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Despite progress, millions are still denied the chance to go to school
•
•

•

•
•

In East Africa, there were 4.6 million children out of school in six countries with data in 2010; a
reduction from 12.5 million in these countries in 1999.
Some countries have made major progress: the United Republic of Tanzania has reduced its out
of school children from 3.2 million to just 137,000 since 1999. Over the same period, the
number out-of-school in Ethiopia fell by nearly 8.5 million in Ethiopia, and Kenya almost halved
its number of out of school children.
Despite this progress, the push towards universal primary education that occurred after world
leaders met at Dakar in 2000 is grinding to a halt. Kenya and Ethiopia are still amongst the ten
countries with the highest number of out of school children in the world. Numbers out-of-school
are even reversing in Mauritius and Eritrea, leaving over six out of ten children in Eritrea still out
of school.
Countries such as Somalia and South Sudan are likely to be among the countries with large
numbers out-of-school due to the impact of conflict, but reliable national data are unavailable.
There has been rapid progress enrolling young people in secondary education but significant
challenges remain. In many countries, enrolment was extremely low at the start of the decade,
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so despite improvements, at least two in three young people still do not have access. The gross
enrolment in secondary school in Ethiopia rose from 13% in 1999 to 36% in 2010. In Eritrea it
rose from 22% to 32% over the same period, and from 16% to 28% in Uganda.
Despite improvements in adult literacy rates globally, the rate has worsened in some countries
in the region. In Madagascar, the adult literacy rate declined over the past decade and its rate is
even projected to decline from 71% to 65% between now and 2015.
Some countries still have very large numbers of adults who are illiterate. Ethiopia is one of only
ten countries to have over 10 million illiterate adults. As a result of population growth, the
number has even increased, from 21.8 million in the 1990s to 26.8 million in recent years.
Good nutrition in utero and in early childhood is crucial for children’s health, well-being, growth
and survival. It is also required for cognitive development for children who do make it to school.
Progress is being made on nutrition, but not fast enough, especially in the poorest countries and
for the most marginalized children. In Ethiopia, for example, global rates of moderate and
severe stunting were over 50% in 2010.
Pre-school plays an important role in preparing young children for primary education. Yet many
of the poorest and most vulnerable who are most likely to benefit from pre-school miss out. In
Ethiopia, the gross enrolment rate for pre-primary education was just 5% in 2010. Around 95%
of provision is in private pre-schools which are not accessible to the poorest.

Late entry and drop-outs are major challenges to achieving UPE
•

•

•

•

Entering school on time is critical to achieving UPE as children who start school late are more
likely to drop out before they complete the cycle. In Rwanda, 63% of new entrants to primary
school start three or more years late.
Late entry is more common among disadvantaged children. In Madagascar, 62% of pupils from
the poorest fifth of households entered primary school at least two years later than the official
school entrance age in 2008, compared with 32% of pupils from the richest fifth.
The challenge of achieving UPE consists not only of getting children into school at the correct
age, but also ensuring that they progress through the system and complete the education cycle.
In Ethiopia, where the gross intake rate increased from 81% to 137% between 1999 and 2010,
the survival rate to the last grade fell from 51% to 47%.
Poverty can make it even more likely that a child will drop out of school than that he or she will
never enter school at all. In Rwanda, for example, children may have an almost equal chance of
entering school, regardless of wealth, but around 76% of those from richest households are able
to complete the primary cycle, compared with 58% of those from the poorest households. In
Uganda, those from the poorest households are less likely to enter in the first place, and
complete once they are in school. For every 100 children, around 97 of those from the richest
households start school and 80 complete. Out of 100 children from the poorest households,
around 90 enter school and just 49 make it to the end of the cycle.
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Once in school, many are not learning the basics
•

•

•

Primary education is not of sufficient quality to ensure that all children can learn the basics. In
Uganda, just 17% both reached grade 4 and achieved the minimum level of learning. Kenya fares
somewhat better: 47% survived to grade 4 and achieved a minimum level of learning.
The disadvantaged are being left behind the most. In 2009/10, Uwezo household surveys in
three East African countries assessed whether children aged 6 to 16 had mastered the
rudimentary literacy and numeracy skills expected of children at the end of grade 2. Among
grade 3 students in Kenya, only 28% of students from the poorest fifth of households had
attained the expected numeracy skills, compared with 48% of children from the richest fifth of
households. In Mauritius, only around a quarter of the poorest girls and boys reach level two in
mathematics compared to over two thirds of the richest .
Teachers may lack the necessary subject knowledge. In a 2010 survey of primary schools in
Kenya, teachers and their students in grade 6 were given a mathematics test. The average score
for the teachers was 60%. Not surprisingly, students also received low scores, averaging around
47%. Some teachers scored as low as 17% on the standardized mathematics test, which was set
from the primary school syllabus. Researchers concluded that no teacher in the sample had
complete mastery of the subject.

Progress in education is not reaching the marginalized
•

•

Despite progress towards gender parity, a gender gap remains in many countries in the region.
The gender parity index in sub-Saharan Africa was 0.93 in 2010 despite significant progress since
1999. Some countries in the region have made faster progress, such as Ethiopia where the
gender parity index increased from 0.65 in 1999 to 0.91 in 2010, and Uganda where the gender
parity index was below 0.90 in 1990 but has now passed that threshold. Countries where severe
gender disparities remain are more likely to have fewer children in school overall. Eritrea is of
particular concern because not only has its gender gap widened from over 0.90 in 1990 to 0.84
in 2010, but its female primary gross enrolment ratio fell from 47% in 1999 to 41% in 2010.
As the EFA Global Monitoring Report’s WIDE database shows, children from rich households are
more likely to have access to education than those from poor households, and children from
urban households more than rural ones.
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Worldwide Inequality Database on Education
www.education-inequalities.org
The EFA Global Monitoring Report team’s new interactive website shows the scale of education
inequality within countries. It brings together internationally-comparable data from Demographic and
Health Surveys and Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys.
Never been to school aged 7-16 in East Africa:

Wealth disparities are widest in Somalia, suggesting that conflict has the greatest impact on the chances
of the poorest going to school with 92% of 7-16 year olds from poor households never having been to
school compared with 13% of those from the richest households. The gap is narrowest in Rwanda where
3% of the richest have never been to school compared with 11% of the poorest.
In Ethiopia, WIDE shows that regional disparities are further aggravated both by poverty, and further
reinforced by gender. On average, 28% of 7-16 year olds have never been to school in the country. This
proportion grows to 45% of children in Somali region, increasing to 54% of the poorest in that region.
The proportion who has never been to school reaches almost two in three of the poorest females in the
Somali region.

Ethiopia, 2011
Never been to
school aged 7-16
years.
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With progress towards Education for All stagnating, it is more essential than
ever that spending is maintained
Total aid to education US$ million

Spending % of GNP

2002-3

2010

1999

2010

Comoros

13

15

Djibouti

29

30

7.5

7.6

Ethiopia

103

308

3.9

4.7

Eritrea

18

18

5.2

-

Kenya

84

48

5.4

6.7

Madagascar

81

51

2.8

3.2

Mauritius

17

27

4

3

Rwanda

60

104

4.3

4.7

The Seychelles

1

5

5.5

-

Somalia

4

37

-

-

South Sudan

-

-

-

-

Tanzania

284

323

2.0

6.2

Uganda

211

188

3.5

2.2

7.6

Source: UIS Database/OECD-DAC Database
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Spending on education as a percentage of GNP has increased in most countries since 1999.
Some countries increased their spending dramatically. The United Republic of Tanzania,
increased its spending as a percentage of GNP from 2% in 1999 to 6.2% in 2010.
Spending on education has, however, declined in some countries. In Mauritius, spending
declined from 4% of GNP to just 3%, and in Uganda from 3.5% to just 2.2%.
Spending more matters: In Kenya, which spent over 5% of its income on education over the
decade, the net enrolment ratio rose from 62% in 1999 to 83% in 2009.
As well as spending, aid is a vital component of education spending in poor countries. In Rwanda
in 2010, for example, 45% of total government spending was funded by aid.
Aid to education stagnated globally in 2010, and even fell in some low income countries,
including ones such as Ethiopia where the number of out of school children remains among the
highest in the world.
The education sector has been at the forefront of the aid effectiveness agenda. In Kenya,
Rwanda and Uganda, for example, significant amounts of aid deployed in conjunction with
government plans contributed to unprecedented increases in access to primary education.
Donors could do far more. Some aid never leaves donor countries: some donors spend large
amounts of their aid to pay for students from developing countries to study in the donor
country. Reallocating some of these funds could support education for disadvantaged young
people living in developing countries. At present, the amount it costs for a scholarship of one
Kenyan student in Japan could pay for as many as 74 students to have access to secondary
education in Kenya.
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Youth and Skills: Putting education to work
The long-term effect of neglecting education leaves a huge skills deficit among
young people
If someone can give the skills and the opportunity to work, I know I can achieve my goals.
– young woman, Ethiopia
• Over 18 million young people in East Africa have never completed primary school, and so
struggle to find well-paid, secure work.
• Some countries have worse records than others: there are more young people who have never
completed primary school in Ethiopia than in the whole of the Latin America and the Caribbean
region.
• Young people need at least a lower secondary education to have foundation skills to find work
that pays a decent wage. In Ethiopia, however, over three-quarters of those aged 15-19 years do
not have foundation skills. The same is true for around two-thirds of young Ugandans.

Young people from disadvantaged backgrounds are least likely to have skills for
decent work
•

Poverty is a barrier for many young people acquiring foundation skills for work. In Ethiopia,
Kenya and the United Republic of Tanzania, at least 90% of poor young people have not
completed lower secondary school.

Not completed lower secondary education aged 15-24 in East Africa:

Source: Worldwide Inequalities Database on Education www.education-inequalities.org

•

There are different reasons why young people have not completed lower secondary school. In
Ethiopia, almost two in three 15- to 19-year-olds in the poorest households never had a chance
to go to school at all, compared with around one in seven in the richest households. In poor
households, 11% dropped out at primary school, and 18% are still in primary school but unlikely
to be able to continue to secondary education.
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Education status of 15- to 19-year-olds by wealth in Ethiopia
No education
Dropped out (lower secondary)
In upper secondary or higher

Dropped out (primary)
In lower secondary

In primary
Dropped out (upper secondary)

Ethiopia richest

Ethiopia poorest
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30%

40%

50%

60%

% of youth population
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Source: EFA Global Monitoring Report team analysis based on UIS (2012)

•

Whether rich or poor, young women are often the most likely to lack foundation skills. In the
United Republic of Tanzania, 40% of the richest male 15-24 year olds have not completed lower
secondary school compared to 54% of their female counterparts. Amongst the poorest, 87% of
young men and 92% of young women have not done so.
U.R.Tanzania,
2010
Not completed
lower secondary
school aged 15-24
years

Source: Worldwide Inequalities Database on Education www.education-inequalities.org

•

•

While the vast majority of poor people in the world live in rural areas, poverty for young people
in urban areas can be desperate. The differences between being rich and poor in an urban area
in terms of having or not having skills can be huge. For countries like Kenya where 60% of its
capital city live in slums a large proportion are young people. If their skills needs are not
addressed, the country will struggle to make further headway in reducing poverty. Presently,
many urban poor young people living in Nairobi’s slums cannot go to secondary school for the
simple reason that no schools are available. Only 19% of men and 12% of women have attended
secondary school in one of the city’s slums.
Many of these young people have also not had the opportunity for other forms of skills training,
and will affect their lives forever. Only around one in five of those aged 19-20 in the slum in
Nairobi report having training in a trade or skill, and only half of these can use their training to
earn an income. About 50% of men and 80% of women aged 15 to 24 in the slums have no
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•

income-generating activities. Of those who are employed, most (about 60% of men and 40% of
women) are in petty trading or casual employment earning only around the poverty line.
Overall, however, the poorest young people in rural areas are at a greater disadvantage than the
urban poor. In Uganda, for example 59% of the poorest young people in urban areas are without
foundation skills, compared to 81% of the rural poorest. In Ethiopia, 64% of 15- to 24-year-old
men and 76% of young women lack foundation skills in rural areas, where only 20% of
secondary schools are situated.

Source: Worldwide Inequalities Database on Education www.education-inequalities.org

•

Rural females are frequently the worst off of all. In Uganda, 75% of rural males lack foundation
skills, compared to 82% of rural females.

A street vendor in Juba, South Sudan, selling plastic Christmas trees and inflatable balls made in China. © UNESCO/Panos
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A lack of skills will affect the lives of these young people forever
•

•
•

•

Without foundation skills, young people will either be unemployed or will be forced to take
work earning nothing more than a poverty wage. In Rwanda in 2006, for example, only 12% of
those working in the informal sector had studied beyond the lower secondary level, compared
with 40% in the formal sector. Meanwhile, in Ethiopia, where education indicators are low, a
quarter of youth are unemployed and an even larger proportion work below the poverty line.
Young people are far more likely to be unemployed than adults. Youth unemployment in
Ethiopia is twice as high as unemployment for older people.
Many children not in school because of poverty are working instead. Children who work, rather
than study, from an early age are likely to be consigned to low paid work throughout their lives.
Ethiopia has one of the highest rates of child labour in the world. According to one survey, half
of all children aged 5 to 14 were in some form of work in 2001. The incidence of child work
increases with age, but even around 40% of 5- to 9-year-olds were in work. While some can
combine work with schooling, work can contribute to their performing less well or dropping out
altogether. Working as a child has serious knock-on effects for later life in terms of patterns of
employment, unemployment and pay levels.
Discrimination in education and training continues through into the workplace for young
women. For example, customary rules, threats to personal safety and lack of transport often
limit women’s ability to leave their villages to attend training programmes. Women in Ethiopia,
for example, showed that the timing and location of training programmes were crucial to their
ability to participate.

Removing the barriers to secondary education
The problem in this area is that while there is only one high school, there are a lot of students. There are
no government technical and vocational schools in the area except private ones. We cannot afford to pay
[for those].
— young woman, Ethiopia

In many poor countries that need to expand secondary enrolment from a low level, the immediate
problem is still ensuring that children complete the primary cycle. For children who do complete primary
school, the costs of secondary schooling can be prohibitive. More secondary schools are located in
urban areas, limiting access to those from rural poor households who cannot afford the cost of
transport. Social and cultural barriers can prevent girls from continuing with schooling once they reach
adolescence. Governments need to carry out reforms to specifically address these barriers, and so
ensure that young people consolidate foundation skills.
1. Link primary to secondary school to help transition from one to the other. Starting nine-year
cycles in Rwanda in 2009 and abolishing school fees increased students by 25% in one year.
Phasing out primary school exams also helps. In the U.R.Tanzania, for example, fewer than half
of grade 7 children passed the Primary School Leaving Examination in 2010. Only 41% of those
who reached the last grade of primary school in 2009 made the transition to secondary
education.
9

2. Make secondary education affordable: In Uganda, abolishing lower secondary school fees
resulted in girls being 49% more likely to enrol in secondary education in 2009 compared with
2005. These policies must target the poorest or they can exacerbate inequalities. In Kenya,
secondary school fees were abolished, increasing enrolment from 1.2 million in 2007 to nearly
1.4 million in 2008. However, the country still has serious problems enrolling children in primary
school and will struggle to reach its target of tripling secondary enrolments by 2015 without
addressing this shortfall. The US$164 that is allocated to compensate secondary schools for
having abolished school fees is ten times the amount per pupil annually received by primary
schools. In addition, while the abolition of secondary school fees reduced the costs for
households, indirect costs are still twelve to twenty times as much as the monthly income of
parents in rural areas, leaving secondary school out of reach for the poorest households. The
increased investment would be more equitably distributed if it were geared towards remote
rural areas, slum settlements and pastoralist communities.
3. Young Mothers need support to return to school: Education is a good protection against early
marriage for teenage girls. In Ethiopia, the median age for marriage among women with a
secondary education, compared with those who have no education or only a primary school
education, is over three years higher. Legal frameworks need to ensure the right to education of
those who marry early or are young mothers.

Need comprehensive planning to tackle the youth skills deficit
Millions of young people missed the opportunity of primary school and urgently need a second chance
education. For those who have the opportunity to attend secondary school, many leave without having
acquired relevant skills needed for the workplace. In addition to foundation skills in literacy and
numeracy, young people need transferable skills such as problem-solving, communication and critical
thinking, as well as skills to work in particular occupations.
Some positive examples from East Africa show how some national plans aim to ensure skills
development training can reach those who need it the most:
• Ethiopia’s 2010/11–2014/15 Growth and Transformation Plan gives skills development high
priority and aims to achieve universal secondary schooling by 2020. The education plan aims to
provide technical and vocational skills to create a competent and adaptable workforce in
agriculture and industry. To assure balanced growth across rural and urban areas, the plan
includes a doubling of the number of institutions providing technical and vocational skills in rural
areas. Special focus is also given to adult literacy, alternative basic education for out-of school
and disadvantaged children, and expanded education in rural areas, along with preferential
access for students from disadvantaged regions. Ethiopia’s plans for education expansion and
growth are ambitious. Its remarkable achievements in expanding primary education in a short
time and its recent impressive economic growth give reason to hope that the government’s
commitments can be translated into action, provided appropriate investment is made to
support its plans.
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While many skills strategies emphasize the importance of equity, particularly gender equality, as
an objective in broader discussions of access to skills development, training and employability,
few countries set explicit targets. An exception is Ethiopia which expects a 50% share of female
enrolment in technical and vocational programmes by 2014/15.

Many second-chance opportunities focus on children who have just missed the opportunity for
schooling. It is vital for these to be extended to the 18 million 15- to 24-year-olds in East Africa who also
need a second chance in education:
• Accelerated learning programmes that have been developed in conflict-affected countries, such
as South Sudan and Uganda, offer some positive experience. The programmes focus on
promoting re-entry into primary and secondary education for out-of-school youth.
• Forming associations can help smallholders gain skills while strengthening their common voice.
Farmer field schools and cooperatives are two approaches that have proved successful. In
Kenya, Uganda and the United Republic of Tanzania, farmer field schools have led to significant
improvements for those with low levels of literacy living in rural areas. Crop value per acre
increased by 32% on average across the three countries, and by 253% for those who had not
had any formal schooling. Income increased by 61% on average, and by 224% for households
whose heads had no previous schooling.
Programmes are also needed that provide young people with foundation skills combined with training in
particular occupations. It is vital that these programmes reach the most disadvantaged. Traditional
apprenticeships are one method for delivering this training. In Kenya, in the early 2000s, the World
Bank-financed Micro and Small Enterprise Training and Technology Project distributed vouchers to
24,000 informal sector manufacturing workers, letting them choose what kind of training they wanted
to receive, and from whom. Only 15% of participants opted for public or private training institutions,
while 85% chose to train with master craftspeople. A strong preference was thus revealed for traditional
apprenticeships, a type of provision that had hitherto been ‘invisible’ to policy-makers.
The poorest also need training programmes to be combined with other forms of support to ensure they
benefit. The NGO, BRAC, in Uganda, has designed a programme providing girls with life and livelihood
skills training, along with training to help them earn and manage money in occupations such as
hairdressing, tailoring, information technology, agriculture, poultry rearing and small trading. The girls
who took part in the two-year programme doubled their income earning activities and their financial
literacy increased.
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