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About Senegal 
This commentary offers a look at the link between education and sports in Senegal, a West African country 

formerly colonized by France. Besides French, all Senegalese speak one or more local languages. 

Among those languages, Wolof has emerged as a lingua franca and remains the most widely spoken 

language in Dakar, the capital city of Senegal.   Within the country's 196,722 sq km (CIA, n.d.). resides a 

population of about  15 million (World Bank, n.d.).Life expectancy is 67.5 years, and the nation's gross income 

per capita is $2,384. Senegal has a very young population, with a median age of 18.1. The gross domestic 

product of Senegal is $16.37 billion. 

Education Context  

The secondary education system of Senegal plays a crucial role in the development of successful athletes and 

citizens through the mechanism of sport and athlete education. Although the United Nations Development 

Program and the World Bank indicate that Senegal's youth have a high primary-education enrollment (83.1%), 

only 48% of students go on to secondary school.  

 
Figure 1: Official School Ages by Level of Education (UNESCO UIS, 2016) 

Figure 1 illustrates how schooling is categorized by age. Youth who could attend secondary school 

range in age from twelve to eighteen. But remember, only around half of that age group goes to secondary 

school. In this study, the discussion on athlete development will focus on the secondary school age group. The 

section addressing education and sport sheds light on the motivation behind the choice of this particular 

group.  

 Total Male Female  

School life expectancy ISCED 1-8 (years) 8.97 8.56 9.39 (2017) 

Percentage of repeaters in primary (%) 1.41 1.51 1.31 (2017) 
Survival to the last grade of primary (%) 56.89 57.32 56.22 (2016) 
Gross intake ratio into the last grade of primary (%) 60.19 54.72 65.78 (2017) 
Primary to secondary transition rate (%) 72.98 75.28 71.02 (2016) 
 
Table 1: Progress and Completion in Education (UNESCO UIS, 2016) 

 

Tables 1, 2, and 3 are indications of the high dropout level in the educational system in Senegal. These 

tables provide an essential context for understanding the demographic and education characteristics of the 



population background for athletes' recruitment and development. As shown in Table 1, the 2016 data 

indicate that only 56.89% of students survive to the last grade of primary school. Of that group, 72.98% will 

transition to secondary school (UNESCO UIS, 2016).  As will be detailed in this review, sports schools provide 

education to young people, which will enhance Senegal's performance as a country and in international 

competitions. Yet this system leaves behind talented players from the unschooled group and the dropouts 

from high school (Table 2). Thus, a quality education for all prospective athletes depends on how effectively 

the education system operates for all youth; Table 3 details the current low numbers of young Senegalese who 

can attend secondary school. To gain a more personal insight into Senegal's sports and education, I conducted 

interviews with sports administrators and individuals involved in football academies and sports institutes for 

this study.   

 

 2017 

Out-of-school children 

Total 628,099 

Female 257,466 

Male 370,633 

 

 2017 

Out-of-school adolescents 

Total 690,532 

Female 318,098 

Male 372,434 
Table 2: Out-of-school children and adolescents (UNESCO UIS, 2016) 

 2017 

Gross enrollment ratio (%) 

Total 45.42 

Female 47.43 

Male 43.45 

Net enrollment rate (%) 

Total 37.1 

Female 38.87 

Male 35.36 
Table 3: Student Enrollment in Secondary School in 2017 (UNESCO UIS, 2016) 

Interview Synopsis 

I conducted ten in-depth interviews with three types of people:  

• Ministry of Sport (MoS) administrators  

• directors and founders of the leading football academies in Senegal   

• The director of the National Institute of Sport and Physical Education (INSEPS) and a strength trainer 

for the traditional wrestlers  

The interviews were in-depth, semi-structured interviews consistent with the overall protocol defined 

for the countries covered in the study. Distinct questions were asked to one informant, the wrestling strength 

trainer, whose perspective was applicable to capture the profile of wrestlers in the sport development 

landscape of Senegal. The method was defined by the specificity of Senegal as an African nation (with a lower 

GDP and economic indicators very different from those of the other countries in the study).  



Overview of Sport and Education  
Sport development in Senegal does not emerge distinctly as a concept. However, the policy document 

developed by the MoS elaborates its sport vision from "mass" sport to "elite and performance" sport. These 

policies posit the government as the central driver of the national sport policy, with an increased delegation of 

operational authority to privately run associations, clubs, committees, and federations. 

The following sections present the key areas of focus in a 2015 policy piece, the Sports Sector 

Development Politics Document—in French, La Lettre de Politique Sectorielle de Développement des Sports 

(LPSD).  

Sport in the "Emerging Senegal" project 

In the national vision for "2035 Emerging Senegal," sport is positioned as a central development component 

toward making Senegal's future (Ministère Des Sports, 2015, p. 15): "A sport system accessible and successful 

that contributes to the social and economic development of Senegal." It's such a priority that it is included in 

the nation's first pillar of national Economy and Social Politics (PSE). Because it contributes to the health and 

well-being of the population, it must be part of youth physical and intellectual education.  With a ten-year 

schedule (given a mid-term evaluation after the first five years), the LPSD idea is to build an accessible sport 

system that contributes to the sustainable economic and social development of Senegal by 2025.    

The LPSD defines four strategic goals: 

 

Strategic objective 1: Construction and rehabilitation of sports infrastructures and the development of sport 

activities.  

1. Build a new modern sport infrastructure and rehabilitate the existing one  

2. Promote sport for all, both sport in schools and leisure sport 

3. Improve the internal representation and performance of Senegalese athletes 

Strategic objective 2: Human resources and human capacity development 

1. Improve the training curriculum and develop a new profile for sport technicians 

2. Train a larger number of sport technicians and administrators 

3. Develop new competencies in sports administration to pilot and  manage sport 

4. Train and recruit high- and mid-level administrators 

Strategic objective 3: Reinforce sports' contribution to the economy 

1. Promote the professionalization of sports associations and organizations 

2. Promote leisure sports as an economic avenue for employment and wealth-creation opportunities  

3. Improve Senegal's sport capacity in hosting sporting events capable of supporting the tourism and 

affiliated sectors 

Strategic objective 4: Modern approach to sport governance 

1. Promote innovative approaches to sport financing 

2. Develop dynamic communication systems and reliable data systems to support the needs in 

evaluation and assessment.  

3. Plan, monitor, and evaluate with results-driven methods. 

The LPSD is a comprehensive document with a SWOT analysis of strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats. It addresses the current challenges of sport in Senegal while setting up ambitious 

objectives for sport development. Their goals incorporate the ideas of elite sport development, mass 

participation, and professionalization of sport. Throughout the LPSD, there is a clear desire to develop a sports 

industry that can contribute to the national economy and support employment. The following section provides 

an overview of the current state of sports activities and development in Senegal.  



Structure and Organization of Sport and Key Stakeholders 
The structure and organization of sports are determined by the government, which is responsible for 

determining the national orientation of sports.   

Government and the Ministry of Sports  

The President of Senegal defines sports policies. The MoS is responsible for driving the policies under the 

guidance of the prime minister, who coordinates overall governmental activities. The state then appeals to the 

private sector, such as sporting associations, to assist in delivering sport policies (Dieng, 2018).  

The model is government control, with a delegation of power to private entities such as federations, 

individual associations, clubs, and sports academies. As a consequence, the sports federations have exclusive 

power over their sport and have national control of any activity related to their sport. For instance, the 

Senegalese Football Federation is in charge of all forms of football played in the country, such as beach 

football or futsal. The federation structures its activities by creating regional and departmental leagues, 

professional leagues, and divisions. Each federation or association has the autonomy to develop its texts and 

policies in conformity with the legal framework of the MoS.   

Government's Obligations 

The government provides funding to all registered federations and associations. It covers all the expenses 

related to national teams' preparation and participation in an international tournament. Subsidies from 

international sport-governing bodies and sponsors support the government's effort in national teams' 

preparation and participation in international, regional, continental, or world competitions. This dual 

contribution can pose challenges when government funding is estimated insufficiently, arrives late, or is poorly 

managed by various bureaucracies.  

The government also has the responsibility to build competitive sport facilities across the country. The 

vast majority of sizable stadiums and arenas are built by the government and host federations' competitions. 

For example, two arenas, respectively for indoor sports such as basketball, handball, volleyball, and wrestling, 

opened in 2018 in Dakar. They are both fully funded by the government. The wrestling-exclusive arena is the 

first facility built to host wrestling events (a sport considered, with football, as the most popular spectator 

sport in Senegal). Furthermore, the training and education of coaches, sports administrators, technicians, and 

sport-supporting human resources depend on the government's institutions and programs. 

Because a decentralization law was passed in 1996, municipalities and other territorial structures 

received an official mandate to contribute to the development and management of local sport and physical 

activities (Ministère Des Sports, 2015, p. 9).  

The MoS is the central institution for structuring and financing sport in Senegal. Although it operates 

through delegation of authority to the federations, its role is primary in funding, facility building, policies, rules, 

training, and human-capacity development. It is, therefore, difficult for the Senegalese to envision sports 

development without the government.  

Federations and Associations 

By 2018, the MoS had 58 federations registered; the federations' registration is validated under the conditions 

and rules established by the MoS. One of the MoS rules addresses the formation of clubs and associations.  To 

be registered and affiliated to a federation, all clubs must be multisports (with at least teams in football, 

basketball, handball, and swimming). But having a club with multiple sports is not always feasible. According to 

statesman Léopold Senghor, many clubs have only a football section, and the rule is not always enforced 

(Senghor, 2018). 

According to Senghor, the federations' bylaws must comply with the ministry's rules but remain 

flexible enough to decide how they want to allocate the votes during their general assembly when voting for 



their board (2018). Each federation's governance operates according to its own rules. Football, which has fully 

registered professional leagues, has a decentralized structure. 

Football in Senegal has two professional leagues that are officially distinct from the federation, which 

delegated the power to a special governing body to run professional football's League 1 and League 2. The 

professional league governance doesn't have a direct link with the MoS. The football federation is the only 

entity directly affiliated with the MoS.  For each sport, only one federation is affiliated with the MoS and can 

receive annual subsidies for its activities.  

Temporary Exceptional Governance  

The government's role and the MoS's part in the governance of sport and in the private role of federations and 

associations provide space for sports associations with an independent special status, different from the 

federation model. These structures are called "National Committee of Management" (Comité National de 

Gestion, CNG) and have the mandate to run a specific sport with limited oversight by the MoS. Wrestling, 

water sport, and equitation are among the sports run by a CNG, not by a federation. Their governance 

depends on a committee, with its own independent bylaws from the general framework provided by the MoS. 

They are elected like the federations, and they are nominated for a four-year tenure (renewable).  

Other Federations and Associations Directly under the Ministry of Sport 

The National Olympic Committee (Comité National Olympic, CNO) directly depends on the MoS to prepare 

elite athletes to attend international competitions, African Games, and Olympic Games. The CNO has no 

governing implications with the national federation. However, the CNO (through the International Olympic 

Committee programs) assists and supports both elite athletes' training and human-capacity building, such as 

coaching education for international competitions. The CNO is also called "the federation of the federations" 

(Dieng, 2018) because of its role in bringing all the Olympic sport federations together to prepare and 

participate in the Olympics and in the African Games.  

Special Olympics is well represented in Senegal. They depend on the MoS as a federation and receive 

subsidies, like any other federation, for their activities, primarily to support their participation in international 

competitions. The activity of Special Olympics (with 3,000+ registered athletes) is a large federation in term of 

participants and regular participation in international competitions.   

Independent Sport Entities  

The early introduction of modern sports to schools and the army mean that these institutions remain essential 

actors of the Senegalese sport landscape. They have their own independent governing bodies, but they are 

also connected to the MoS and the federations.  

The navétanes, the most popular football system in the country, are neighborhood football teams 

(Baller, 2014, p. 17). Present in every region of the county, the navétane teams do not depend on the football 

federation and operate independently from the MoS. They are under the administration of collectives and 

represent a strong national parallel football organization, somewhat known for episodic brawls and limited 

supervision by sport authorities.  

Schools and Universities  

The Union of Associations of Universities and Schools' Sports (Union des Associations du Sport Scolaire et 

Universitaire, the UASSU) governs all the schools' and universities' sport competitions. Of course, playing sport 

in school has always been central to organized sport in Senegal. From independence in 1960 until 1999, each 

school's physical education teacher was an employee of the MoS (Senghor, 2018). The technical management 

of sport in school was then under the MoS, although run by the Ministry of Education. But since 1999, the 



physical education teachers have been part of the Ministry of Education. The government set up two 

committees:  

 

• The committee for school sport management and governance; the MoS appoints members  

• The National Committee for University Sport (which deals with sport in higher education), the MoS 

appoints members  

 

Most of the members of these committees are physical education teachers (Senghor, 2018). 

The UASSU, under the Ministry of Education, is a parallel sport development ground with a role in 

detecting and training athletes who will then play for the local clubs and the national teams. Until the late 

1980s, the UASSU national competitions (called "Sport Festival") were a detection ground for many of the 

early sporting elite of Senegal, such as the only up-to-date silver Olympic medal winner, El Hadj Amadou Dia 

Ba. According to Senghor, a few private schools (such as College Sacre Coeur and College Saint Michel with 

boarding school) and public lycées (such as Lycée Delafosse, Lycée Cheick Seck, and Lycée Lamine Gueye) were 

the growing ground for multiple-sport elite athletes (Senghor, 2018). Lycée JFK, a girls-only lycée, was 

renowned as a women's elite sport training institution, where the first generation of basketball players, such 

as Kankou Koulibaly and Aya Pouye, who won several African basketball championships, were trained.   

The Army and Corporations 

Similarly, to the schools, the army remained a sporting ground connected to the main sports structure run by 

the MoS, through the army's affiliation as an association. The Association of Armed Forces (ASFA) has always 

been an active participant in various championships and also a provider of athletes to basketball, handball, 

volleyball, and track and field national teams. The army also organizes its inter-battalion national 

championship independent from the MoS and federations.  

The Federation of Corporate Sport is a multisport federation affiliated with the MoS, with its 

governance, competitions, and activities. They also receive some subsidies from the government for their 

activities. 

The sport governance and development model in Senegal is, for the most part, amateur, with a critical 

role taken on by clubs, associations, and federations. These groups are amateur, with benevolent 

administration and patrons occupied by their professional activities. They operate with significant autonomy 

but are limited in funding, often relying solely on MoS subsidies to support their activities and coach and 

administrator training. This model represents some important challenges that will be discussed in the 

following section. 

Training and Education of Sport Management  
How sport is governed in Senegal impacts the country's capacity to develop the well-trained and quantitatively 

sufficient technical personnel needed for the development of elite players.  

The Direction of Training and Development of MoS is the main part overseeing training and 

development for federations and associations. According to Marieme Kane-Diallo, the director for training and 

development at the MoS, "We organize coaching training when requested by the federations and our sports 

directors working in the regions and departments" (Kane-Diallo, 2018). According to Kane-Diallo, a training 

institution for coaches does not exist. However, there are two main ways coaches are certified. 

The first certification track is through INSEPS and the Center for National Popular and Sports 

Education (CNEPS). These are national physical education teacher training institutions. They offer a coaching 

certificate according to the graduate's sport specialization and degree. For example, CNEPS physical education 

teachers are trained to teach in primary and middle schools. They finish with a coaching license level 2.  INSEPS 

physical education teachers are trained to teach in high schools and higher education institutions, and are also 

taught how to administer sports institutions. These graduates have the highest recognized coaching license, 



license level 3. The graduates must obtain two years of coaching experience to have their licenses validated by 

the MoS.  

The second coaching-license track is directly from the federations. These licenses are often organized 

in collaboration with the discipline's international or continental governing bodies. The MoS (on federation 

demand and according to budgetary availability) then provides logistical support with sport facilities. The MoS 

offers sports equipment, stationery, and an evaluator.  Because all certificates must be endorsed and 

accredited by the MoS, the evaluator is critical. These certificates are delivered by the discipline's international 

governing body trainers, and the certificates are recognized and endorsed by the MoS. In football, license one 

and license two are coupled with the Confederation of African Football Federation (CAF) licenses 1 and 2.   

The third coaching approach is the MoS and their licenses. These licenses are organized on demand by 

the federations or the regional and departmental sports administrations. The ministry and its technical staff 

organize these trainings and deliver licenses for initiation, level 1, and level 2. For the three MoS coaching 

education and training offerings, there are challenges. The following paragraphs are a summary of these 

challenges, as discussed with Kane-Diallo. According to her, there had been a limited emphasis on coaching 

education.  

She explained,  

When I joined the MoS, I found a text written in 1973 for training. Since then, 

federations have unilaterally modified them. These documents included the possibility 

of training coaches for just six or seven federations. Only the initiation-level license was 

possible because it was a federal certification. But in the past two years, we changed all 

the texts. It is much better now, but we still have to get the full training curriculum from 

the federations. For those who have never had to organize training before, it is a 

significant undertaking. (Kane-Diallo, 2018) 

 

For the training led by the international federations, the MoS is confronted with a quality control 

problem: "The trainings with international federations are often no longer than one week. It is not realistic to 

have license one or license two training in one week. We are often invited to the opening and closing 

ceremonies. But since training is a federation prerogative, we cannot intervene" (Kane-Diallo, 2018).  

The frequency of the training is another challenge highlighted by Kane-Diallo. The training led by 

international federations depends on their training calendar, which is not specific to Senegal and is organized 

across multiple countries. For instance, the CAF licenses in football haven't been organized for more than a 

year and a half, because CAF is revising its curriculum and content (Kane-Diallo, 2018). 

Although the concept of coaching education was identified in the LPSD as one of the main axes of the 

2025 national sport development vision, the actuality confronts structural and financial challenges inherent to 

the sport process, with limited emphasis on training.  Many experienced coaches, with 20 to 30 years of 

experience, have never received formal certification training; in some cases, these individuals have limited 

formal education. But they sure have valuable experience that cannot be dismissed. The MoS is working on 

possibilities to validate their experience with a license before licenses become a requirement for coaching for 

all federations. In football, where a license is already mandatory to coach a pro league club and youth national 

teams, very little reinforcement is in place.  Relationships often work more than rules. The MoS is pointed in 

this positive direction, but so far, not much has been done (Kane-Diallo, 2018). 

Regarding training, few sectors of sports have a formal, systematic approach. The INSEPS, in 

collaboration with the Center for International Education in Sport (CIES) in Neuchâtel, Switzerland, has 

launched a post-graduate degree in sport administration. According to Mountaga Diop, the director of INSEPS, 

the need for trained sport administrators is real. Still, countries are confronted with labor market reality, 

similar to traditional social sciences degrees from the universities (Diop, 2018). Other professional education 

related to sport, such as athletic training and sport medicine, is not in place. Individuals with medical 

credentials and an interest in specific sport disciplines will support the needs of federations and clubs.  



Despite the challenges, the MoS—specifically the Training and Sports Development office—is 

developing plans to better support sports development programs with adequate training in a wide range of 

sectors. The documents produced aim to develop comprehensive training for the entire Senegalese sports 

industry by identifying professions directly involved in sports activities and those providing support services. 

Interesting are the two final reports of the feasibility study of the National Plan for the Training of Sports 

Actors (Plan National de Formation des acteurs du Sport, PNFFAS) and the Project for the Promotion of Sports 

and Sports Associated Professions. These two comprehensive documents assess the needs in human resources 

and the relevant training to be delivered to support and develop sport in Senegal fully.  

Sport governance in Senegal is a mixed model (government–private) with a stronger directional, 

strategic, and funding role for the government through the MoS. The model, prevalent in developing 

countries, was initially designed for amateur sport and strongly relied on both volunteer management and 

patrons to support individual athletes, clubs, and associations. As previously stated, national sports policies 

and laws are detailed in the information of the MoS, the LPDS, and the government of Senegal. Sport is 

financed through the federations and associations. The national teams are organized for any international 

competitions. The daily management of sports, clubs, associations, and federations, as well as athletes' 

development, is delegated to private entities and associations.  

Federations, therefore, represent the core structure in place for sports development. Professional 

sport is not established in Senegal, except for football, which has professional structures with two divisions. 

Sports development is left under an amateur infrastructure. Although developing a professional sport system 

is mentioned in the LPDS, athlete development entirely depends on clubs and associations. Other stakeholders 

of the sports system in Senegal (such as the schools, the army, and the navétanes) are all contributors through 

their associations. Still, members will fall under the federations with either registered teams or by a double 

affiliation of their athletes. For instance, the basketball, handball, and volleyball teams are affiliated with their 

respective federations and regularly participate in the federations' competitions. Senghor posits that the army 

(in male basketball) had long been a great supplier of elite basketball players for the country. The Dakar 

University Club (DUC) and, more recently, the ISHEG (both higher education institutions) are affiliated with 

multiple federations and consistently participate in national competitions, also supplying national teams with 

elite athletes.  

Elite Athletes and Education 

For decades, the viability of Senegal's sport relied on the army and schools. Senghor argues that the weakness 

of school sports from the late 1980s may have been caused by the fact that athletes in schools who played 

multiple sports were disciplined. Lamine Diack and El Hadj Dia Ba are among the generations of athletes from 

the school sport system. Senghor remembers the importance of schools to sports: 

I attended Saint Michel College and Lamnine Gueye High School, where I played 

basketball alongside many other basketball players and footballers who were part of the 

country's sporting elite. Private schools, such as Sacre Coeur, were their destination, 

alongside public ones like Lycée Cheick Seck, Lycée Lamine Gueye, and Lycée de La 

Fosse, which were integral to Senegal's elite athlete development. It worked well, 

because the sport within the schools (and there were also the boarding schools) 

contributed to the availability of students for consistent sport practice and team spirit. 

(Savane, 2018) 

For a long time, schools were instrumental in training the athletes. The clubs then recruited the 

student athletes to play the national competitions, and for the best of them, the international competitions 

with national teams. Many athletes had a dual affiliation in the sport system of Senegal. They were affiliated 

with the UASSU through their schools and with the national federation through their clubs. With only one 

national university in Dakar, higher-education sport consisted of an intercollegiate championship. Similarly, the 



university had a club—the Dakar University Club (DUC)—affiliated to the national federations. The DUC 

competed like any other club with students from the institution, but not exclusively. Although the DUC 

athletes were mostly students, as a sport association, there was no educational obligation for their members. 

Athletes were fully responsible for their education with no intervention from the academic leadership. A 

department of student affairs managed the club independently.  

The question of elite athletes in education is intrinsically connected to the sport-governance model in 

place and also linked to how athletes are developed and managed. The key sport entities (the clubs, schools, 

academies, army, and navétane) as parallel structures have athletes who evolve and grow to reach the elite 

competitions in Senegal and beyond. Except for the UASSU system, in which sport is an extracurricular activity, 

education and sport do not have any formal connection. Sporting associations (except for the academies), 

regardless of the age of the athletes, never have the legal obligation to educate their members. Athletes are 

responsible for their education when the clubs and associations organize and provide the sport. The following 

sections will discuss football academies, which have become, since the mid-1990s, the principal place where 

elite sport and education are formally established in the Senegalese sport system. 

Football Academies and Education  
Football academies are defined by Darby et al. as facilities or coaching programs designed to produce football 

talent (Darby, Akindes, & Kirwin, 2007, p. 148). Since the early 1990s, the number of academies has 

mushroomed across Africa. Diambars Academy is considered the first academy in Senegal. Their first two 

promotions of young football players started their elite footballers training in 2003. Since then, several 

residential academies have emerged with the clear desire to develop a football elite with globally competitive 

players.  Saer Seck elaborates:  

I was unsatisfied with how we used to develop as elite football players in Senegal. I quickly realized 

that an elite who is not trained as such may be called elite, but without the right profile. I believed we 

could no longer afford to bypass the necessary training for our football players, to have elite football 

players who fully demonstrate the potential of Senegalese football. That is the reason why just being 

part of the traditional federation wasn't enough. I aimed to establish a football academy with high 

standards, enabling young players to compete globally. (Seck, 2018) 

Training elite football players to become globally competitive was an essential drive to establishing 

Diambars. The motivation for quality training for young footballers was expressed by Mady Toure, the founder 

and head of Génération Foot; Matthieu Chupin, the founder and executive director of A. S. Sacre Coeur; and 

the director of Aspire Academy–Senegal, Lamine Savane. These high-profile, well-established, and successful 

individuals are at the top of the field of talent development at football residential academies. The academies 

have developed a talent detection and development system that exhibits both similarities and differences. 

Talent Identification and Development 

Aspire Football Dream Talent identification for the four academies is conducted essentially through short 

trials. The geographical target and the network in place to conduct the first screening of the young candidates 

may differ from one academy to another; nevertheless, the approach is very similar and consists of organizing 

football tests for youths aged twelve to thirteen to select the best 16 to 20 players who will work with the 

academy for four to five years. 



Recruitment: The Football Schools. Talent detection is a several-stage program that relies on a network of 

small football programs called "football schools." These programs are private and individual initiatives, where 

a volunteer on public playgrounds or any other accessible facility coaches kids in a neighborhood. The football 

schools and volunteer coaches serve as proximity scouts, connecting with communities and youth who play 

football in any available open space.  

Recruitment: Screening. With a clear intention to detect talent where it might be possible, academies involve 

several thousand youths through their network of football schools and volunteer coaches. Saer Seck of the 

Institute Diambars posits that their recruitment will screen 3,000 to 5,000 12-year-old players across the 

country (Seck, 2018). Generation Foot has a network of 20 to 50 recruiters to ensure they cover the whole 

country. Mady Toure of Generation Foot additionally has a regional network for talent detection to screen 

5,000 to 10,000 youth yearly. The Aspire Dream Academy, which started in 2007 in over six African countries, 

screened more than 500,000 youth every year (Savane, 2018). A.S. Sacre Coeur has a similar process with a 

focus on Dakar. It has a network of scouts, mainly in the south. Matthieu Chupin, its director, argues that 

Dakar, with a population of 4 million, is already an exceptional talent mine (2018). Chupin says that in addition 

to the tests, they have an ongoing screening system in place that allows the academy to detect talented 

players continuously. 

Football academies have developed their talent detection infrastructure with their scouts throughout 

Senegal and beyond. In his book The Away Game, Sebastien Abbot (Abbot, 2018) describes how Aspire Dream 

Academy makes sure that talented young African players are detected, recruited, and developed. Contrary to 

other systems developed in the countries covered in this report, youth sport (more specifically, youth football) 

in Senegal is not structured for children 8 to 13 years old. Which children show aptitude? The answer cannot 

be determined without organized screening and testing. Because the country lacks a national youth football 

system with teams and regular competitions, the recruitment effort has to rely on football schools and a large 

number of scouts to detect the talent needed for the residential elite training programs. The geographical 

target of the talent recruitment often determines the magnitude of the scouting infrastructure.   

Education Provision 

The Aspire Academy partnered with a private school to customize the curriculum. Savane (2018) 

notes that due to his academy's regional and continental recruitment, the players' initial education was in 

English or French. A special program was put in place to ensure English-speaking players study in English, but 

also must learn French. Certified teachers in the academies ensure an academic standard and an education 

equivalent to the Senegal national norm. Despite compliance with national education standards, there are 

challenges. For example, players entering the academies do not have the same education level, making 

teaching challenging, as will be discussed later. Furthermore, the topic of graduation rates is an open question. 

Savane says: 

We received kids who have never been to school at 13.… I have a very indicative 

example of a kid who had never been to school. His mother used to sell peanuts at the 

school gate, but he wasn't in school. During our screening, his neighborhood friends 

invited him to participate in the tests. We end up selecting him. His mother couldn't 

afford to send him to school; his father was in Mauritania, possibly working in the 

fishing industry. But what was certain was that their income level could not afford to 

send their child to school. (2018) 

Savane, while describing the importance of education in their academies, also raises one of the 

significant challenges: providing a quality education when the first criterion of recruitment is the athletic 

ability of the youth recruited. Additionally, the leader of the academy consistently highlighted the social factor, 

suggesting that there could be an opportunity for a youth regardless of their socio-economic background. So 

education is essential to the training of the young player, but it is not the main recruitment factor.  



In Senegal, education is mandatory from age 6 to 16. All recruited players should be schooled by the 

academy and enter secondary school upon recruitment. However, as previously mentioned, when students are 

selected to start their academy journey, not all of them have been consistently schooled to be eligible for 

secondary education. Although students are in the same age group, their educational levels are uneven.  

Football skills had been the main recruitment criteria; education success is assessed on a case-by-case 

basis, as explained by Savane:  

The player whose mother sold peanuts at the school gate is a typical case where 

evaluating his success couldn't be academic. He is uncertain about passing his 

baccalaureate. We try to educate them as thoroughly as possible. We do our best to 

help them succeed in school. Some respond very well and succeed, while others, despite 

all our effort, will not succeed. We are aware of the situation and make every effort to 

improve. They can't pass the [middle school national exam in Senegal], but learn to 

read, count, and speak French, English, and Spanish with our Spanish coaches. We 

emphasize the value of learning, particularly languages, which can be beneficial for a 

career in Europe. That motivates them because it aligns with their football-career 

dream. (2018) 

Despite academic successes, not all students in the football academy will finish high school with a 

baccalaureate or move on to a successful professional career. According to Savane, fewer than 10% of the 

players will effectively graduate with a professional contract. The academy recognizes the challenge that 

students without a contract and an academic baccalaureate pose to its model.  

Reflecting on this experience, it is possible that the vocational option isn't viable in our context. The 

best trajectory may be to stay in school and finish high school. Vocational training is always a possibility later, 

when they are 27 or 28. Players don't feel that vocational training is gratifying. They see themselves more as 

professional football players, making millions of francs and buying buildings and apartment complexes. They 

believe in the glamorous life of professional football players, people they often see on television, with the 

million-euro contracts. It is an image that successful players sell to the youth. 

Football academies discussed in this study present an original model of football and education. 

Football is the key criterion of recruitment. Once the students are recruited, their schooling is need-based, 

according to their academic level when they joined the academy. Consequently, the educational outcomes for 

all the players are not constant. Success can depend on their educational background when they joined the 

academy, as well as their personal motivation to receive an education and pursue their football dream. Except 

for the Diambars Institute, vocational education is not yet fully integrated into the academies, and it remains 

an undervalued educational option for young players aspiring to a successful European career. Even for the 

oldest academy, despite the commitment, education remains a challenge, as it is for all academies.    

Challenges and Opportunities 
How can Senegal best develop elite athletes? As discussed, football academies present a pertinent case of the 

challenges sports in Senegal face in developing a sporting elite with a quality education. Clearly, there are low 

retention numbers in traditional schools, combined with a low graduation rate in higher education. These two 

factors are the key indicators of the educational state of the young population that will be recruited and 

trained to be elite athletes. The football academies in this study, with their strong commitment to student 

education, illustrate the limitations of the model of education and football. Despite a considerable investment 

in providing an almost customized education to their students, traditional academic education is either 

intellectually inaccessible or competes with their football dream. For those children who have already been 

enrolled in an elite football academy, well, they do not envision any alternative but a football career. 

Consequently, players who require substantial academic effort to overcome their initial schooling handicap are 

less inclined to consider a vocational alternative. The fantasy limits their perspective.  

The football academies have been successful in developing quality football elite in most African 

countries, where they have been well-run facilities. In Senegal, good players do come from the academies. For 



example, the Diambars Institute, Generation Foot, Aspire Academy–Senegal, and A. S. Sacre are regular 

providers of talented players to the U17 and U20 national teams of Senegal, Nigeria, Côte d'Ivoire, and 

Cameroon. Seck, Savane, Chupin, and Toure have a list of successful football players in European football 

leagues. The achievement of the few successful may feed the dreams of the youth enrolled in the academies, 

at the expense of limiting their perspective. But without the football academies, many of the youth from a 

modest economic background would not have had an educational opportunity besides their dreams to 

become athletes. Post-academy results remain a question, particularly for graduates who did not secure 

professional contracts and for students who did not earn their baccalaureate. Critics argue that the system is a 

failure, but the reality is more nuanced and complex.  

Of course, football academies cannot be isolated from the socio-economics of Senegal. Their 

education programs are part of a society where the success rate from primary to secondary school remains a 

challenge that the national education system has not yet addressed. Therefore, the academies' ability to 

effectively alleviate the failure of the system is not realistic for the extreme cases of low or no literacy of some 

recruits. Despite all the critics and failures, an individual case-by-case success must be acknowledged while the 

macro challenges remain.  

Beyond the Football Academies 
In Senegal, only the football academies are recognized as elite sport systems with an obligation to provide an 

education to their young players. Other academies, such as the basketball academy Sport for Education and 

Economic Development (SEED) in Thiès and the newly implemented NBA academy in Saly are not legally 

obliged to provide education to their players. As per Dieng (2018), while the SEED academy and the NBA 

academy are two functional basketball academies with schooling, the ministerial decree does not yet apply to 

them.  

Kane-Diallo mentioned that a club president asked her to assist in providing vocational training to a 

few young female basketball players who dropped out of school (Kane-Diallo, 2018). The request indicates a 

need for vocational training for athletes in nonprofessional structures. Kane-Diallo, the director of training and 

development for the MoS, acknowledged the necessity to create a vocational training system. Kane-Diallo 

sought to integrate the ministries of training and employment to address the educational needs of numerous 

athletes who, despite not completing their secondary-level education, are registered with federations and 

associations affiliated with the MoS. This challenge is prevalent in wrestling, the most popular sport in Senegal. 

In fact, according to Kante, a strength trainer with long experience with many elite wrestlers, literacy 

challenges are prevalent in the wrestling world (Kante, 2018). Young wrestlers pursuing a professional career 

(which typically involves one or two high-priced fights per year) often come from rural areas where they have 

not received a formal education. Aware of the educational challenges, the ministry has developed a 

framework to address professional education for the teachers and training needs for the athletes. Newly 

identified sport and sport-affiliated professions that can offer employment opportunities are included in the 

options to consider for athletes' professional development.   

Conclusions 
Senegal's sports system has few formal professional elite programs, except for the football professional 

leagues 1 and 2, the football academies, and two basketball academies. The football academies, with a 

professional elite players development model, represent the main structure for elite athletes. Academies have 

a legal mandate to educate the players while they are pursuing their athletic training. Through the academies' 

talent detection methods and educational efforts, successful athletes have emerged who are contracted 

across Europe in the top football clubs. One iconic player, Sadio Mane, plays for FC Liverpool in the English 

Premier League. Mane is an alumnus of the Generation Foot academy. He signed a significant professional 

contract. But fewer than 10% of the football players from all academies have done so. To be sure, Mane is a 

visible success. But many questions remained unanswered about the whole system of recruitment and 

education. The first one is the future of those students who did not get a professional contract and could not 



continue in higher education. Will they have the opportunity for a well-paid, non-sport career? The second 

question is the large number of young players who take part in the tests and are not part of the final selection. 

In some ways, these questions confront the overall Senegalese society.  

Outside the football academy system, the education of athletes exclusively depends on Senegal's 

national education system, which has no provision for elite athletes and cannot provide a customized 

education to athletes engaged in an intensive practice of their sport. This challenge is particularly pronounced 

when the traditional educational system must accommodate athletes with limited literacy who are licensed by 

clubs and associations in various sports leagues. The governance of sports in Senegal is built on the club 

system; it remains amateur, with no educational responsibility. Recall that the LSPD promotes an increased 

professionalization of clubs and associations (Ministère Des Sports, 2015, p. 26). As such, the LSPD plan 

requires workable solutions for athletes' education for all youth engaging in professional sport training. This 

element for the future of Senegal cannot be overlooked. The MoS report, "Feasibility Study of the Project' 

Promotion of Sports and Sports Related Professions'" (Ministère des Sports, 2016, p. 7) emphasizes a 

necessary close collaboration between the MoS and the Ministries of Education and Professional Training. All 

of the stakeholders interviewed in this study believe in the education and professional training of athletes. The 

combination of sports and school was often discussed and raised as a valuable route for Senegal.   

To address the educational challenges in player development, the MoS has developed a project that 

provides systematic training for athletes enrolled in schools. This education could be academic or vocational. 

These sport–schools would then limit the cases of athletes without education or training, education having 

been the first criterion of enrollment (rather than sports). Senghor, a strong advocate for sports in schools, 

believes that the development of sports in schools and the revival of the UASSU will improve the development 

of Senegal's elite athletes, with a subsequent gain in the overall performance of Senegal in international 

competition. This approach positions education at the core of the Senegalese sport system. How would this 

model integrate talented athletes from the unschooled population or even the dropouts who do not finish 

high school? How would the school-based elite training school become part of the professionalization of sport 

clubs and associations (as requested by the LSPD)?  

Despite the academies' dedicating specific resources to the players' education, these schools are 

confronting problems. Football academies will continue to have difficulties in overcoming the existing 

challenges inherent to the education system in Senegal. Regardless of the sport model and system in place, 

this study suggests that a quality education for athletes will depend on how effectively the education system 

operates for all young Senegalese. 
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