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Democratising Higher Education in Ghana and Tanzania: Opportunity Structures and Social Processes
There are questions about whether widening participation in higher education is a force for differentiation or democratisation. Student enrolment worldwide increased from 13 million in 1960 to 82 million in 1995 and to 132 million in 2004 (UNESCO, 1998; UNESCO, 2006). Globally, this means an enrolment rate of 24 per cent. In Sub-Saharan Africa, this figure drops to less than 6 per cent, in Ghana 3 per cent and in Tanzania 1 per cent. Participation by women has increased, but is still not equitable; 35% of students in Ghana, and 30% in Tanzania, are women (compared to 21% in Ghana and 17% in Tanzania in 1991). Despite progress, disparities in participation rates continue to exist between different social groups, especially amongst higher and lower socio-economic classes.
There have been silences in policy documentation and in research on widening participation in low-income countries. There has been scant theorisation of how different structures of inequality intersect or how higher education relates to policy discourses of poverty reduction and the Millennium Development Goals. Socio-cultural theory has not been widely applied to research on African higher education, nor has there been consideration of the part that private higher education plays in widening participation. In short, there has been limited scholarship on the sociology of higher education in low-income countries.
The findings so far from our ESRC/DfID funded research project on Widening Participation in Higher Education in Ghana and Tanzania: Developing an Equity Scorecard (www.sussex.ac.uk/education/wideningparticipation) suggest that opportunity structures reflect social inequalities. Access to higher education in most African countries is determined by gender, place of residence, level of education, and family income. Students in higher education in Sub-Saharan Africa are predominantly men, with women students represented in much smaller numbers and concentrated in education, humanities and social sciences. Both female and male students are also largely from socio-economically advantaged backgrounds and from elite secondary schools. Students' retention, performance and completion rates reflect this unequal access.
Working with a public university and a private university in Ghana and Tanzania, the aim of this project is to provide a comprehensive statistical overview of patterns of participation and achievement in higher education in the two countries. The project is developing Equity Scorecards to measure inclusion, achievement and retention of socially and economically excluded groups in the four case study institutions. The statistical data will be illuminated by the multivocality of interviews with stakeholders whose interests are rarely included in international higher education policy arenas e.g. African students and policy-makers.  Overarching aims are to build theory about socio-cultural aspects of higher education in low-income countries, to expand the research capacity in the countries concerned, and to provide new knowledge and literature that could contribute to making African higher education more socially inclusive.
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