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Abstract

The lack of common agreement on the typology of causes/drivers of massifi-
cation within the literature globally and the paradox between the meager
GTER (Gross Tertiary Enrollment Ratio) and higher education massification
in Sub-Saharan Africa require further reflection on this global issue (e.g., the
massification of higher education). This study aimed therefore to investigate
higher education massification in Cameroon, one of the Sub-Saharan African
countries affected by this phenomenon. It employed a qualitative approach
based on content analysis of secondary sources and semi-structured inter-
views with Cameroonian academic members, managers, and higher education
officials to explore the causes and meaning of higher education massification
in Cameroon. The findings highlighted three factors as major underlying dri-
vers of higher education massification in Cameroon, namely: high rates of at-
tendance and completion in secondary/high schools; open-door policy; and
resource constraints. The study concludes that there is no exclusive relation-
ship between the level of the GTER and higher education massification in
Cameroon while referring to it as (a consequence of) the mismatch between
student quantity-students number and resource quality and quantity. A call
for action is made to policymakers to consider higher education massification
and its potential effects on quality assurance as a critical concern by develop-
ing strategies to effectively address the problem of resource constraints among
higher education institutions.
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1. Introduction

Cameroon is a Sub-Saharan African country of the Central African-Sub region.
It is a former German colony (1884-1916) that was jointly ruled by France and
Great Britain after the First World War, on a mandatory basis under the League
of Nations, from 1919 to the 1960s. Modern higher education in Cameroon
started after the country became an independent State in the 1960s. France was
the main actor in the creation of the Cameroonian university by making availa-
ble important resources (human, financial and physical resources) for the im-
plementation of the project of higher education in the country. The French
Foundation of Higher Education in Cameroon was the organ delegated by the
French Ministry of National Education to build up the Cameroon higher educa-
tion system in collaboration with the Cameroonian government (MINESUP,
2014). This means France was upstream and downstream in the process of de-
signing and setting up the university institution in Cameroon (Bella, 2010). In-
deed, articles 7 and 13 of the Cultural Cooperation Agreement between France
and Cameroon, signed on 13 November 1960, states that “the French Govern-
ment would assist in the creation, organization and development of a University
in Cameroon to enable it to train locally the senior managers, it needed in the fol-
lowing fields: culture, teaching, research, and vocational training” (MINESUP,
2014). From independence in 1960 to the 1990s, the country’s higher education
system had only one public university, the University of Yaounde, previously
known as the Federal University of Cameroon. During this period, the Came-
roonian higher education landscape comprised the University of Yaounde (in-
cluding three faculties, four schools, one specialized center, and two institutes)
four University Centers with specific educational mandates created in 1977 in
four different regions around the country. There was no private higher educa-
tion institution by then and the education policy in place was an elitist policy
based on the training of local officials (elites) capable of replacing Western ex-
patriates holding administrative positions in the country before its independence
(Njeuma et al., 1999). However, between the 1970s and 1980s, Cameroon higher
education faced unprecedented challenges, with major ones being the exponen-
tial growth of student enrollments and retrenchment in public funding. Before
the reform of 1993 for example, the country’s only university, the University of
Yaoundé, was experiencing exponential massive increases in student enroll-
ments while its absorption capacity remained very limited (Njeuma et al., 1999;
Ngwana, 2003). Attempts were made in the 1970s to monitor the fast-growing
university student population by creating the University Centers of Dschang,
Ngaoundere, Douala, and Buea. Yet, the problem of overcrowding in terms of
tertiary student population persisted as student enrollments kept growing over
the years. For instance student enrollments that were 17,535 over 1986, in-
creased to 36,490 over 1990 and to 39,151 over 1991, while the capacity to ab-
sorption remains insufficient to meet this demand (Njeuma et al., 1999). The

great reform of 1993 of higher education in Cameroon intervenes therefore in
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response to this increasing massification of higher education. Indeed, student
population rose from 17,535 in 1986 to 44,270 over 1992. Thus, the University of
Yaoundé had between 1991 and 1992 five times more students (37,215) than its
capacity of absorption (7000 students) (Njeuma et al., 1999; Michaela, 2012).
However, even after the reform of 1993, Cameroonian higher education contin-
ued to suffer from unstoppable increases in student enrollments (Njeuma et al.,
1999). The issue of massification in higher education is not peculiar to Came-
roon alone, but it is common to all the regions of the world. The study stresses
that no matter the current meager GTER in the Sub-Saharan African region (as
compared to the GTER of the other regions of the world), higher education in
Cameroon is paradoxically facing an unprecedented massification. The focus of
this study is therefore to examine this phenomenon in the Sub-Saharan African
region, with special attention paid to the case of Cameroon. The study intends to
advance the debate on higher education massification by revisiting its causes and
meaning from a Sub-Saharan African perspective, based on evidence from Ca-

meroon.

2. Literature Review

The term mass higher education was first used in the USA (and, in particular,
California) in the 1970s, referring to the growth of student enrollments in the
postwar American higher education (Scott, Gallacher, & Parry, 2016). In the
1970s, the American sociologist Martin Trow defined forms of higher education
system by developing a tripartite typology of higher education systems, which
allowed to measure and interpret the phenomenon of massification in higher
education. Thus, national higher education systems that enrolled over 15 percent
of secondary/high school leavers were defined as elite systems. Systems achiev-
ing an enrollment of between 15 percent and 50 percent were considered as mass
systems, while those enrolling more than 50 percent were described as universal
systems (Trow, 1973). According to Quintero-Re (2011), elite systems may be
viewed as systems merely opened to privileged and talented groups, while mass
systems are opened to those having the right and qualifications to enroll in
higher education, and universal systems to all categories (Quintero-Re, 2011).
Massification can thus be described as the mass adaptation of a phenomenon by
the suppression of its distinguishing features (Mohamedbhai, 2008). Scott (1995)
used the term massification in the context of higher education to describe “the
rapid increase in student enrollment” in higher education institutions (Scott,
1995). Tlali et al. (2019), examining the implications of massification of educa-
tion on quality assurance and assessment in higher institutions in Lesotho, de-
fined it as massive and continuous enrollment of students into higher learning,
while the capacity to absorb them remains insufficient to meet this demand
(Tlali, Mukurunge, & Bhila, 2019). Altbach (2010) described massification as
“the most critical contemporary force pressing on universities” (Altbach, 2010).

Thus, massification is a contemporary revolution in higher education (the shift

DOI: 10.4236/jss5.2021.94015

190 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2021.94015

J. P. Mve

from the elitist policy to the mass policy in higher education (Trow, 2000) which
refers to massive enrollments of students in institutions of higher learning, with
a mismatch between students enrollment and institutional absorbing capacity
(Mohamedbhai, 2008; Tlali, Mukurunge, & Bhila, 2019; Goolam, 2008). Con-
cerning, the meaning of the concept of mass higher education, the literature has
provided a two-dimensional meaning to it. Thus, the concept of massification of
higher education is employed in a precise and a loose sense (Scott, 2017), the
first sense (the precise sense) referring to the middle stage of Trow’s three-level
typology of higher education systems (Trow, 1973). The looser sense of the term
mass higher education in turn refers to the global phenomenon of highly ex-
panding student numbers within the universities and colleges since the 1960s
(Scott, 2017). Kerr (2001) loosely referred to the concept and term of mass edu-
cation in terms of “multiversity”, emphasizing the institutional perspective. Kerr
viewed mass higher education as a situation whereby a university with several
constituent and affiliated institutions, such as separate campuses, colleges, and
research centers (Kerr, 2001).

Massification is a major concern that higher learning institutions worldwide
struggle to address, as it negatively affects quality assurance and assessment of
learning, and teaching in concerned institutions (Tlali, Mukurunge, & Bhila,
2019; Akoojee & Nkomo, 2007; Tight, 2019). Mohamedbhai (2008) explored the
effects of massification on African public higher education institutions, as well as
possible strategies to address it, based on seven selected universities from seven
African countries (e.g., Senegal, Mozambique, Ghana, Kenya, Burkina Faso,
Kenya, and Zimbabwe). The study found that massification was caused by the
need for African public higher education institutions to respond to historical
conditions and to address equity-related issues through the democratization of
higher education access. The democratization of higher education access being
viewed as associated with social justice through resolving social and economic
inequalities (Hornsby & Osman, 2014). The study concluded that this pheno-
menon had negative consequences on higher education institutions in Africa.
Such institutions experienced critical issues like inadequate staff-student ratio
and inadequate physical infrastructure both affecting the quality of teaching,
learning, and student assessment; graduate unemployment; inadequate student
residences; and insufficient government funding (Mohamedbhai, 2008). Moha-
medbhai conducted a similar study in 2014 and found that massification has had
negative consequences on almost all of the public higher education institutions
in Africa, including inadequate physical infrastructure, lack of adequate staffing,
poor educational quality, graduate unemployment, and poor student mobility
(Mohamedbhai, 2014). Exploring the experiences of academics and the chal-
lenges they faced in a large public university in Ethiopia during a period of
graduate education expansion, Akalu (2016) also found that the onset of expan-
sion, which results in mass higher education, merely leads to the decline of the
quality of education (Akalu, 2016). Njeuma et al. (1999), describing the histori-
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cal mutations in Cameroon higher education found that Cameroonian higher
education institutions have experienced the phenomenon of massification. They
observe that the gradual increase in student population without expanding in-
stitutional infrastructures has resulted in a situation of overcrowded amphithea-
ters and saturated labs such that students are unable to carry out practical activi-
ties or tutorials, or to follow lectures in an atmosphere that is conducive to
learning (Njeuma et al., 1999). Mve (2020) researched issues of talent cultivation
in Cameroon higher education and found that massification was one of the main
factors affecting higher education quality, which was an obstacle to effective tal-
ent cultivation in the country (Mve, 2020).

The effects of massification are likely to be experienced by higher education
systems worldwide. Hornsby and Osman (2014) describing massification as a
phenomenon that results in large class teaching in higher education, considered
it as “a problem in promoting student learning, quality education, and conse-
quently as a challenge to socio-economic development” since large class peda-
gogy generally correlates with low student performance (Hornsby & Osman,
2014). Varghese (2015), exploring the massification of higher education in India,
found that the challenges posed by massification are considerable in higher edu-
cation institutions. Such challenges include “concerns for ensuring equity, im-
proving quality, mobilizing funding, managing and regulating the system”,
which requires the role of the State to change “from financing and managing in-
stitutions to developing a framework for regulating the system to ensure equity
in access and quality in outcomes” (Varghese, 2015). Mok and Jiang (2016), ex-
ploring issues related to the massification of Chinese higher education, observe
that massification may affect the competitiveness of university graduates in the
job market since it can lead to poor quality education and hence to education-
job mismatch (Mok & Jiang, 2016). Trow (1962) searched on factors that could
cause the massification of higher education and found that there were two main
drivers of mass higher education systems. Trow’s twin drivers generally included
(a) the rising tide of social aspirations and expectations “generated by a higher
level of high school graduation or secondary education completion and (b) the
rapid economic evolution leading to the increasing demand for graduate-level
jobs (Trow, 1962). Other linkages between access to higher education and “na-
tional liberation struggles” and “economic development” were emphasized in
some world regions, specifically in Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin
America (Scott, 2017). However, the literature acknowledged that the scale of
increase in tertiary enrollment “cannot be explained wholly, or even predomi-
nantly, in terms of workforce demand”. As Trow (2000) and Scott (2017) sup-
posed the dramatic growth of mass higher education has been driven by some-
thing more fundamental (Trow, 2000; Scott, 2017). Even “national liberation
struggles” and “economic development” may not be appropriate drivers of high-
er education massification in all the indicated regions, currently.

In any event, the rationality of choosing this topic, i.e., the essence of this
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study lies in two significant observations drawn from the literature. 1) There is a
lack of general agreement on the typology of causes/drivers of massification
globally (the most common drivers reported in the literature including econom-
ic growth/development leading to increasing graduate-level jobs; social aspira-
tions (triggering the desire to enroll in higher education) due to the increasing
number of secondary/high school leavers; and liberation struggles). This involves
revisiting the causes or drivers of higher education massification, especially in
Sub-Saharan Africa as the focus of the study. 2) The GTER in Sub-Saharan Africa
is particularly low as compared to that of the other regions of the world
(Mohamedbhai, 2014; Scott, 2017). In 2018 for example, the GTER across the
Sub-Saharan African region was 9 percent (and 14 percent in Cameroon) (World
Bank, 2021a), which was still comfortably in the elite range (according to Trow’s
(1973) typology of higher education systems). However, higher education in
Sub-Saharan African countries is paradoxically facing an unprecedented massi-
fication, with higher education institutions in the region continuously expe-
riencing massive increases in student enrollments, well beyond their carrying
capacity (Njeuma et al., 1999; Mohamedbhai, 2014; Mve, 2020). Thus, how can
we explain this Sub-Saharan African Paradox? In other words, how can we explain
the paradox between the meager GTER and higher education massification in
Sub-Saharan Africa? This question involves a reflection on the meaning and un-

derstanding of higher education massification in Sub-Saharan Africa.

3. Methodology

This study adopted a qualitative approach and used interpretative analysis (Smith,
2004; Creswell, 2013). The study was based on content analysis of secondary sources
(documentary evidence) (Polkinghorne, 2005; Bailey, 1994) and in-depth inter-
views with Cameroonian academic members and managers, as well as higher
education officials (HEO) (Creswell, 2013). Both the content analysis and inter-
views were aimed at achieving an authentic narrative of the causes and meaning
of massification in higher education (Yin, 2011; Creswell, 2013). The over-
arching research questions at the center of this study are concerned with the
following: What are the causes of this massification of higher education? What
does massification of higher education mean in Sub-Saharan Africa (e.g., Ca-

meroon)?

3.1. Recruitment and Sampling

Participants in this study were selected using purposive sampling (Maxwell,
1996; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The researcher employed a snowball sampling
technique to identify study participants. Indeed, the researcher has been a stu-
dent in one of the Cameroonian universities (e.g., the University of Yaounde 1)
from 2008 to 2016 and was in contact with some faculty members and managers.
Official approval was received from the Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE)
in February 2019, before the study, which allowed the researcher to collect series
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of data in both State and private HEIs and the MOHE. The researcher relied on
personal networks to identify and interview two initial study participants (Mi-
chael and Daniel) who referred him to other potential subjects (Taherdoost,
2016). Because members of the study’s target population (especially, managers
and HEO) were not easy to access, the use of the networks of initial participants
was very important for recruiting additional participants (Breweton & Millward,
2001). Formal (e-mails) and informal (WhatsApp) correspondence, as well as
face-to-face meetings with potential interviewees, were used to invite partici-
pants to partake in the study.

Ten academics (four females and six males) partook in the study, including
four faculty members, four academic managers, and two higher education offi-
cials (HEO). Participants’ age range was between 40 and more than 50. They be-
longed to a variety of disciplines, including STEM, humanities, health sciences,
and social sciences. All participants (including academic managers and HEO)
held a teaching position in at least one university, which was an important quali-
fication to be capable of providing accurate descriptions of the phenomenon of
higher education massification and related issues. Table 1 captures more details

about participants’ characteristics.

3.2. Data Collection

3.2.1. Secondary Data

The researcher conducted a content analysis to extract pieces of evidence from
various secondary (documentary) sources on tertiary enrollments and issues as-
sociated with mass higher education. Some documents were provided by partic-
ipants or by their colleagues (e.g., statistical yearbooks and (higher) education
annual reports). Some other secondary data were retrieved from the different
websites (e.g., the MOHE website, the World Bank website, and the UNESCO

website). The researcher also consulted various work papers, published reports,

Table 1. Participants demographic profile.

Interviewees* Age range Category Discipline Area Position
Sarah 40 - 49 Academic Humanities Department Head
John 40 - 49 Academic STEM Division Head

Abigail 40 - 49 Academic Humanities Faculty
Michael =50 Academic Health sciences HEO
Mary 30-39 Academic Social sciences Faculty
Daniel 30-39 Academic Social sciences Faculty
Smith =50 Academic STEM Faculty
Ana =50 Academic Humanities Faculty Dean
Noah >50 Academic Humanities Department Head
Richard =50 Academic STEM HEO

*Pseudonyms are used for anonymity.
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and papers related to higher education and universities in Cameroon. The re-
searcher collected significant information on student participation in secondary
and higher education from such secondary sources, as well potential trends and
issues associated with mass higher education. Table 2 presents a secondary data

collection matrix for all documentary data explored in this study.

3.2.2. Interviews

To have a deep understanding of participants’ experiences and perspectives on
higher education massification, its drivers, and meaning, the researcher con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with the 10 participants that were audio-rec-
orded with participants’ permission and lasted 45 to 60 minutes each. The in-
quirer conducted all interviews individually and did a verbatim transcription of
each (Yin, 2011).

3.3. Data Analysis

The researcher began data analysis with open coding of the data sources (docu-
mentary and interview transcripts) to document higher education massification
trends, drivers and meaning. This involved reading through interview tran-
scripts and documentary sources and recording initial ideas on content and
meanings of such data sources following Yin’s (2011) steps, which allowed the
identification of initial broad themes (Yin, 2011). The permanent examination
was carried out on these respective themes to analyze their presence and preva-
lence within and across data sources (e.g., interview and secondary data) and to
identify any convergence or divergence across the data and any connections be-
tween the verbal information (from interviews and documents) and statistical
information from documentary sources (Strauss, 1987). Based on a line-by-line
analysis, the recorded emergent themes were refined or clustered into specific
overarching codes and sub-codes, while seeking both to reflect and understand
(capture key features of) the views and perceptions of academics on mass higher
education and related drivers and meaning (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saldana,
2016; Yin, 2011).

Table 2. Secondary data collection matrix-type of information by source.

Information Information Source

UNESCO Institute for Statistics World Bank

Tertiary Enrollment-World Regions
Reports

Enrollment in Secondary Education-Cameroon National Institute for Statistics-Report

National Institute for Statistics-Report Statistical

Higher Education Enrollment-C
igher Bctication Brofment-Lametoon Year Book of Higher Education

Higher Education R d
gher u.ca fon Hesourees am Statistical Year Book of Higher Education
Funding-Cameroon

Trends and issues of Higher Higher Education Reports
Participation-Cameroon Works on the Tertiary Sector
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4. Findings and Discussion
4.1. Causes of Higher Education Massification

The findings revealed that the rapid and permanent growth of mass enrollments
leading to the critical massification of higher education in Cameroon was caused
or favored by three main factors. Such factors include the high rates of atten-
dance and completion in secondary/high schools, the open-door academic poli-
cy adopted by the Cameroonian government for most institutions, and resource
constraints within higher education institutions. The findings also support only
the first point of Trow’s (1962) view in terms of drivers of mass higher educa-
tion, i.e., the social aspirations caused by higher rates of secondary/high school
completion (Trow, 1962). Trow’s second driver of massification of higher educa-
tion, emphasized by Scott (2017) when explaining the phenomenon in African
countries, was not supported by the results of this study. Indeed, economic
growth/development was not found to be among the drivers of higher education
massification in Cameroon, which appears not to be paradoxical. Considered as
lower middle income (World Bank, 2021b), Cameroon has an economic growth
level that may not cause an exceeded demand for graduate-level jobs capable of
resulting in increased participation in higher education. Moreover, the findings
revealed no linkage between higher education massification and “national libe-
ration struggles”, which was highlighted by Scott (2017) as a potential driver of
mass higher education in regions such as Asia, Africa, the Middle East, and Latin
America (Scott, 2017). There may still exist some neo-liberation movements in
some parts of Africa, but these are not linked to the unprecedented increases in

tertiary enrollments throughout the continent.

Large classes and crowded lecture rooms in our universities are due to the
fact that so many students are passing the baccalaureate or the General Cer-
tificate of Education (GCE) each year and the doors of the university are
opened to all of them (Ana).

This has no relationship with economic development. Our country’s eco-
nomic level is still very low and cannot justify the phenomenon of increased

enrollments in higher education (Smith).

4.1.1. Secondary/High School Attendance and Completion

One of the main drivers of massification and increasing enrollments in Came-
roon higher education is the highly increasing number of the population at-
tending and completing secondary schools in the country (Njeuma et al., 1999).
The exponential increase in the number of students attending secondary educa-
tion is likely due to the freedom and compulsory policy implemented in the
country’s primary education sector. Indeed, since 2002, the Cameroonian gov-
ernment, the largest provider of education national wide, is implementing a free
and compulsory primary education policy for public schools (Fonkeng, 2007;

Djoyou Kamga, 2011).

Primary education is almost compulsory and available free to all. Thus, kids
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from all social classes are admitted to public primary schools without any
discrimination. This, added to the policy of collective promotion that is im-
plemented in our education system, naturally results in increasing numbers
of students in secondary schools (Sarah).

The majority of students who complete their Baccalaureate or GCE ad-
vanced level are automatically enrolled in the university when they leave

secondary school (Mary).

According to the data collected from the National Institute of Statistics (NIS),
general secondary/high schools, for example, have made remarkable progress in
terms of enrollments. Thus, the number of students attending the second cycle
of general secondary education (comprising terminal grades) that was recorded
between 2000 and 2001 was 67% higher than that recorded between 1990 and
1991. Secondary technical and vocational education experienced increases in
student attendance during this period, as well (MINESEC, 2014; NIS, 2015). The
high rates of attendance and completion in secondary schools have resulted in
exponential growths of the school-going population in higher education institu-
tions. Table 3 captures the evolution of the number of students completing sec-
ondary/high school and that of higher education enrollments over 2016-2018.

Table 3 shows that attendance rates keep increasing in secondary/high school,
which likely has an impact on the higher education student population. Thus,
the number of secondary/higher school leavers increased from 95,565 over 2016
to 101,487 over 2018. These increases in secondary/high school completion have
triggered the increase of higher education enrollments from 284,827 over 2016
to 323,672 over 2018. This conceptualization of the direct impact of increases in
secondary/high school completion on higher education enrollments has been
acknowledged by the literature. Higher rates of secondary/high school comple-
tion would likely trigger massive enrollment of students into higher education
(Tlali, Mukurunge, & Bhila, 2019). Indeed, increasing growth in secondary/high
school completion can only result in higher social demand for higher education
in any region of the world (Trow, 1973; Scott, 2017; Mohamedbhai, 2008).

4.1.2. Open-Door Policy

At the beginning of higher education in Cameroon, the government has adopted
an open-door academic policy. The open-door policy that aimed at making
post-secondary education accessible to everyone was imposed on the majority of
public universities, except the University of Buea, public professional and tech-

nical schools, and private institutions (Njeuma et al., 1999). So, the majority of

Table 3. Student population of terminal secondary school and higher education.

Years 2016 2017 2018
Secondary School graduates 95,565 92,524 101,487
Higher Education Enrollments 284,827 295,058 323,672

Source: Ministry of Higher Education Report (MINESUP, 2020).
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public universities are obliged to enroll all students holding a high school dip-
loma (e.g., the Baccalaureate or the GCE Advanced Level) (Fouda et al., 2012).
This measure followed the United Nations requirements for education policy,
whereby all citizens without exception, should have access to education at all le-
vels (UNESCO, 2000).

We cannot do otherwise. All Cameroonians, like all other citizens in the
world, have the right to education. This means that they should be offered
wide access to education (Richard).

Following the government recommendation, we allow all those who have
the qualifications to be enroll in university. There is not and there should
not be any discrimination on that (Ana).

All applicants are generally admitted in the different majors based on their

qualifications, no matter the number of candidates (Noah).

This supports the conclusion of Mohamedbhai (2014) that attempts to re-
spond address issues associated with justice and equity have resulted in the wi-
dening of the university’s gate, hereby triggering the massification of higher
education (Mohamedbhai, 2014). This open-door policy was followed by a very
generous system of student welfare which was put in place. For instance, before
the reform of 1993 students paid no tuition fees, received subsidized accommo-
dation and meals, and were also provided with well-paid bursaries. Even the tui-
tion fee that the government established for public higher education institutions
from the 1990s to date is still not high (Njeuma et al., 1999; Bella, 2010).

Almost all Cameroonian families can afford the school fee required in pub-
lic universities. It is only XAF 50 thousand (Michael).

Like Secondary/high school education, the government equally subsidizes
higher education, making many households able to afford it (John).

The open-door policy in Cameroon higher education has resulted in an ex-
traordinary rampant massification, making universities to be severely and con-
tinuously over-crowded. For instance, tertiary enrollments increased from
77,707 over 2002 to 284,827 over 2018, while they have tripled between 2002 and
2014 (357,504). Table 4 presents the details of the evolution of enrollments in
higher education from 2002 to 2018.

The number of students in Cameroonian universities is likely continuing to
increase over the years because of the tireless implementation of the open-door

policy by higher education actors.

Admission to the first level of higher education is open to all candidates
that completed secondary education. The race for placement into the avail-
able programs of study is keen as most qualified secondary school leavers
are to be admitted to higher education institutions. Thus, it is normal that

we face this situation of a plethora of students in our universities (Anna).

This conceptualization of the overcrowding situation in higher education
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Table 4. Enrollments in Cameroonian Universities: 2002-2018.

Years Public Sector Private Sector Total

2002 71,091 6616 77,707
2004 81,240 6921 88,161

2006 108,082 12,268 120,350
2008 134,144 20,060 154,204
2010 178,491 30,551 209,042
2012 237,841 41,583 279,424
2014 304,301 53,203 357,504
2016 237,761 47,049 284,827
2018 272,474 51,197 323,672

Source: Yearbook of Higher Education, 2012, 2014, 2018 (MINESUP, 2012, 2014, 2018).

corroborates with the view of Quintero-Re (2011) that higher education massi-
fication always occurs when those who have the qualifications are all offered the
right to enroll in the university (Quintero-Re, 2011). The open-door practice in
Cameroon appears to be an approach used to ensure social justice through high-
er education democratization, i.e., by widening the gates of higher education in-
stitutions to welcome students of all social classes. There is thus a strong linkage

between such policies and higher education massification (Mohamedbhai, 2014).

4.1.3. Resource Constraints

The limited financial capacity of higher education institutions has also been
pointed out by the data as a major facilitator of the overcrowding situation expe-
rienced in the different campuses of higher education institutions in Cameroon.
It was revealed that the open-door policy required an adequate increase of uni-
versities’ resources to cope with this situation efficiently. Thus, more human and
physical resources needed to be provided before the implementation of the
open-door policy and this should become a continuous action as doors of higher
education continue to be widely open to all secondary/high school leavers. How-
ever, such actions did not follow accordingly due to the lack of sufficient finan-
cial resources, which the provision of other resources depends on. Thus, the
open-door policy has been adopted and continues to be implemented in an en-

vironment plagued by the crisis of financial, physical, and human resources.

The dramatic increase in student enrollments in higher education in Ca-
meroon has not been matched with university funding effectively. The
budget allocated to higher education is not enough to help all the universi-
ties deal with mass enrollments appropriately (Michael).

More faculty needed to be recruited and additional infrastructures to be
built. Yet, the availability of public funds is limited such that these impor-
tant actions did not follow effectively (John).

The government has even created new campuses, but both old and new
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campuses still lack adequate resources to manage all these students appro-
priately (Abigail).

The experience by Cameroonian higher education institutions of critical con-
straints in terms of financial, physical (infrastructural), and human resources in
time of open-door policy is consistent with prior research that mass enrollment
has been implemented worldwide with “no proportionate increase in human, fi-
nancial, and physical support from public sources in the higher education sec-
tor” (Mohamedbhai, 2008). Indeed, enrollment in higher education has grown,
expecting universities to accommodate greater numbers of students with fewer
resources (Hornsby & Osman, 2014). The overwhelming financial challenges
facing the Cameroon higher education led to the crisis of physical and human
resources. All concerns, i.e., the financial concern, physical resource concern,
and human resource concern involve in one way or another the ongoing massi-
fication, be it at the level campuses or the level of classrooms, amphitheaters,
and labs (Njeuma et al., 1999). According to the data, the public expenditure per
student has declined considerably, and this has inevitably led to the deterioration
of the learning environment. Though universities are encouraged to undertake
incomes generating activities, their capacity to generate sufficient funds for their
functioning is still critically weak (Ngwe, 2016). Consequently, the State contin-
ues to provide the bulk of the costs. However, the degree and constancy of such
funding are very precarious as the universities compete for scarce funds with
other sectors that the State also finances. Table 5 presents the details about the
State expenditure concerning higher education from 2015 to 2018.

Table 5 shows that the public funding is unsubstantial, which may not help
higher education institutions to monitor the increasing massive enrollments to
avoid learning infrastructures to be overcrowded by building new or adequate
ones, and to avoid critical teacher-student ratios by recruiting and motivating a
sufficient number of teachers. For instance, only 1, 3 percent of the State budget
was earmarked for higher education in 2018. Moreover, the data revealed that
the budget allocated to higher education every budget year is likely to be show-
ing a seesaw trend. Thus, the budget allocated to higher education in 2016
amounted to XAF 47. 6 billion against XAF 51. 9 billion over 2015. The same
decrease in the timely budget allocated to higher education occurred in 2018
(XAF 61. 4 billion) as compared to the budget of 2017 (XAF 67. 6 billion). Apart
from the State’s financial support, Cameroonian institutions of higher education
highly depend on school fees paid by students (Fouda et al., 2012). However, the

Table 5. Government funding for higher education.

Years 2015 2016 2017 2018
State Expenditure on Higher Education
. s 51,944 47,644 67,654 61,401
(in CFA franc (XAF) billion)
Percentage (%) based on whole State Budget 1,39 1,13 1,55 1,36

Source: Ministry of Higher Education (MINESUP, 2020).
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school fee is not as considerable or high in public institutions as it is in private

institutions. Njeuma et al. (1999) observed that:

In order not to render access to the university difficult to students from a
low economic background, the Cameroonian government introduced a to-
ken registration fee of XAF 50 thousand per student per annum (approx-
imately $85) after the reform of 1993. This fee is irrespective of the degree
program or kind of degree pursued (Njeuma et al., 1999).

The data have posited the crisis of financial resources as the fundamental
cause of other constraints faced by Cameroonian higher education institutions,

including constraints associated with physical and human resources.

To build adequate lecture rooms and labs or recruit an adequate number of
teachers requires funding. Thus, without sufficient financial resources, it is
almost impossible to supply the university with adequate infrastructures
and human resources to meet the current demand (Noah).

Universities should be encouraged to look for funds and to make money if

the problems caused by massive enrollments are to be curbed (Richard).

Increasing enrollments due to the open-door policy in Cameroon higher edu-
cation have not been followed by adequate actions as far as physical resources
are concerned. Due to the widespread shortages of public funds and the limited
capacity of institutions to generate sufficient funds by themselves, the physical
resources in higher education institutions have not increased proportionately
with these increased enrollments (Michaela, 2012; Bilola, 2015). For instance, the
available lecture rooms and amphitheaters as well as labs, academic staff and
administrative offices, and even sanitary facilities are grossly inadequate to meet

the needs of the increasing student population in Cameroonian universities.

Lecture rooms are overcrowded as the size of these rooms is smaller than
the number of students that should receive lectures there (Smith).
Sometimes, some students will be standing while we are having classes be-
cause there are not enough seats for everyone (Abigail).

Laboratory equipment is grossly insufficient for the number of students.

This results in ineffectiveness in the teaching and learning process (Mary).

This supports the point of view of Njeuma et al. (1999) when describing the
phenomenon of massification in Cameroon. They observe that it involves the
gradual soaring of the student population, while the universities” infrastructures
are not expanding accordingly. According to them, the gradual increase in stu-
dent population without a proportionate expansion of institutional infrastruc-
tures results in numerous negative consequences such as overcrowded amphi-
theaters and saturated labs such that students are unable to carry out practical
activities or tutorials, or to follow lectures in an atmosphere that is conducive to
learning (Njeuma et al., 1999). Libraries are also concerned with this crisis. Most

institutions have an acute shortage of books and periodicals. Some laboratory
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equipment is non-functional and has not been replaced. Students’ residences are

also insufficient to accommodate the total current number of students.

Quite apart from the fact that the main institutional library facility is in-
adequate for the number of students generally, faculties’ libraries have been
set in very narrow places that cannot absorb the number of students be-
longing to the concerned faculties. Besides, apart from the existence of so
many outdated books in such libraries, the rate of acquisition of up-dated

books is insufficient as per the demand for books (Sarah).

Thus, like numerous African countries, the rampant massification of higher
education in Cameroon has resulted from the implementation of the open-door
policy to admit most of the secondary/high school leavers in a context of inade-
quate and insufficient physical resources within higher education institutions
(Mohamedbhai, 2008). Moreover, most institutions in Cameroon higher educa-
tion have been unable to recruit additional academic staff to cope with the in-
creased enrollment because of the shortage of funds (Mohamedbhai, 2014). The
result has been that staff-student ratios have critically increased in many univer-
sities. For example, the teacher-student ratio has moved from 1/25 in 1962 to
1/54 over 1991 in Cameroon higher education. Moreover, this teacher-student
ratio has been worsening in individual institutions. Table 6 below presents the
difference between the teacher population and the student population in public
universities from 2014 to 2018.

Although the teacher-student ratio has lightly decreased from 1/54 in 1991 to
1/48 in 2014, it remains very high. Moreover, the teacher-student ratio is worse
in the University of Douala (1/66.97) and the University of Yaounde 2 (1/61.19)
(MINESUP, 2020).

Faculty recruitment is far less than the growth in student enrollments.
Thus, the staff-student ratio is high in Cameroonian higher education in-
stitutions, which renders teaching and supervision of student research very
difficult (Daniel).

Therefore, the teaching load of faculty members has inevitably increased and
this is complemented with increased administrative responsibilities. Indeed, the
shortage of financial resources for the recruitment of a sufficient number of fa-
culty members and the lack of adequate and sufficient physical resources to im-

prove their working conditions have resulted in such professional concerns. Not

Table 6. Teacher-student population in public universities: 2014-2018.

Years 2014 2016 2018
Number of Students 215,797 234,569 269,508
Number of Teachers 4462 4437 5175

Teacher-Student Ratio 1/48.36 1/52.86 1/52.07

Source: By the author based on data collected from the MOHE.
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surprisingly, academic staff is growing increasingly unhappy with their work
conditions, particularly in campuses ravaged by a paucity of resources. This is
consistent with the results of Akalu (2016) that faculty members would likely be
subject to difficult working conditions mostly related to enhanced workload and
resulted from the expansion of enrollments in a context of a shortage of re-
sources (Akalu, 2016). This situation may affect higher education negatively, due
to the numerous challenges it is capable of posing. The issues of inadequate
physical resources and inadequate staffing or inadequate staff-student ratio due
to insufficient funding can indeed result in low quality of teaching, learning and
student assessment and supervision, graduate unemployment, inadequate stu-
dent residences, and poor student mobility (Mohamedbhai, 2008, 2014). The
ubiquity of higher education massification in an environment of a shortage of
adequate resources may therefore affect quality assurance negatively, hereby
leading to education-job mismatch (Njeuma et al., 1999; Varghese, 2015; Mok &
Jiang, 2016). This in turn can lead to graduate unemployment and the crisis of
human capital, view as a necessity for the socio-economic development of the
country (Hornsby & Osman, 2014; Mve, 2020). Such a situation may indeed af-
fect learning activities easily and result in critical low student performance
(Hornsby & Osman, 2014).

4.2. What Higher Education Massification Means
in Sub-Saharan Africa-Cameroon

This section aimed to explain the paradox between the meager GTER recorded
in the countries of Sub-Saharan Africa and the phenomenon of massification ex-
perienced within their higher education. The understanding of this paradoxical
situation whereby lower GTER co-exists with massification allows capturing the
meaning of higher education massification in Sub-Saharan Africa-Cameroon. The
data showed that the phenomenon of massification is merely experienced at the
level of institutional resources, especially physical and human resources, which
highly depend on financial resources. The concept of massification in Cameroon
higher education is likely linked to the concept of resource capacity or resource
adequacy/quality. The data revealed that many Cameroonian higher education
institutions are faced with the scarcity of adequate infrastructures and the
shortage of academic staff in the context of the open-door policy, as the number
of new and adequate classrooms, amphitheaters, and labs needed and the suffi-
cient number of faculty members have not been provided since many years in
many institutions. There is a strong linkage between the problem of lack of suf-
ficient and adequate physical and human resources and the problem of shortage
of funding within the Cameroonian university, which may certainly be the case

of many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa.

We need more resources; we need more classrooms and more labs with a
good absorption capacity. Our classrooms and labs are full of students be-

cause the space is small and the number of places is limited (Daniel).
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The recruitment of qualified teachers in a sufficient number is a necessity.
The extant number of teachers is very low as compared to the number of
students (Michael).

Recruitments are rare here. Even when the government launches campaigns
of collective recruitments, some departments like mine will only receive one
new teacher, while some will not receive a single teacher (Abigail).

The authorities used to explain that there are not enough financial re-
sources to recruit a sufficient number of teachers or to provide all the

needed infrastructures (Ana).

Meanwhile, the number of secondary/high school leavers continues to grow,
though at a relatively slower pace than expected. Indeed, like in the whole of
Sub-Saharan Africa, the gross tertiary enrollment ratio in Cameroon remains
meager as compared to other countries. Mohamedbhai (2014) made the same

observation by stating:

The tertiary education enrollment in African countries is unacceptably low
and needs to be significantly increased to enable the maintenance of the

continent’s development trajectory (Mohamedbhai, 2014).

Table 7 presents the GTER (%) of countries selected randomly from five re-
gions with the lowest gross enrollment ratio for tertiary education based on the
World Bank (2021a) data, namely: Latin America & the Caribbean (Chile),
South & West Asia (Armenia), Arab States (Algeria), East Asia & the Pacific (In-
dia), and Sub-Saharan Africa (Cameroon).

Table 7 shows that among countries with the lower GTER, Cameroon has the
lowest higher education enrollment rates. According to Trow’s (1962) tripartite
typology of higher education systems, the countries of Sub-Saharan Africa (e.g.,
Cameroon) would be considered as having elitist systems rather than mass sys-
tems. However, the literature revealed in this respect that “a large proportion of
Africa’s “elite” pursue their studies outside Africa (or outside their native coun-
try)” (Mohamedbhai, 2014). Researchers in the area hold that Trow’s interpreta-
tion of massification in the 1970s may no longer be appropriate now or the ex-
planatory power of his original typology might have been eroded (Scott, P., 2017;
Tight, M., 2019). Mohamedbhai (2014) argued that Trow’s typology “was relevant

Table 7. Gross tertiary enrollment ratio (GTER) (%) selected countries.

Countries GTER (%) 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018
Algeria (Arab States) -- 29 32 34 42 51
India (East Asia & the Pacific) 15 17 24 25 26 28
Chile (Latin America & the Caribbean) 56 67 75 82 87 90
Armenia (South & West Asia) 48 52 46 47 51 54
Cameroon (Sub-Saharan Africa) 7 11 13 16 12 14

Source: World Bank-UIS data 2020.
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to countries which already had a well-established higher education system in the
mid-20" century, such as the USA or Europe”, but it was not “applicable to, for
example, African nations” (Mohamedbhai, 2014).

Although the GTER in Cameroon was still the lowest among the selected
countries, it has been increasing, even lightly, throughout the period from 2008
(7) to 2018 (14), which is due to the widely open access to tertiary education of-
fered to all the students who complete and leave secondary education each year.
Indeed, as seen earlier, the data have shown that most of secondary/high schools’
leavers in the country are automatically admitted to the university within the
framework of the open-door policy, whereas the resource capacity has not been
extended accordingly in many higher education institutions. This is consistent
with the results of Tlali et al. (2019) and Mohamedbhai (2014) that the massifi-
cation observed in African higher education institutions is a result of continuous
or open enrollments of students, while the resource capacity to absorb them re-
mains insufficient or inadequate (Tlali, Mukurunge, & Bhila, 2019; Mohamedb-
hai, 2014). The concept of mass higher education is thus more likely to be asso-
ciated with resource capacity or/and resource adequacy in Cameroon higher
education. The meaning of higher education massification in Cameroon and
Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole does not just consist of an exclusive relationship
between the GTER and Massification but mostly has to do with infrastructural
capacity and adequacy, i.e., the institutional capacity to absorb all enrolled stu-
dents. This does not corroborate the two-dimensional meaning given to massi-
fication of higher education by Trow (1973) and highlighted by Scott (2017).
The first sense, the precise sense given to the concept of massification of higher
education referring to the middle stage of Trow’s three-level typology of higher
education systems (Scott, 2017), cannot apply to a Sub-Saharan country like
Cameroon because its GTER is not above and does not even reach 15 percent,
which is required by Trow.

We may be tempted to associate Kerr’s (2001) concept of ‘multiversity’ or
Trow’s looser sense for mass higher education to the meaning and understand-
ing of higher education massification in Cameroon. However, the data have
shown that Kerr’s (2001) conceptualization of massification of higher education,
as the situation whereby a university has several constituent and affiliated insti-
tutions, such as separate campuses, colleges, and research centers (Kerr, 2001), is
not consistent with the Cameroonian experience. The phenomenon of massifi-
cation experienced by higher education institutions in Cameroon merely refers
to the accommodation of an exceeding number of students using inadequate
quality and quantity of resources. Trow’s loose sense in which mass higher edu-
cation merely “denotes the general phenomenon of greatly expanding student
numbers in universities and colleges after 1945 and especially after 1960” (Scott,
2017), aligns it with the contemporary expansion of welfare states and social
markets. Scott (2017) revealed that this label (the loose sense of higher education

massification) was grounded in political and cultural assumptions and carried
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ideological baggage (Scott, 2017). This makes the application of Trow’s loose
sense of mass higher education essentially problematic on a cross-regional basis.
Indeed, political and cultural assumptions and even ideologies may vary from
region to region, depending on the general context of each region. It may there-
fore be more convenient to contextualize the conceptualization or the under-
standing of higher education massification to achieve a reasonable or shared
meaning/sense of it in regions like the region under study (e.g., the Sub-Saharan
region). Thus, a contextual sense can be added to the other extant sense to op-
timize the conceptualization of higher education massification worldwide. Thus,
the concept of mass higher education would be given a tri-dimensional meaning
consisted of a precise sense, a loose sense, and a contextual sense. The contex-
tual/context sense would posit the concept and term of higher education massi-
fication as depending on or relating to the circumstances that form the setting of
it as a phenomenon. Concerning the Cameroonian case, the circumstances that
form the setting of higher education massification include the continuous or
open enrollments of students in higher education institutions in a context of a
crisis of resources, i.e., while the resource capacity to absorb enrolled students
remains insufficient or inadequate, leading to overcrowding of classrooms, am-
phitheaters, labs, etc. Therefore, higher education massification in Cameroon
denotes a situation whereby there is an apparent mismatch between open and
higher enrollments and resource adequacy and capacity, which causes the over-
crowding of classrooms, amphitheaters, labs, etc... In other words, higher educa-
tion massification refers to (the results of) the mismatch between student quan-
tity and resource quality and quantity, which is the contextual sense of the con-
cept, and the term. Thus, whenever there will be a mismatch between the im-
plementation of the open-door policy and the resource quality and quantity in
higher education in Cameroon, the involved higher education institutions will
always experience the phenomenon of massification.

Figure 1 summarizes the findings of the study and stands as a potential
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Figure 1. Causes and Meaning of Higher Education Massification in Cameroon.
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framework for the exploration of the causes and meaning of higher education

massification in Africa, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa.

5. Conclusion and Implications

This study intended to advance the debate on higher education massification by
revisiting its causes and meaning, especially in Sub-Saharan Africa, based on the
Cameroonian experience. Time series data of students enrolled in higher educa-
tion were also revisited from a global perspective to provide an overview of
enrollments and highlights key developments for Sub-Saharan Africa (e.g., Ca-
meroon) against the characteristics of other world regions. The data revealed
that higher education institutions in Cameroon and Sub-Saharan Africa as a
whole are experiencing continuously increasing enrollments, although the GTER
in the region is still lower as compared to other regions. These increases in
enrollments occur in a context of a crisis of resources, leading to the phenome-
non of massification within higher education institutions. High rates of atten-
dance and completion in secondary/high schools, open-door academic policy,
and resource constraints were revealed as major drivers of mass higher educa-
tion. Open enrollments of secondary/high school leavers were found to be en-
couraged and promoted among higher education institutions while there was no
proportionate increase in their financial, physical, and human resources. The
study found no exclusive relationship between the level of the GTER and higher
education massification in Cameroon, and referred to it as (a result of) the mis-
match between student quantity and resource quality and quantity within higher
education institutions, manifested through overcrowded lecture rooms, labs, etc.
The findings drawn from the study may not be directly generalizable to all
countries in South-Saharan Africa but may serve as an important exploratory
framework. In any case, challenges resulting from higher education massifica-
tion in one African country are not dissimilar from those in other African coun-
tries (Mohamedbhai, 2014).

The findings of this study have implications for practice, policy, and further
research in the area of higher education massification, including the following.

The phenomenon of higher education massification may not only be caused
or driven by economic growth, social aspirations, and liberation struggles, as
advocated by the literature. This phenomenon may also be triggered by the type
of enrollment policy put in place in a higher education system and the practical
conditions under which such enrollment policy is implemented. For example,
major causes or drivers of massification of higher education in Cameroon in-
clude high rates of attendance and completion in secondary/high schools, open-
door policy, and resource constraints. Thus, to better control this phenomenon
in the country, effective monitoring of the rates of secondary education atten-
dance is required. As well, the policy of enrollment put in place should be well
planned and designed along with plans for adequate resources availability (e.g.,

financial, physical, and human resources).
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A reconceptualization of higher education massification is put forward to op-
timize its sense and understanding in different regions of the world for its effec-
tive management and efficient monitoring of its potential effects on higher edu-
cation quality. Indeed, the deeper understanding of the phenomenon of higher
education massification does not exclusively depend on its relationship with the
level of the GTER, as held by the literature on this area. To optimally investigate
and understand this phenomenon in particular world regions, special attention
should not be merely paid to a linkage with the GTER, but also to each region’s
contextual realities. For instance, in Cameroon and Sub-Saharan Africa as a
whole, the concept of higher education massification refers to the outcome of
the mismatch between student enrollments and the quality and quantity/capa-
city of resources available for effective and efficient absorption of enrolled stu-
dents.

Higher education massification can affect education quality in Sub-Saharan
countries like Cameroon, if not monitored efficiently. Therefore, policymakers
and decision-makers should consider this critical issue by taking and planning
appropriate and timely correctional measures, through the development of strate-
gies intended to improve the financial capacity of higher education institutions,
which may help to address other concerns associated with physical and human
resources and ensure quality assurance among higher education institutions.
Granting access to higher education to all citizens is of paramount importance,
but this needs to be done along with appropriate measures that allow ensuring
the availability of required qualitative and quantitative resources.

Further research may focus on 1) the meaning and understanding higher
education massification may have in other particular world regions to enhance
its optimal understanding globally; and 2) stages of the evolution of massifica-
tion in higher education to better assess its origins, developments, and its
trends in the past, present, and future. Subsequent studies may also pay atten-
tion to; 3) current overall consequences of higher education massification in
Sub-Saharan Africa; and 4) current and future responses to this phenomenon in
Sub-Saharan Africa, for its efficient monitoring and effective management of its

consequences.
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