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This study aims to examine the critical transformation necessary for universities in Sierra Leone to remain relevant
in the 21st century. It focuses on aligning academic programs with the demands of the market, integrating digital tools, and
fostering industry-academia collaborations.

The research employs a theoretical and narrative methodology. A theoretical approach is adopted to examine
academic frameworks related to curriculum reform, digital integration, and industry partnerships. A narrative methodology is
used to explore practical case studies and experiences within Sierra Leone's higher education landscape. The study relies on
a combination of secondary sources, including contemporary literature and policy documents, to draw relevant insights into
educational transformation in Africa.

The study reveals significant barriers to transformation, such as inadequate funding, misaligned curricula, and
insufficient technological infrastructure. However, it also highlights key opportunities for growth, including the adoption of
innovative digital tools and the reform of curricula to meet market demands.

This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of Sierra Leone's higher education system, contributing to the
broader discourse on university transformation in Africa. It offers actionable recommendations for policymakers and
educational leaders to implement strategic reforms that align with sustainable development goals..

higher education; digital integration; curriculum reform; Sierra Leone.
123; 033; L52; R11.

The 21st century presents a complex landscape for higher education institutions (HEls) worldwide, and
particularly for those in developing nations like Sierra Leone. The drive for knowledge-based economies,
technological advancement, and global competitiveness necessitates universities to rethink their approach to
education (Jackson, 2023). As Sierra Leone continues to navigate the socio-economic challenges it faces, its
universities must evolve to not only support the nation's development but also to contribute to the broader African
and global knowledge economies.

Sierra Leone's universities must confront historical legacies that have left them underfunded,
technologically behind, and limited in their capacity to deliver quality education across the country (Jackson,
2016a). The challenges facing higher education in Sierra Leone, such as inadequate facilities, outdated
pedagogies, and misaligned curricula, continue to impact the quality of education. The Fourth Industrial
Revolution (4IR), which emphasizes digital technologies, provides an opportunity for HEIs to transform by
integrating innovative educational models (Jackson, 2016b).

The call for transformation is not just about education; it is tied to the broader development agenda,
including the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Universities have the potential to drive
economic growth, build human capital, and provide opportunities for social mobility. In this regard, Jackson (2015)
emphasizes the need for competitiveness in higher education practices to ensure sustainable growth in Sierra
Leone. Universities must prioritize academic programs that are responsive to the needs of the labour market
while also addressing national and regional challenges.

This paper aims to analyse the critical transformations needed in Sierra Leone's higher education system
to position it as a key player in the development of a knowledge-driven economy. By drawing on recent literature,
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such as Jackson (2022), this study provides a framework for how Sierra Leonean universities can enhance their
role in the socio-economic development of the nation and Africa at large.

In the 21st century, African universities face a transformative imperative driven by technological
advancements, globalisation, and socio-economic shifts. As Sierra Leone seeks to position itself within the
knowledge economy, its universities are at the forefront of this transformation. Higher education must evolve to
meet the needs of modern society, moving beyond traditional pedagogies to embrace innovative approaches that
prepare students for the challenges of an interconnected world (Tamrat, 2023). This paper seeks to analyse how
universities in Sierra Leone can undergo the necessary transformations to remain relevant in the context of a
rapidly changing Africa.

The transformation of universities in Sierra Leone involves addressing several systemic challenges that
have long plagued the country’s education system. Issues such as limited access to higher education, outdated
curricula, and inadequate funding continue to hamper progress (Duramany-Lakkoh, 2015). Moreover, as Africa
embraces the Fourth Industrial Revolution, Sierra Leone’s universities must position themselves to capitalise on
the potential offered by digital technologies to enhance learning and research capabilities. Through the
examination of these key factors, this paper provides a framework for the transformation of Sierra Leone’s
universities into hubs of innovation and socio-economic development.

The transformation of higher education in Sierra Leone reflects broader trends across Africa, where universities
are reimagining their role in knowledge economies driven by globalization, technological advancement, and
shifting labour market demands. Agbaje (2023) points out that many African institutions, including those in Sierra
Leone, are challenged by curricula that fail to align with market needs. This critique echoes findings by
Duramany-Lakkoh (2015), who highlighted systemic issues such as outdated pedagogical frameworks and
inadequate funding as persistent obstacles. As a result, curriculum reform has emerged as a critical focus for
addressing the skills gap and fostering economic development. By aligning academic programs with the needs of
key sectors such as agriculture, technology, and health sciences, universities in Sierra Leone can play a pivotal
role in addressing both local and global challenges.

Curriculum reform is essential not only for the relevance of university education but also for the global
competitiveness of graduates. As emphasized by the African Union (2017) in the Continental Education Strategy
for Africa (CESA 16-25), harmonizing educational standards across the continent can enhance the employability
of African graduates in both regional and international markets. Jackson (2016a & 2016¢) argues that practical
skills development and market-responsive academic programs must be central to any curriculum reform effort. In
this context, the integration of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) tools into curricula is essential
for preparing students to thrive in a digital economy. Sierra Leonean universities, therefore, need to adopt
forward-thinking models that emphasize both local and global demands in education.

The adoption of digital tools represents a significant opportunity for higher education reform, particularly in
the context of Sierra Leone’s limited technological infrastructure. Jackson (2022) highlights how the COVID-19
pandemic exposed the digital divide in Sierra Leonean universities, underscoring the need for robust ICT
infrastructure to support online and blended learning models. Asongu and Nwachukwu (2018) further note that
digital integration facilitates enhanced research collaboration and innovation, which are crucial for driving socio-
economic development in underdeveloped regions. By embracing digital technologies such as artificial
intelligence (Al) and data analytics, Sierra Leonean universities can transform their pedagogical approaches and
foster environments that encourage critical thinking, collaboration, and creativity.

In summary, the reform of Sierra Leone’s higher education system is integral to the country's development
agenda, particularly in aligning academic programs with market needs and embracing digital transformation. As
Tamrat (2023) notes, universities in Africa must evolve rapidly to meet the demands of modern knowledge
economies. The integration of practical skills development, coupled with digital tools and technologies, positions
universities not only as educational institutions but also as engines of innovation and socio-economic progress.
This literature review supports the assertion that higher education reform in Sierra Leone, with a focus on
curriculum relevance and digital integration, is vital to fostering human capital and driving national development,
aligning with broader African and global educational trends.

This study utilises a combination of theoretical and narrative methodologies to investigate the necessary
transformation of higher education institutions (HEIs) in Sierra Leone. The theoretical methodology involves a
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detailed review of existing academic literature and policy frameworks (Jackson, 2018). Key sources include
Jackson (2022), which examines the relationship between education and economic growth, and the African
Union’s Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA 16-25) (African Union, 2017). These frameworks provide
a foundation for understanding how curriculum reforms and digital integration can drive institutional
transformation.

The narrative methodology allows the research to capture practical insights by examining specific case
studies within Sierra Leone’s higher education landscape. Narrative accounts from Jackson (2016a) and
Duramany-Lakkoh (2015) are employed to highlight the challenges faced by universities, including limited access
to technology and outdated governance structures. The narrative approach offers a deeper understanding of the
lived experiences of stakeholders within the system, shedding light on the socio-economic realities that shape the
educational context.

Both methodologies are supported by a comprehensive review of secondary data, including policy
documents, scholarly articles, and reports. The integration of theoretical and narrative methodologies enables a
holistic analysis of Sierra Leone’s HEIs, addressing both structural challenges and opportunities for innovation.

One of the core challenges facing Sierra Leone’s universities is the relevance of their curricula. The mismatch
between academic programs and market needs is a growing concern, as many graduates struggle to find
employment in their fields of study. According to Jackson (2016a), the reform of university curricula must prioritize
practical skills development and ensure that graduates are prepared for the demands of the labour market.

Agriculture, technology, and health sciences are key sectors that need to be emphasized in the revised
curricula, as these fields are crucial to Sierra Leone’s national development. Jackson (2016b) argues that
integrating digital tools such as ICTs into the curricula is vital for preparing students to work in modern
environments. Furthermore, aligning curricula with regional and international standards will enhance the global
competitiveness of Sierra Leonean graduates.

The African Union’s Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA 16-25) provides a model for
harmonizing educational standards across the continent, which Sierra Leone can draw from (African Union,
2017). By adopting a forward-thinking approach to curriculum development, universities can foster a generation of
problem solvers and innovators who can tackle the complex challenges facing the country.

Overall, curriculum reform in Sierra Leone must be holistic, considering both the needs of the local
economy and the broader global trends in education and employment. Universities must be responsive to change
and must continually assess their programs to ensure their relevance in the face of a rapidly evolving labour
market (Jackson, 2023).

The relevance of university curricula in Sierra Leone has come under scrutiny as the country seeks to align
its higher education system with the needs of a 21st-century economy. According to Agbaje (2023), many African
universities, including those in Sierra Leone, continue to deliver curricula that are disconnected from the realities
of the labour market. To transform, universities must overhaul their academic programmes to integrate practical
skills that foster entrepreneurship, critical thinking, and problem-solving. In the context of Sierra Leone, this
involves revising curricula to focus on sectors crucial to national development, such as agriculture, technology,
and health sciences.

A successful curriculum reform must be aligned with international standards while considering local needs.
Universities in Sierra Leone can draw inspiration from models such as the African Union’s Continental Education
Strategy for Africa (CESA 16-25), which prioritises the harmonisation of educational standards across the
continent (African Union, 2017). By aligning with such frameworks, Sierra Leonean universities can ensure that
their graduates are competitive both regionally and globally, while still contributing to the local economy.

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the critical role of technology in education, as many institutions were forced
to shift to online platforms to continue teaching. In Sierra Leone, however, this transition was hampered by a lack
of ICT infrastructure and digital skills among educators (Jackson, 2016). The integration of digital technologies is
not just a temporary measure but a long-term solution for enhancing educational access and quality, particularly
in remote areas where physical infrastructure is lacking.

Digital tools such as artificial intelligence (Al), data analytics, and online learning platforms can
revolutionize how education is delivered in Sierra Leone (Jackson & Jackson, 2024) By investing in these
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technologies, universities can create more dynamic, interactive learning environments that encourage
collaboration and critical thinking. Jackson (2017) emphasizes the importance of mobile learning (M-learning)
devices in reaching students who may not have access to traditional classroom settings.

Moreover, digital integration allows for greater research collaboration, both locally and internationally.
Sierra Leonean universities can enhance their research output by partnering with institutions that have advanced
technological capabilities. This can also improve the quality and scope of research, particularly in fields such as
health and environmental sciences, which are critical for the country’s sustainable development (Asongu &
Nwachukwu, 2018).

To achieve meaningful digital integration, however, Sierra Leone must address the barriers to technological
adoption. These include inadequate funding for ICT infrastructure, lack of training for educators, and the digital
divide that limits access to technology for students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Jackson, 2022). Addressing
these challenges is essential for transforming Sierra Leone’s universities into modern institutions that can
compete globally.

The integration of digital technologies in education is no longer optional but necessary for the future of
universities in Sierra Leone. The COVID-19 pandemic underscored the importance of technology in ensuring
continuity in education, yet many institutions in Sierra Leone lag in adopting these tools (Jackson, 2016b;
Duramany-Lakkoh, 2015). Digitalisation of education offers significant opportunities for expanding access to
higher education, particularly in rural areas where physical infrastructure is limited. This transformation requires
investment in ICT infrastructure, as well as training for educators to effectively integrate technology into their
teaching.

Moreover, the use of digital tools can enhance research output by facilitating collaboration between
universities and international partners. Universities in Sierra Leone must harness technologies such as artificial
intelligence, data analytics, and online platforms to create a more dynamic and inclusive learning environment.
According to Asongu and Nwachukwu (2018), digitalisation can also promote innovative research, particularly in
fields such as health and environmental sciences, which are critical for sustainable development in Sierra Leone.

In a rapidly changing global economy, industry-academia collaboration is crucial for universities to remain
relevant. By working closely with industries, universities can ensure that their academic programs are aligned with
the needs of the job market. This collaboration can also enhance research and innovation, as universities partner
with industries to address real-world challenges (Jackson, 2015).

Industry stakeholders should be actively involved in the curriculum development process, providing input
on the skills and knowledge that graduates need to succeed in the workforce. Internships and work placements
should also be an integral part of university programs, giving students the practical experience they need to be
competitive in the job market (Jackson, 2017).

Moreover, collaboration between universities and industries can drive innovation, particularly in key sectors
such as agriculture and renewable energy, which are critical to Sierra Leone’s economic transformation. As noted
by the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (Arogundade, Ngarachu & Bandele, 2024), such
partnerships can foster innovation that addresses local challenges while contributing to global knowledge.

However, fostering these collaborations requires universities to adopt a more proactive approach in
engaging with industry stakeholders. They must build strong relationships with the private sector, government
agencies, and international organizations to create a robust ecosystem that supports research and innovation
(Jackson & Jackson, 2024).

For universities to be transformative, they must foster stronger linkages with industries and communities.
The disconnect between academia and the labour market has been a longstanding issue in Sierra Leone, where
many graduates face difficulties finding employment due to mismatches between their skills and market demands
(El-Barrie & Kadry, 2022). Industry-academia partnerships are essential in bridging this gap. By involving industry
stakeholders in curriculum development and offering internships, Sierra Leonean universities can produce
graduates who are more aligned with the needs of the economy.

This collaboration can also extend to research and innovation, where universities work closely with
industries to address local challenges. According to a report by the United Nations Economic Commission for
Africa (Arogundade, Ngarachu & Bandele, 2024), stronger partnerships between universities and the private
sector can drive innovation, particularly in fields such as renewable energy and agriculture, which are critical for
Sierra Leone’s economic transformation. By creating a symbiotic relationship between academia and industry,
universities can play a pivotal role in advancing the country’s development agenda.
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Despite the need for transformation, universities in Sierra Leone face significant barriers that hinder their
progress. One of the main challenges is the chronic underfunding of higher education institutions, which limits
their ability to invest in infrastructure, staff development, and research (Jackson, 2015). Furthermore, many
universities continue to operate under outdated governance structures that stifle innovation and responsiveness
to the rapidly changing educational landscape. Addressing these structural challenges is crucial if Sierra Leonean
universities are to successfully transform for the 21st century.

In addition, issues of equitable access remain a major concern. Gender disparities, socio-economic
inequalities, and geographical barriers continue to limit access to higher education for many in Sierra Leone
(Duramany-Lakkoh, 2015). For universities to truly transform, they must ensure that their reforms are inclusive,
providing opportunities for all segments of society to benefit from higher education.

Transforming universities for the 21st century is not just a necessity but an urgent priority for Sierra Leone if it is to
meet the demands of a globalized economy. By reforming curricula, integrating digital technologies, and fostering
industry-academia collaborations, universities in Sierra Leone can become engines of socio-economic
development. However, overcoming the barriers of underfunding, outdated governance, and unequal access will
require concerted efforts from government, university leadership, and the private sector. This paper has provided
a framework for the transformation of Sierra Leone’s universities, offering insights that can guide policymakers
and educational leaders towards creating a more responsive and dynamic higher education system.
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