledge but also wields full authority in the 

teaching and learning environment (Freire, 

2000). The educator controls virtually every 

learning experience, and students’ roles and 

activities are minimal. For example, questions 

asked by students can be answered directly 

without encouraging students to think and be 

involved in finding solutions (Emaliana, 2017). 

Hence, teacher-directed learning nurtures a 

spirit of unproductive competition and 

individualism among learners due to limited 

opportunities to think and interact (Emaliana, 

2017). 

Based on the above, we argue that in teacher-

directed learning, the teacher’s narrative 

dominates the learning process without an 

active role for the learners. However, the 

purpose of higher education should be to 

develop critical beings who are involved and 

personally engaged. The idea of learners’ 
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inclusion and lifelong learning is part of the 

concept of student-centered methods 

(Barnett, 1997 cited in Walker, 2005). 

THE NEED FOR PARTICIPATORY 

LEARNING 

Existing educational professions need to 

evolve, and new professions need to be 

generated in order to meet the changing 

world and educational demands. According to 

Kunnari (2018), these demands call for HEIs 

and teachers to rethink their professional 

practices and to improve the current quality of 

teaching to effectively enable learners to 

acquire relevant skills and competencies to 

face the changing world and work without 

difficulties. 

Effective teachers are expected to create a 

quality teaching and learning environment by 

promoting intellectual quality and the 

significance of learning experiences (State of 

NSW, 2006). In the context of this paper, a 

quality learning environment refers to a 

pedagogy that creates classrooms where 

students and teachers work productively with 

a clear focus on learning, while intellectual 

quality refers to a deep understanding of 

important concepts, and the development of 

new skills and ideas. Significance implies 

pedagogy that helps to make learning 

meaningful and important to students in their 

lives beyond school contexts. For this to be 

achieved, HEIs and teachers need to move 

from teacher-directed lessons to more 

participatory and collaborative learning that 

builds upon student participation, interactive 

dialogue, and from the teacher questioning of 

students to students generating their own 

questions (Hakkarainen, 2009; Larrivee & 

Cooper, 2006). This change entails a new type 

of understanding of institutions and teachers’ 

professional practices and strategies to 

continually be improved. We observe that this 

pedagogical paradigm shift involves learning 

for life and profession, as opposed to the 

existing exam-passing practice in many sub-

Saharan African HEIs. 

IMPORTANCE OF UNDERSTANDING 

EDUCATORS’ PERCEPTIONS OF 

TEACHING 

Teachers’ conceptions of teaching influence 

the teaching approaches employed (Postareff 

et al., 2007),  and educators often are 

interested in maintaining the status quo. Our 

observations indicate that different teachers 

perceive teaching differently. Some perceive 

teaching as imparting structured knowledge 

thereby adopting the teacher-centered 

approach, while others conceive teaching as 

facilitative, thereby employing a student-

centered approach. 

All educators should be challenged to 

understand their learners individually and 

collectively and to creatively find ways of 

facilitating inclusive learning that is 

responsive to the learning needs of students. 

In many cases, this requires not only changes 

in the teaching methods but also changes in 

the educators’ mindset and overall 

educational goals. 

The first step in transforming student-

centered and participatory learning methods 

is understanding the status quo of educators’ 

perceptions of teaching. It is critical to 

determine the factors that maintain teacher-

directed learning approaches on the one hand 

and those that contribute to implementing 

student-centered approaches on the other. 

This understanding provides opportunities for 

designing targeted interventions and training 

for teachers and other educational 

stakeholders. 

We thus propose a research study focusing on 

perceptions of teaching and learning. The 

study should target all educational 

stakeholders: university administration, 

curricula developers, teachers, students and 

their parents, the ministry of education, 

commissions for university education and 

potential graduate employers. The research 

should cover topics such as educational 

policy, curriculum objectives, teaching 

resources, learning activities, attitude and 
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skills impartation, pedagogical training 

methods and graduate employability. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Higher education within sub-Saharan African 

HEIs relies largely on teacher-directed 

methods that undermine student 

participation and the development of skills 

such as critical thinking and problem-solving. 

To improve graduates’ employability and 

make learning meaningful, there is a clear 

need for a paradigm shift towards student-

centered teaching methods. To jumpstart this 

paradigm shift, it is critical to investigate 

factors that enable and facilitate the adoption 

of participatory student-centered methods 

among HEIs stakeholders. 
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