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The three major global education agendas increased levels of ambition faster than education 
systems could expand, promising universal access to primary education in 1990, universal 
completion of primary education in 2000, and universal completion of secondary education in 2015. 
Not even the first will have been achieved by 2030.

But there is reason for hope over cynicism. Globally, enrolment has expanded 
dramatically. There are 327 million more students, or 30%, in schools today than 
in 2000. There are 45% more in preschools and 161% more in colleges and 
universities. Many countries have managed to progress, and their success 
has been hard won. They have lifted barriers to bring disadvantaged children 
to school, keep them studying, and see them progress and complete 
each education cycle. Legal and policy frameworks have made education 
more equitable, affordable, inclusive and flexible, adapting to the needs 
and circumstances of students. They offer lessons for a future global 
education agenda.

The first in a three-part series, entitled Countdown to 2030, this report focuses 
on access and equity in education. A set of 35 country case studies drawn from rich 
data illustrates what happens when an international agenda meets national realities. 
The stories, supplemented by further research insights, show that change in education takes time; 
no single reform will address educational exclusion. Following the optimism of the 2000s, after 
fiscal restrictions had been lifted allowing many countries to invest in public education, the harder 
work of keeping students in school and dismantling the many constraints facing them has required 
more sophisticated action, often beyond education. But what sometimes appears as progress 
stalling may be progress in disguise.

Ignoring such progress means missing how international agendas help motivate and sustain 
change. Monitoring needs to compare countries with similar starting points, track policies as well as 
outcomes, and take context seriously. This report offers guiding principles and recommendations 
rather than a universal checklist, drawn from countries that have maintained progress over time. 
Crises and structural obstacles will persist. But examining how some countries have navigated 
them is a contribution this report aims to make to national, regional and global dialogue.

This report also illustrates significant efforts by countries to reallocate financial resources to 
subnational governments, schools, students and their families, from cash and in-kind transfers 
to scholarships and school feeding, in order to achieve equitable outcomes. Still, a new index, 
developed for this report and aiming to capture the orientation of national policies, finds that fewer 
than 1 in 10 countries have a sufficiently strong equity focus.

“Since wars begin in the minds of men and women, 
it is in the minds of men and women that the 
defenses of peace must be constructed”

To understand progress in access and equity, 
combine data and stories

S H O R T  S U M M A R Y

273 million 
children, 

adolescents and 
youth were out of 

school in 2024
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Access to education has been at the heart of humanity’s 
vision for peace, dignity and equality. Enshrined in the 

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the commitment 
to universal ‘elementary’ education was the foundation 
for every global education goal that has followed since. 
This reflected a shared conviction that education is a 
social good that provides an indispensable pillar of world 
order, international stability and the broader architecture 
of human rights. At a moment when the spirit and 
value of multilateral cooperation are being tested, this 
enduring commitment to equitable access to education 
as a universal human right remains a powerful reminder 
of what can unite us: the shared belief that every child, 
everywhere, deserves the chance to learn and thrive.

This aspiration for universality is also reflected in the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development that brought 
together for the first time people and the planet, poor 
and rich countries, under an integrated framework 
through an inclusive and participatory process. Within 
the overall agenda, the fourth Sustainable Development 
Goal (SDG) on education, which is recognized as central to 
the achievement of all the other SDGs, weaves universal 
access to education as a precondition for the full vision of 
SDG 4 to be realized.

The 2030 Agenda promotes educational expansion in two 
directions. Vertically, countries have been called to ensure 
that everyone completes at least 1 year of pre-primary and 
12 years of primary and secondary school. This is a major 
extension considering that the previous global education 
agendas between 1990 and 2015 focused on universal 
primary enrolment and completion. The extension was 
far more ambitious than countries could achieve between 
2015 and 2030 given the historical record of educational 
expansion. But it reflected a recognition that graduating 
from secondary school has become a prerequisite for 
preparing young people to confront the uncertainty of a 
rapidly changing world. The proposed expansion was also 

horizontal. Whereas the previous global education agendas 
only explicitly referred to gender parity, the promise 
to leave no one behind, which is a foundation of the 
2030 Agenda, expanded the scope of equity and inclusion 
to anyone who might be at a disadvantage because of 
background, identity or ability.

As the 2030 deadline is rapidly approaching, there is a 
clear need to take stock of this agenda’s achievements. 
This report emphasizes the need to reflect on why a global 
education agenda is needed. It argues that the agenda helps 
set targets, collect and report data, and provide a framework 
through which countries’ contexts, experiences and varied 
pathways towards targets can be better understood. 

THE COUNTDOWN TO 2030 SERIES
This edition of the Global Education Monitoring Report is the 
first of a three-part series, entitled Countdown to 2030, 
which aims to take stock of progress and help frame the 
international community’s debate about the education 
agenda beyond 2030. 

Past editions had two distinct and roughly equally-sized 
parts. A thematic part explored in depth one of the 
strategies – and associated policies – for achieving 
SDG 4 and set the overall tone. A monitoring part provided 
the latest account of progress in achieving each of the 
SDG 4 targets. The approach of the three editions in the 
Countdown to 2030 series blends discussion of data and 
policies, involving two steps. First, monitoring data are 
analysed to identify countries that have improved faster 
than their peers over a long period of time according to 
some measure of education development. Second, drivers 
of strong country performance are described, including 
both a broad range of explanatory factors, as they emerge 
from country case studies and a more focused range of 
policies that research has credited with having made 
a difference. 

The Countdown to 2030 series������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������� 2

Measuring progress in access and equity using five indicators������������������������������������������ 5

Setting targets, drawing lessons and guiding policies����������������������������������������������������������� 6
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this point, emphasizing that a dialogue-based approach is 
an essential component of education progress.

MEASURING PROGRESS IN ACCESS AND 
EQUITY USING FIVE INDICATORS
Five SDG global and thematic indicators are used by this 
report. First, SDG global indicator 4.2.2 is the participation 
rate in organized learning one year before the official 
primary entry age, which for most countries means the 
participation rate of 5-year-olds in education. The indicator 
does not distinguish between enrolment in pre-primary 
and primary education and therefore its data must be 
unpacked further. Moreover, this indicator is less relevant 
for richer countries, which have achieved universal 
enrolment in this age group and therefore focus on 
progress at younger age groups.

Second, SDG thematic indicator 4.1.4 is the out-of-school 
rate. This was the headline indicator under the MDGs but 
only for children of primary school age, whereas progress 
is also examined in this report for adolescents of lower 
secondary school age and youth of upper secondary 
school age. The analysis focuses on administrative data 
reported to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS), 
which remains the official method of reporting, but also 
looks into estimated regional and global aggregates 
based on the out-of-school rate model that the UIS and 
the GEM Report have developed and at national data (e.g. 
enrolment, repetition and population) to triangulate some 
of the trends. A closer look is taken at the over-age rate, 
as changes in late enrolment and repetition rates have 
been affecting the evolution of out-of-school rates. 

Third, SDG global indicator 4.1.2 is the completion rate 
at the primary, lower secondary and upper secondary 
education level. This indicator was added to the global 
list during the first comprehensive review of the SDG 
monitoring framework in 2020. Before 2015, completion 
was measured using administrative data as the gross 
intake ratio to the last grade of primary and lower 
secondary education. There were two reasons for replacing 
it. The first reason was that the intake ratio depends on 
the denominator, the population of children of graduation 
age (e.g. 11-year-olds in primary), which is difficult to 
estimate with precision. The second reason was that no 
gross intake measure was available for upper secondary 
education. The new indicator is better. The completion 
rate indicator is based on survey data and defined over 
the population of those aged three to five years above 
graduation age in order to capture those completing later 
than intended due to late enrolment and repetition. It is 
calculated over all those in the age group and not only over 
those who started that education level.

Fourth, SDG thematic indicator 4.3.2 is the tertiary 
education gross enrolment ratio. Based on administrative 
data, it is the number of students enrolled in tertiary 
education divided by the population of a five-year age 
group after secondary school graduation (i.e. usually 
19- to 23-year-olds) that are the theoretical age 
group. Among these students are those who attend 
short-cycle, bachelor’s and post-graduate courses. These 
characteristics suggest that a specific indicator value 
incorporates potentially very different structures between 
countries in terms of course and age distribution – 
let alone other characteristics currently not captured in 
internationally comparable statistics, such as part-time 
vs full-time study or face-to-face vs distance and online 
learning. Critically, as mentioned above, participation 
measures often give a misleading sense of progress, 
especially as this is the level of education with the 
highest dropout rates, which also requires considering 
attainment rates. 

Fifth, SDG global indicator 4.5.1, the parity index, is the 
generic measure used to track equity. It is the ratio of 
the value of an education indicator for a disadvantaged 
group relative to the value of that same indicator for a 
privileged group. It has been used extensively to assess 
gender disparity (females relative to males) and has 
been informative because administrative data are 
relatively abundant. It has proven less informative for 
other characteristics, such as location and wealth, partly 
because of limited data availability and partly because the 
comparability of definitions across countries and over time 
is less than perfect, even if they are more comparable than 
for characteristics such as ethnicity or language. Steps 
have been taken to standardize the definition of disability, 
but data are still very limited and cannot show changes in 
the education status of learners with disability over time. 

The parity index is used exclusively for indicators whose 
values range from 0 to 100. Its value tends to grow at 
low levels of the indicator being disaggregated (when 
the privileged group enjoys a faster increase in access to 
education than the disadvantaged group) and to fall at 
higher levels (as the disadvantaged group catches up). 
The value of the parity index tends to track the value of 
the underlying indicator, i.e. changes in the value of the 
parity index are almost mechanical. There is usually little to 
distinguish countries’ records on equity. Demographic and/
or geographic characteristics tend to explain why some 
countries have higher disparity at a particular level of the 
underlying indicator rather than the extent of countries’ 
efforts to reduce disparities. Given all these challenges, 
this report has taken extra steps to identify countries that 
have made equitable progress in access to education.
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Using these indicators, this report provides a robust 
analysis of trends, showing that some countries have 
done better than other countries with which they were in 
the same or a similar starting position 20 to 25 years ago. 
An in-depth explanation is given for how countries have 
been identified for case studies (Chapter 2).

SETTING TARGETS, DRAWING LESSONS 
AND GUIDING POLICIES
The report’s intention is to open discussion on what 
countries have achieved, in what ways, and how this 
knowledge can be used to rethink global pledges on 
education. Its approach addresses the relevance of 
global targets for countries; of a case study–based 
approach for explaining progress; and of making policy 
recommendations to countries. 

COUNTRIES MUST ADAPT GLOBAL EDUCATION 
TARGETS TO MAKE THEM RELEVANT
In the past 25 years, the use of data and indicators as 
governance tools in education has grown rapidly at the 
national and international level. It is a practice that has 
helped lock governments into committing budgets and 
implementing medium-term plans to achieve specific 
education targets. Depending on how the political system 
is organized, it can help political forces reach consensus 
on a way forward, potentially shielding education 
from politics. 

While the practice of target setting has become a standard 
feature of education system management, it is not 
without criticism. First, indicators sometimes come to 
be accepted uncritically as accurate representations of 
school and education system performance. While core 
access and equity indicators, such as those described 
in the previous section, are generally accepted as a fair 
reflection of the status of national education development, 
learning outcome measures generated by standardized 
assessments receive more criticism. Moreover, there 
is a risk that only what is measurable, quantifiable and 
comparable is examined, not allowing for adaptation. 
And data on access and equity can hide as much as reveal. 
This report tries to clarify challenges in data quality and 
indicator definitions.

A second concern relates to the use of data and indicators 
for policy recommendations. While decision making needs 
to be evidence-based, the evidence is often too limited 
or unsuited to answering key policy questions. Data tend 
to be communicated in a simplistic way. They are often 
used to generate rankings, either at the national level 

to compare schools, creating market-like pressures and 
incentives in systems that encourage school choice, or at 
the international level to compare countries, putting 
pressure on governments to act before they know the right 
solutions. As is sometimes said, solutions chase problems, 
instead of the other way around. In the worst case, efforts 
are directed to improve results for the indicator rather than 
to address the underlying causes or challenges that drive 
the indicator. This report strives to avoid drawing simplistic 
inferences by drawing on a wider pool of data both in trend 
analysis and in country case studies.

 

Starting in 2017, a process led by the 
UIS and the GEM Report resulted in 80% 
of countries sharing at least some national 
targets for 2025 and 2030 on eight 
SDG 4 indicators

Finally, a third concern is related to how indicators and 
targets are selected. This is a challenge with which the 
Global Education Monitoring Report has been strongly 
engaged, as the criticism that standards and measures are 
often set without sufficient consultation with countries 
has often been directed at international organizations and 
their overreach. While the foundational document of the 
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development acknowledged 
that ‘[t]argets are defined as aspirational and global, 
with each government setting its own national targets 
guided by the global level of ambition but taking into 
account national circumstances’ (United Nations, 2015; 
§55), very little coordinated action has in reality been 
taken on national target setting. But SDG 4 was a major 
exception. Starting in 2017, a process led by the UIS 
and the GEM Report with strong country participation 
resulted in 80% of countries sharing at least some national 
targets (called benchmarks to distinguish them from 
the SDG 4 global targets) for 2025 and 2030 on eight 
SDG 4 indicators, including four indicators reviewed in this 
report (Box 1.1). 

The main purpose of the SDG 4 benchmarking process is 
to put the 2030 Agenda’s call into practice, ensuring that 
countries set national targets within an international 
agenda monitoring framework but not apart from the 
regular process of government target setting. Targets 
can be updated when governments, political programmes 
or budgets change. Governments should be first and 
foremost accountable to their citizens. The responsibility of 
international bodies is to encourage countries to make sure 
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that target setting, an essential part of good governance, 
is implemented, publicly communicated and transparent.

In addition to monitoring and evaluating, the UIS and the 
GEM Report have seen an equally important purpose in the 
SDG 4 benchmarking process: to help countries set realistic 
targets which are linked to budgets. Many governments 
have a weak track record in target setting and monitoring. 
Sharing information on the targets that countries set 
should help other countries set better targets in the future. 

This report does not select countries based on their 
success in meeting their national targets, which is the 
focus of the annual SDG 4 Scorecard. Instead, it looks at 
countries that started from similar points as others but 
have moved faster and further. Still, the overall approach 
of the Countdown to 2030 series is inspired by the logic of 
the benchmarking process and one of its core aims is to 
popularize it and advocate for its use, not only in education 
but in all areas of a future development agenda.

BOX 1.1: 

The SDG 4 benchmarking process invites countries to share their national targets

When the SDGs were being formulated, UN Member States resisted monitoring and evaluation, in other words, being held to account. To 
some extent, this is understandable. Governments should first and foremost be accountable for social and economic progress to their 
citizens, not to a different level of governance. But at the same time, an agenda with no accountability is problematic. While accountability 
should not necessarily be towards an international mechanism, international bodies can act to ensure that governments are accountable 
to their citizens. 

To its credit, the international education community called for accountability and encouraged countries to establish benchmarks, i.e. 
national targets, in the Education 2030 Framework for Action, which is the roadmap for achieving SDG 4 that was agreed in 2015: 
‘Governments are expected to translate global targets into achievable national targets based on their education priorities, national 
development strategies and plans, the ways their education systems are organized, their institutional capacity and the availability of 
resources. This requires establishing appropriate intermediate benchmarks … through an inclusive process, with full transparency and 
accountability, engaging all partners so there is country ownership and common understanding … Such benchmarks should build on 
existing reporting mechanisms, as appropriate. Intermediate benchmarks are indispensable for addressing the accountability deficit 
associated with longer-term targets’ (UNESCO, 2015; §28).

The UIS and the GEM Report, mandated by the Education 2030 Framework for Action to jointly monitor progress towards SDG 4, helped 
countries fulfil this commitment. The benchmarking process began shortly after the UN General Assembly adopted the SDG monitoring 
framework in 2017. In August 2019, the Technical Cooperation Group on SDG 4 Indicators, which is the intergovernmental body charged 
with the development of the SDG 4 monitoring framework, now known as the Education Data and Statistics Commission, endorsed six 
SDG 4 indicators (Table 1.1): the participation rate one year before entry into primary education; the out-of-school rate; the completion 
rate; minimum learning proficiency; trained teachers; and public education expenditure. The gender gap in secondary completion was 
added as an equity measure in 2020.

These indicators were considered suitable for benchmarking because they were backed by data for most countries; they followed a clear 
historical trend (from 0 to 100%) or were linked to a clear target (e.g. gender parity, minimum expenditure thresholds); and they were 
policy relevant for countries in different contexts. Between August 2021 and May 2022, countries were invited to submit benchmark 
values. As the response was positive, plans were put in place to monitor progress. In February 2023, the first SDG 4 Scorecard was 
published, which monitors the probability that countries will achieve their 2025 and 2030 benchmarks (UIS and GEM Report, 2023). As of 
2025, 80% of countries have set national targets for at least some of the benchmark indicators. 

In the meantime, in September 2022, the UN Secretary-General called in his Vision Statement at the Transforming Education Summit for 
‘ways to strengthen political accountability … taking current arrangements for monitoring SDG 4 implementation including … the national 
SDG 4 benchmarking process to the next level’. In December 2022, the SDG 4 High-level Steering Committee recognized that existing 
benchmark indicators could help monitor four of the seven global initiatives proposed during the Summit, and that new indicators would 
be needed to monitor the other three global initiatives. 

Continued on next page...
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BOX 1.1 CONTINUED:

First, digital transformation was covered by school internet connectivity, a pre-existing indicator. Second, greening education is covered 
by a new indicator launched in 2025, which measures the frequency with which selected keywords appear in national curriculum 
frameworks and syllabi of grades 3, 6 and 9 (UNESCO, 2025). Third, youth and student engagement will be covered by another new 
indicator launched in 2026, which records whether governments have a mechanism, enshrined in law or regulation, to engage youth and 
students in education legislation and policymaking (UNESCO, 2026). In relation to the three initiatives, countries have so far only been 
invited to set national targets on school connectivity.

TABLE 1.1:
SDG 4 benchmark indicators and their alignment with the SDG 4 targets and the Transforming Education Summit 
global initiatives 

SDG 4 MONITORING FRAMEWORK

SDG 4 target Benchmark indicators Global initiatives

4.1 Basic education 1. Out-of-school rate [4.1.4] Education in emergencies

2. Completion rate [4.1.2] Foundational learning

3. Learning proficiency [4.1.1]

4.2 Early childhood 4. Pre-primary participation [4.2.2]

4.3 TVET/Higher/Adult education

4.4 Skills for work

4.5 Equity 5. Gender gap in completion [4.5.1] Gender equality

4.6 Adult literacy

4.7 Sustainable development Greening curriculum indicator (4.7.1) Greening education

4.a Learning environment 6. School internet connectivity [4.a.1] Digital transformation

4.b Scholarships

4.c Teachers 7. Trained teachers [4.c.1]

Finance 8. Public education spending as  
(i) %total spending (ii) %GDP [FFA1/2] Education financing

Other Youth engagement in decision making Youth participation

Notes: Countries have not yet been invited to set national targets for the indicators in the white font.
Source: UIS and GEM Report. 
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FI GURE 1.1: 
Factors that explain an increase in access to education in the long term 
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Source: GEM Report team.

Politics is a central driver of educational development 
(Hickey and Hossain, 2019). Schooling expands when 
political leaders, parties, trade unions and social 
movements include education as part of their vision for 
the country. But political arrangements can collapse 
(Kelsall et al., 2022), often when education had previously 
developed insufficiently or inequitably, creating crises, 
tensions and conflicts. These have delayed many countries’ 
educational development for a generation; conversely, 

the return to peacetime has often led to some of the 
fastest expansions of education participation.

A significant criticism in the field of comparative and 
international education is that most studies have a 
single-country focus and there are fewer and fewer 
full-scale historical comparisons (Steiner-Khamsi, 2010). 
This report does not manage to avoid this criticism, as its 
case studies also focus on individual countries. But by 
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placing and discussing them next to each other, it invites 
and engages in comparison. It asks readers to reflect on 
the real stories behind each case study, showing what 
happens when policies meet reality, and not rush to 
judgements. 

POLICY GUIDANCE WORKS BETTER WITH 
PRINCIPLES NOT PRESCRIPTIONS
Armed with evidence, it is expected that international 
organizations will make policy recommendations. Without 
them, a report is considered incomplete, even a monitoring 
report like this one. But international actors are sometimes 
accused of recommending policies that serve their 
agendas and fitting the evidence to the recommendation: 
‘The assertion that, despite the claims of its advocates, 
evidence-based policy planning is deeply political is 
premised upon the analysis that political manipulation 
has operated under the guise of scientific rationality’ 
(Steiner-Khamsi, 2013; p. 21). In an extreme case about 
20 years ago, countries seeking to be funded by the 
predecessor of the Global Partnership for Education had to 
comply with an indicative framework of policy targets. 

A related trend in recent years has been making 
recommendations on ‘what works’ without considering 
the context. There has been an explosion in studies 
of interventions in controlled environments using 
experimental or quasi-experimental research 
methodologies, including randomized controlled trials. 
These have greatly enriched understandings of human 
motivation and responses to incentives. In a few cases, 
they have shown the way for scalable policies that can 
benefit education, especially policies related to health 
and nutrition. But their value in policymaking may have 
been overstated. Often their proposed solutions are 
not easily transferable, ignore the structures that are 
needed to deliver change at a national level, neglect causal 
chains and do not consider cost effectiveness. Ultimately, 
their controlled conditions cannot be replicated and 
therefore lack external validity. What works in a controlled 
environment is not necessarily what matters for ensuring 
that children, adolescents and youth progress through 
each education cycle.

Most experimental studies evaluate results within a short 
time frame following the intervention. When analysing 
educational participation and equity statistics over the 
course of 20 to 25 years instead, the types of policies 
that made a difference tend not to be the ones featuring 
in ‘what works’ shortlists. The report urges its readers to 
consider what if the desired outcome is not the impact of 
an intervention and the statistical significance attached 
to it, but a nationwide increase in education participation. 

What, therefore, can be learned from the compilation of 
extensive monitoring information, multiple country case 
studies, and reviews of a large body of research in low-, 
middle- and high-income countries?

 

Progress at scale requires looking beyond 
isolated interventions to the broader systems, 
structures and political economy that enable 
or constrain educational participation

First, progress at scale requires looking beyond isolated 
interventions to the broader systems, structures and 
political economy that enable or constrain educational 
participation. The evidence compiled in this report 
suggests that sustained growth in access has rarely 
come from implementing a single policy, but rather 
from coordinated action across multiple sectors, 
sustained political commitment and adaptation to local 
realities. An index of equity orientation in core financing 
mechanisms created for this report points in that direction. 
This does not mean abandoning the search for effective 
policies but rather understanding that their effectiveness 
depends fundamentally on context, implementation 
capacity and alignment with national priorities. 

Second, while context matters enormously, this should not 
lead to complete relativism. Certain fundamental principles 
have consistently emerged. Leaving no one behind must 
be central to policy design, not an afterthought. Progress 
requires understanding who is excluded and why, which 
demands better data and disaggregation. And educational 
access cannot be separated from questions of legal 
frameworks, financing, infrastructure, health and social 
protection. The challenge for any international agenda, 
then, is to balance universal principles with national 
ownership and to articulate core commitments that 
apply everywhere, while allowing sufficient flexibility for 
countries to chart their own paths towards those goals. 
The recommendations that follow, which cover both issues 
of monitoring and issues of policy, attempt to navigate this 
balance, proposing both a basic package of fundamental 
principles and the mechanisms through which countries 
can adapt and implement them according to their own 
circumstances.

GUIDE TO THE REPORT
This report follows a different structure than its 
predecessors. Following this brief introduction (Chapter 1), 
a short methodological chapter outlines the approach 
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One of the three building blocks of the 2026 Global 
Education Monitoring Report is the case study approach. 

Case studies are examined for a diverse set of countries 
that have achieved a prolonged period of progress as well 
as those that appear to have stagnated. Countries were 
selected using four focus indicators – the participation rate 
in organized learning one year before the official primary 
entry age, out-of-school rate, completion rate and tertiary 
gross enrolment ratio. A more flexible approach was used 
to identify countries that have made progress in equity, 
due to limited data availability and comparability issues. 
The methodology was structured and data-driven. 

The methodology was divided into two main phases: 

1.	 All countries with sustained growth or stagnation for 
long enough periods between 2000 and 2024 were 
identified for each of the focus indicators. 

2.	 A smaller set of countries was chosen from this broader 
set for the case studies. 

The countries selected represent a range of experiences 
associated with periods of noteworthy progress or 
stagnation, rather than those that have progressed the 
most or the least. The terms ‘progress’ and ‘stagnation’ 
in this context strictly refer to changes in the official SDG 
database. Some case studies illustrate a more complex 
story, by exploring the data or using complementary data 
sources. 

All data used in the selection process were drawn from 
publicly available sources, primarily from the UNESCO 
Institute for Statistics (UIS) September 2025 release, 
complemented by additional data sets such as the 
UIS-GEM Report World Inequality Database on Education 
(WIDE) for subnational regions. 

IDENTIFYING PERIODS OF SUSTAINED 
GROWTH AND STAGNATION 
Identifying countries that have progressed faster or slower 
than their peers requires grouping countries according to 
their starting points. This is because simply comparing the 

growth trajectories of countries with different starting 
points is misleading: countries at very low (below 20%) 
or very high levels (over 80%) of an indicator expand their 
education participation rates slower than other countries 
(e.g. those close to a value of 50%). For any given country, 
expected growth will vary depending on its starting value 
at different points in time and thus, progress must always 
be assessed relative to that starting point. 

 

For any given country, expected growth 
will vary depending on its starting value at 
different points in time

Accordingly, data points – each of which represents a 
country’s growth during a specific period – were grouped 
into five categories (or quintiles) based on that period’s 
starting values. This method distributes data points evenly 
across groups and allows countries to shift between 
quintiles as conditions change. The ranges defining each 
quintile vary substantially by indicator. For indicators with 
values clustered within a narrow range, some quintiles 
span only a few percentage points, whereas for indicators 
with more dispersed values, quintiles extend across tens of 
percentage points. For the out-of-school rate of children of 
primary school age, for example, where countries’ starting 
values are mostly below 15%, the lower quintiles cover 
a very narrow range of three to five percentage points. 
By contrast, for early childhood education, each of the two 
lowest quintiles spans some 30 percentage points.

To avoid setting boundaries at the extremes of the 
distribution, the data set is restricted using the thresholds 
defined by the GEM Report and UIS SDG 4 Scorecard 
series, which classify countries as having achieved the 
target once participation or completion rates exceed 
95% or out-of-school rates fall below 5%. This restriction 
also ensures that the analysis remains focused on more 
relevant cases, in which countries are still some distance 
away from universal access. 

Identifying periods of sustained growth and stagnation ���������������������������������������������������18

Country selection ����������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������19
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PERIODS OF ANALYSIS 
Identifying countries from each quintile is challenging because 
trend data for most education indicators are incomplete 
and uneven across countries. This requires defining the 
periods over which progress and stagnation will be assessed, 
establishing appropriate time frames for analysis. 

Variation in the periods of data availability may bias growth 
rate comparisons between countries. For example, take 
two countries which grew at the same rate over the last 
10 years. The country with data covering an earlier period 
of stagnation will have a lower overall average growth 
rate for the full period than a country lacking data for 
those years. The methodology therefore identifies specific 
periods of growth and stagnation rather than calculating 
the overall average growth rate over all available years 
examined in this report, 2000 to 2024. 

The base criterion for choosing an analysis period was that 
the period must be long enough to capture a sustained 
trend, but not so long that too many countries are excluded 
due to limited data availability. To balance these factors, 
periods of 5 to 10 years are assessed for each indicator, 
and the longest period that results in the loss of fewer 
than 5 countries was selected. For the gross enrolment 
ratio in tertiary education, for example, data are available 
for at least a 5-year period between 2000 and 2024 in 
185 countries. Coverage decreases to 183 countries with 
a 6-year period, 181 with a 7-year period, and 179 with an 
8-year period. Based on this criterion, the 7-year window 
is selected for this indicator, as well as for the participation 
rate in early childhood education and the out-of-school 
rate. A 10-year period is used for completion rates. 

Missing observations were imputed with a simple linear 
interpolation so that more countries could be included 
in the analysis. For each country and indicator, a rolling 
average annual growth rate – the total change over the 
period divided by the number of years – was calculated 
over the specified period across the entire time series. 
Each data point in the figures that follow therefore 
represents the average annual growth rate for a country 
within that window. Countries with longer time series 
generate multiple data points, e.g. with a seven-year 
window for 2000 to 2007 and 2001 to 2008.

COUNTRY SELECTION 
Countries with at least one period of average annual 
growth above the 75th percentile of their starting group 
were classified as having experienced rapid progress, while 
those below the 25th percentile were classified as having 
experienced stagnation. This step produces the initial pool 
of potential case study countries. 

Additional checks were then applied to refine the pool, 
including the requirement for recent data (with the latest 
data point at least in 2020) and the exclusion of cases 
showing drastic, unexplained fluctuations in trends. 
For stagnation cases, the level at which stagnation 
occurred is also considered, since periods of stagnation 
near universal completion are not relevant for case 
studies. After identifying potential cases for each indicator, 
a subset of countries was selected for the case studies 
based on representativeness in terms of SDG region, 
income level and population size, while avoiding duplication 
of countries featured in different indicators. 

PARTICIPATION RATE IN ORGANIZED LEARNING ONE 
YEAR BEFORE THE OFFICIAL PRIMARY ENTRY AGE
For the early childhood education participation rate, 
countries were grouped into five equal-sized groups 
(quintiles) based on the starting level of each period. 
Annual growth rates were calculated over seven-year 
periods. Countries with starting levels up to around 60% – 
the first and second quintiles – were those that grew 
faster on average. In contrast, among countries in the 
higher quintiles, growth slows as participation rates come 
closer to being universal – and the range of growth rates is 
also more compressed (Figure 2.1). 

Although the advancement of early childhood education 
is globally relevant, the reduced scope of the indicator – 
participation at a single year of age – limits its relevance 
for high-income countries, where starting levels have 
been historically high. To ensure inclusion of a high-income 
example which demonstrates notable progress in early 
childhood education participation, SDG thematic indicator 
4.2.4, which is the net enrolment rate in pre-primary 
education, was also analysed using the same methodology. 
Lithuania was selected as a case study. Between 2013 and 
2020, the country achieved an average annual growth rate 
of 1.5 percentage points, a particularly strong performance 
among high-income countries. For reference, this rate 
places Lithuania above the 75th percentile within its 
corresponding quintile in the distribution of the SDG global 
indicator 4.2.2. 

OUT-OF-SCHOOL AND COMPLETION RATES 
The out-of-school rate was analysed for three age groups 
(children of primary school age, adolescents of lower 
secondary school age, and youth of upper secondary 
school age) and completion rates were analysed across 
three education levels (primary, lower secondary and 
upper secondary). Most case study countries selected 
for these indicators focus on upper secondary education, 
as differences in expansion patterns can be discerned 
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FI GURE 2.1:
Distribution of average annual growth rates of SDG global indicator 4.2.2 
Average annual growth rate (in percentage points) over rolling seven-year periods for the participation rate in organized learning one 
year before the official primary entry age, grouped by starting value of each period, 2000–24
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Notes: Lighter-coloured points represent periods with interpolated data. The starting value quintiles cover the following ranges: quintile 1 (0%–35%); 
quintile 2 (35%–62%); quintile 3 (62%–80%); quintile 4 (80%–89%); and quintile 5 (89%–95%). The two dashed lines for each quintile represent the 25th and 
75th percentiles of growth rates. For each selected country, the most recent period identified as progress/stagnation is highlighted in the figure. 
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database. 

FI GURE 2.2:
Distribution of average annual growth rates of SDG thematic indicator 4.1.4 
Average annual growth rate (in percentage points) over rolling seven-year periods for the out-of-school rate (children of primary school 
age, adolescents of lower secondary school age, and youth of upper secondary school age), grouped by starting value of each period, 
2000–24
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Notes: Lighter-coloured points represent periods with interpolated data. The starting value quintiles cover the following ranges: quintile 1 (40%–100%); 
quintile 2 (24%–40%); quintile 3 (14%–24%); quintile 4 (8%–14%); and quintile 5 (5%–8%). The two dashed lines for each quintile represent the 25th and 
75th percentiles of growth rates. For each selected country, the most recent period identified as progress/stagnation is highlighted in the figure. 
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database. 
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FI GURE 2.3:
Distribution of average annual growth rates of SDG global indicator 4.1.2 
Average annual growth rate (in percentage points) over rolling 10-year periods for the completion rate (primary, lower secondary and 
upper secondary), grouped by starting value of each period, 2000–24
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quintile 2 (20%–42%); quintile 3 (42%–66%); quintile 4 (66%–84%); and quintile 5 (84%–95%). The two dashed lines for each quintile represent the 25th and 
75th percentiles of growth rates. For each selected country, the most recent period identified as progress/stagnation is highlighted in the figure. 
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the VIEW database. 

FI GURE 2.4:
Distribution of average annual growth rates of SDG thematic indicator 4.3.2 
Average annual growth rate (in percentage points) over rolling seven-year periods for the tertiary education gross enrolment ratio, 
grouped by starting values of each period, 2000–24 
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Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database. 
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Equity case studies were selected by identifying countries 
that improved notably in equity along at least one 
dimension. While these countries stand out relative to 
others with available data, it was not possible to apply a 
uniform quantitative method for their selection. Moreover, 
because it is more difficult to determine stagnation under 
such data constraints, only countries showing progress 
were included in the equity analysis.

Gender. The gender dimension is available for all countries 
with data on upper secondary completion rates. For the 
purposes of the equity analysis, countries are categorized 
into two groups: those where girls are disadvantaged 
and those where boys are disadvantaged. Because the 
analysis uses model-based estimates, data are available 
for every year from 2000 to 2024, allowing the growth 
rate to be directly comparable across countries. Plots 
show each country’s adjusted gender parity index in upper 
secondary completion, defined as the girls’ completion rate 
divided by the boys’ completion rate in 2000 and in 2024. 
The diagonal line distinguishes countries where completion 
rates for girls have improved relative to boys (to the left of 
the diagonal) from those where the opposite is true (to the 
right of the diagonal) (Figure 2.5). 

 

Excessive progress in one direction can reverse 
the pattern of disadvantage

The direction of progress depends on each country’s 
starting position. Countries below the parity line in 
2000 (i.e. where disparity was at the expense of girls) 
progressed by moving up toward parity, while those above 
the parity line (i.e. where disparity was at the expense of 
boys) progressed by moving down. Gender disparities in 
upper secondary completion have narrowed substantially 
over the past two decades, largely due to gains among 
previously disadvantaged girls. However, it is also shown 
that excessive progress in one direction can reverse the 
pattern of disadvantage. In some countries, parity has 
improved – the distance to the parity line has narrowed 
between 2000 and 2024 – yet the initial gender gap has 
reversed, shifting from being at the expense of girls to 
being at the expense of boys. 

FI GURE 2.5:
Gender parity has generally improved, especially for disadvantaged girls 
Adjusted gender parity index for upper secondary completion rates in 2000 and 2024 
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The global expansion of early childhood provision has 
weakened over the past decade. Following steady 

progress throughout the 2000s and early 2010s, growth 
in participation has slowed markedly since 2015. Some 
of this slowdown can also be attributed to declines in 
participation during the COVID-19 pandemic, which had a 
particularly strong impact on early childhood education.

Assessing progress in early childhood education, however, 
is far from straightforward. International monitoring relies 
on a set of indicators that are sensitive to substantial 
cross-country variation in age ranges, programme 
definitions and enrolment practices, including early entry 
into primary education. As a result, current participation 
rates can obscure important differences in the actual 
expansion of children’s early learning opportunities. 
Monitoring frameworks need to be refined and expanded 
to provide a more detailed and accurate picture 
of progress.

THE INCREASE IN EARLY CHILDHOOD 
EDUCATION PARTICIPATION HAS 
SLOWED DOWN AFTER 2015 
Participation in early childhood education is monitored 
through two SDG 4 indicators. First, global indicator 
4.2.2 measures the participation rate in organized learning 
one year before the official primary entry age. This 
indicator measures the participation typically of children 
age 5 although, depending on the country’s primary 
entry age, these children may be age 4, 5 or 6. But as the 
indicator covers participation in any level of education 
(early childhood educational development programmes, 
pre-primary and primary education), it is not easy to use it 
to draw comparisons. 

Second, thematic indicator 4.2.4 measures the net 
enrolment rate in early childhood educational development 
programmes and in pre-primary education. This indicator 
focuses on participation among children below primary 
school age but there is variation between countries. 
The age groups broadly correspond to children under 3 for 
early childhood educational development programmes 
and children aged 3 and above for pre-primary education. 
However, the pre-primary entry age ranges from 2 (for 
example, in Georgia and Mongolia) to 6 years (for example, 
in Afghanistan and the United Republic of Tanzania), which 
makes comparisons difficult.

Analysing enrolment rates by single year of age provides 
a more detailed and nuanced understanding of early 
childhood education participation. Combining single-age 
enrolment data from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 
national data published by China’s Ministry of Education 

and single-age population estimates from the United 
Nations Population Division, it is estimated that about 
42% of 3-year-olds, 59% of 4-year-olds, and 80% of 
5-year-olds are enrolled globally. These large increases in 
enrolment by age are generally observed across all country 
income groups, but in low-income countries, the largest 
increase in enrolment is observed between ages 5 and 6.

 

The net enrolment rate one year before the 
official primary entry age rose from 64% in 
2003 to 75% in 2024

Over the past 25 years, participation in early childhood 
education has increased worldwide. The net enrolment 
rate one year before the official primary entry age rose 
from 64% in 2003 to 75% in 2024, but most of the increase 
was until 2015 (to 73%) and the trend has essentially been 
stagnant since. The fastest progress occurred in the three 
regions and subregions that had the lowest starting levels: 
Northern Africa, sub-Saharan Africa and Western Asia. 
Each of them grew by 1.1 percentage point per year on 
average and did not have a major slowdown after 2015. 
Other subregions with notable growth episodes are 
Central Asia (by 3.7 percentage points per year between 
2016 and 2020) and Southeastern Asia (by 2 percentage 
points per year between 2006 and 2015) (Figure 3.1a). 

Although no regional average is reported for Eastern Asia 
due to the lack of internationally comparable data for 
China, the subregion is likely also among the highest 
performing on this indicator. Japan, the Republic of Korea, 
Mongolia, and Hong Kong, China, all report values above 
95%. National figures published by China’s Ministry of 
Education also indicate high participation: the enrolment 
of 5-year-olds in pre-primary education was about 
94% in 2020 and the gross enrolment ratio in pre-primary 
education as a whole was around 90% in 2023 (China 
Ministry of Education, 2021, 2024).

Net enrolment rates in pre-primary education followed 
a similar pattern and rose faster, from 41% in 2003 to 
54% in 2024, but again most of the increase had happened 
until 2015 (to 51%) and the growth has slowed down by 
almost two thirds since. Central Asia, Northern Africa and 
Western Asia, South-eastern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa 
again stand out for their rapid growth, as participation 
rates more than doubled since 2000 (Figure 3.1b). There is 
a wider spread of enrolment rates at this age group than 
at the age group of the global indicator. Europe has much 
higher enrolment rates than other regions, which have 
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also been increasing – from 73% to 90% between 2000 and 
2024. By contrast, in sub-Saharan Africa less than one in 
four children of pre-primary school age are enrolled.

 

A large part of the slowdown in growth 
since 2015 can be attributed to the 
decline in participation as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic

There are less data on participation in early childhood 
educational development programmes, making it difficult 
to identify clear global trends, and available data are 
insufficient to calculate a global average. Regions with 
trend data show divergent patterns. Some have made 
substantial progress, notably sub-Saharan Africa, where 
participation nearly tripled, from 6% in 2012 to 17% in 
2024. In contrast, both Northern Africa and Western Asia 
have seen little improvement and continue to report low 
participation levels in 2024, at 2% and 5% respectively.

A large part of the slowdown in growth since 2015 can 
be attributed to the decline in participation as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Participation among children 
one year before the official primary entry age (typically 
5-year-olds) fell by 2% globally in 2021, but by more than 
5% in several regions (Figure 3.2a). The impact was even 
more pronounced for younger children, as captured in the 
net enrolment rate of pre-primary school age children 
(typically 3- to 5-year-olds), which fell by 5% in 2021 but 
by more than 10% in Northern America, Western Asia and 
Southern Asia (Figure 3.2b). 

Reasons why COVID-19 had a larger impact on pre-primary 
than on other levels of education included the unsuitability 
of distance modalities, concern about the limited ability 
of children to comply with health protocols (Neuman and 
Powers, 2022), and the financial impact of the pandemic on 
households, which meant some families could not afford to 
pay for private preschool at least temporarily and may not 
have had an alternative (Wills and Kika-Mistry, 2022). 

FI GURE 3.1: 
Increases in early childhood education participation have slowed down since 2015
a. Adjusted net enrolment rate, one year before the 
official primary entry age

b. Net enrolment rate in pre-primary education
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig3_1
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32 C H A P T E R   3  •  P re - primary       education      

3



FI GURE 3.2:
The COVID-19 impact on education participation was large, particularly for younger children
a. Relative change of the adjusted net enrolment rate, one year before the official primary entry age, by region, 2020–24
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b. Relative change of the net enrolment rate in pre-primary education, by region, 2020–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig3_2
Source: UIS database.

2026 •  GLOBAL EDUCATION MONITORING REPORT 33

3



EARLY ENTRY INTO PRIMARY MAKES IT 
HARD TO INTERPRET PROGRESS IN PRE-
PRIMARY EDUCATION
The SDG global indicator, the participation rate in organized 
learning one year before the official primary entry age, 
is age specific. It is meant to highlight the importance 
of having children participating in organized learning 
to boost their preparedness for primary education. 
However, assessment is hampered by the fact that the 
indicator does not distinguish between children enrolled 
in pre-primary education and those who entered primary 
education a year early. Early entry into primary education is 
a common phenomenon worldwide. In 75 of 153 countries 
with data, at least 97% of children were attending 
pre-primary. But in at least 53 countries, over 10% of 
children aged one year before primary who participate in 
education were enrolled at the primary level instead of 
pre-primary – and in 13 countries more than half were 
enrolled in primary (Figure 3.3). 

 

On average, 27% of students aged one year 
before primary already attend primary

On average, 27% of students aged one year before primary 
already attend primary. This global figure is largely driven 
by India, where 51% of 5-year-olds are enrolled in primary 
rather than in pre-primary education – a share that likely 
increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, when early 
childhood education services were severely disrupted 
(Raut and Huy, 2022; Ravindran and Shah, 2024). Evidence 

from the Unified District Information System for Education 
(UDISE+), India’s national education management 
information system, which excludes Anganwadi centres 
(i.e. rural child care centres) and private kindergartens, 
indicates that the share of children under 6 enrolled in 
primary rather than pre-primary education rose from 
around 35% in 2019 and 2020 to 41% in 2021 and 60% in 
2022 (India Ministry of Education, 2022). At the same 
time, UDISE+ reports show a sharp rise in the proportion 
of students entering grade 1 with prior pre-school 
experience – from 41% in 2019 to 80% in 2025 – suggesting 
children may also be attending some pre-school education 
before entering primary education early (India Ministry of 
Education, 2025).

Analysing the share of early entry into primary is 
important to interpret SDG global indicator 4.2.2 correctly. 
In many countries, increases in participation are 
largely due to increases in early enrolment in primary 
education and not to an improvement in pre-primary 
and, more generally, early childhood education provision, 
as is commonly interpreted (Figure 3.4). In Rwanda, 
for example, the education participation of 5-year-olds 
increased from 47% in 2017 to 80% in 2024, but part of the 
increase was due to an increase in early entry into primary 
education. Among those enrolled, 8% were in primary 
in 2017, compared to 18% in 2024. Conversely, in some 
countries, a stagnation or even decrease in participation 
may mask improvements in early childhood education 
participation. In Cameroon, while participation decreased 
from 46% to 41% between 2017 and 2024, the share of 
those enrolled attending pre-primary education increased 
from 52% to 68%, which means that, counterintuitively, 
early childhood education expanded overall. 
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FI GURE 3.3:
Early entry into primary education is a common phenomenon
Distribution of children aged one year prior to official primary entry age enrolled, by level of education, 2024 or latest available year
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FI GURE 3.4: 
Increased education participation of 5-year-olds does not only mean increased pre-primary education enrolment
Average annual change between 2017 and 2024 (or latest available year) in (a) the participation rate of children one year prior to the 
official primary entry age and (b) the share of enrolled children attending pre-primary (rather than primary) education, 2017–24
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ESTIMATING HOW MANY CHILDREN HAVE ATTENDED 
PRESCHOOL REQUIRES A DIFFERENT APPROACH
The SDG global indicator is not a sufficiently reliable 
measure to establish the share of children that have 
participated in at least one year of education prior to 
entering primary school; instead, it tends to overestimate 
that share. For example, the fact that the value of indicator 
4.2.2 was 75% in 2024 should not be interpreted to mean 
that three quarters of children have attended pre-primary 
education. A rough alternative estimate would be to say 
that excluding children enrolled in primary education 
would lead to about a 27% drop in the global indicator, 
which would mean that only 55% of children in the world 
complete at least one year of pre-primary school. But this 
might underestimate preschool attendance, as children 
that attend primary school early may well have attended 
preschool before.

For a more accurate estimate, one option is to use 
enrolment data by single year of age and education level 
attended from administrative sources. The approach 
follows two steps. First, the highest single-year 
participation rate in pre-primary education is identified 
from the relevant age group. In some countries, this peak 

occurs among children one year below the official primary 
entry age; in others, it occurs among those two years 
below, because many children in the year immediately 
preceding primary entry may have already transitioned into 
primary education. Second, this enrolment figure is then 
divided by the total number of primary entry age children 
enrolled, whether in primary or pre-primary. This gives the 
share of primary entry age students who likely attended 
pre-primary education. Combining this with the overall 
enrolment rate of primary entry age children yields a rough 
distribution of children between three groups: those who 
entered primary school having attended pre-primary; 
those who entered primary school without having 
attended pre-primary; and those who are not enrolled yet 
(Figure 3.5).

 

For a more accurate estimate, one option 
is to use enrolment data by single year 
of age and education level attended from 
administrative sources
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This approach estimates that 59% of children aged one 
year before they begin primary school have attended at 
least one year of pre-primary education, ranging from 
36% in low-income to 86% in high-income countries. 
Another 30% are in primary school without previously 
having attended preschool. Finally, 11% are not enrolled by 
that age, although the vast majority will enrol later.

This approach relies on two assumptions. The first 
assumption is that cohort sizes remain relatively stable 
across adjacent ages (e.g. the numbers of 4- and 
6-year-olds do not differ substantially). Of 165 countries 
with a single-year age cohort of at least 10,000 children, 
there are 10 low- and lower-middle-income countries 
where the cohort of 4-year-olds was at least 3% higher 
than the cohort of 5-year-olds, implying that the estimate 
is likely overestimated in these countries. In contrast, 
in 26 upper-middle- and high-income countries the cohort 
of 4-year-olds was at least 3% smaller, meaning the 
estimate is likely underestimated in these countries.

The second assumption is that children remain in 
education once they enter, meaning that a child enrolled 
in pre-primary will continue at least until the first grade of 
primary. As the approach uses the enrolment patterns of 
younger children to infer the prior participation of primary 
school-aged children, it will overestimate pre-primary 
participation in countries where early childhood education 
is expanding rapidly.

FI GURE 3.5: 
It is estimated that 6 in 10 children have attended 
pre-primary education
Estimated distribution of primary entry age by enrolment status 
and pre-primary participation, by country income group, 2024 or 
latest available year
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig3_5
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database.

MONITORING PARTICIPATION 
OF CHILDREN UNDER 3 IS VERY 
CHALLENGING
Monitoring participation of children under 3, especially 
at the international level, poses significant challenges. 
It is difficult to establish whether programmes meet the 
specific criteria to be classified under ISCED level 0, which 
include having an intentional educational component 
(for at least 2 hours per day and/or 100 days per year) 
and being regulated by an education-oriented authority 
(UNESCO et al., 2015). Often, educational components 
may exist in practice but not be formally documented. 
Interpretations of what counts as ‘educational’ vary 
across countries (e.g. changing diapers may be considered 
educational in a country because of the interaction 
during the process, but not in others). As a result, similar 
childcare arrangements can be classified differently across 
countries, hindering comparability.

 

Childcare arrangements can be classified 
differently across countries, hindering 
comparability

In some countries, most or all early childhood care and 
education provision for children under 3 is outside the 
ISCED classification. In France and Italy, for example, 
childcare for children under 3 is governed by ministries 
of social affairs and excluded from ISCED, so less 
than 5% of children are considered enrolled in formal 
education. In contrast, more than 50% of children are 
considered enrolled in Denmark and Norway. Across the 
27 European Union member states, using administrative 
data, the participation rate increased slightly from 17% in 
2015 to 20% in 2023 (Figure 3.6a).

The rate of participation in both education and care among 
children under 3 doubles among the European Union’s 
27 member states to 39% using household survey data 
and based on a broad definition that includes participation 
for as little as one hour per week. While in Denmark and 
Norway, participation rates are the same as those reported 
as education only, in France and Italy participation rates 
increase to 59% and 39%, respectively (Figure 3.6b).

Moreover, participation before age 3 is strongly linked to 
broader social policies, including parental leave, income 
support and childcare subsidies, making it hard to define 
the meaning of progress. Higher participation is not always 
the preferred outcome and there is usually no clear target, 
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except the European Union which has set a target to reach 
a participation rate of 45% by 2030. Families’ needs vary 

and many could provide care and education of better 
quality at home. 

FI GURE 3.6: 
In Europe, one in five children under 3 attend formal education
Early childhood care and education participation measures, children under 3, European countries

a. Children in formal education, 2015–24 b. Children in formal childcare or education, 2024
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig3_6
Source: Eurostat (2025a). Source: Eurostat (2025b)

CONCLUSION
 

To capture the true intent of SDG target 4.2, 
monitoring should account for early entry 
into primary and track whether children have 
actually attended pre-primary education

Global monitoring of access to early childhood education 
requires recalibration. To capture the true intent of SDG 
target 4.2 – ensuring that children have access to early 
learning opportunities before entering primary school – 
monitoring should account for early entry into primary and 

track whether children have actually attended pre-primary 
education. For all children, and particularly those under 3, 
where internationally comparable participation data are 
limited, monitoring should emphasize equity of access, 
ensuring that all who want early learning opportunities are 
able to benefit from them.

Improving monitoring therefore requires not only better 
and more harmonized data tools, but also a broader policy 
perspective. Complementing participation indicators 
with information on legal entitlement and public 
financing would provide a more comprehensive picture of 
governments’ commitment to early childhood education, 
and better capture progress toward equitable access in 
diverse national contexts.
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Azerbaijan, an upper-middle-income country, has recently 
dramatically increased access to pre-primary education 
for 5-year-olds. In 2016, it was a country with one of the 
lowest values – 25% – of the SDG global indicator 4.2.2, 
which is the net enrolment rate, one year before the 
official primary entry age, among its income group and 
regional peers. Within just five years, it progressed to near 
universal enrolment in 2021 – 92%. Impressive increases 
were also recorded for two other participation indicators 
that include younger children (3- to 5-year-olds and 1- to 
5-year-olds), albeit at lower rates (Figure 1). 

FI GURE 1:
Within five years, Azerbaijan almost universalized access 
to pre-primary education for 5-year-olds
Adjusted net enrolment rate, one year before the official 
primary entry age, Azerbaijan, Türkiye and upper-middle-
income countries, 2000–24
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Notes: 
1.	 Two other indicators are shown for Azerbaijan: the net enrolment 

rates for (i) pre-primary education (which refer to the age group 3 to 
5 years) and (ii) for early childhood education (which refer to the age 
group 1 to 5 years). 

2.	 The UIS database reports a sharp drop in the adjusted net 
enrolment rate, one year before the official primary entry age in 
Azerbaijan from 96% in 2023 to 83% in 2024, which is not reflected 
in government data. According to the Ministry of Education, 
participation rate of 5-year-olds is 87% in 2024 and the number 
of 5-year-olds enrolled in school readiness groups increased from 
87,569 in 2023 (Azerbaijan Ministry of Education, 2024) to 93,211 
in 2024 (Azerbaijan Ministry of Education, 2025).

GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Azerbaijan_fig1
Source: UIS database.

Considering absolute enrolment figures in early childhood 
education institutions, ‘school readiness’ groups, targeted 
at 5-year-olds, accounted for almost the full increase. 
The number of children enrolled in these groups increased 
from 12,000 in 2016 to 107,000 in 2021 (Figure 2). 
Note that the 5-year-old population is estimated to 
have increased by 13% to 137,200 between 2011 and 
2024 (Azerbaijan State Statistical Committee, 2024).

F IG U R E 2: 
In Azerbaijan, early childhood education participation 
increases are exclusively from enrolment in school 
readiness groups 
Number of children aged 1 to 6 years enrolled in early 
childhood education institutions, by type of institution, 
Azerbaijan, 2012–24
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Note: School readiness groups cater to children aged 5 and 6, while other 
early childhood education institutions cater to children aged 1 to 5.
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Azerbaijan_fig2
Source: Azerbaijan State Statistical Committee (2025).

In the period following the collapse of the Soviet Union 
in 1991, the early childhood education sector struggled 
with institutional instability – as responsibility shifted 
several times between different government agencies; 
policy fragmentation; insufficient human, financial and 
material resources; lack of political will; and no legislation 
(Mammadova, 2024). In 2011, just 36% of grade 4 children 
had previously attended preschool, one of the lowest 
levels among the 45 countries that took part in the 
Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (Radsky, 
2013). In recognition of the low enrolment rates, lack of 
facilities in three quarters of residential settlements, 
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In Cameroon, 41% of 5-year-olds are enrolled in education, 
well above the subregional average for Central Africa, 
but below the averages for lower-middle-income and 
sub-Saharan African countries. Two different trends 
can be distinguished over the past 15 years: a period of 
expansion from 41% in 2008 to 52% in 2015, followed by an 
equally steep decline back to 41% by 2018 and stagnation 
thereafter (Figure 1). 

However, while this indicator is commonly understood 
to be a measure of progress in pre-primary education, 
this is not necessarily the case. SDG global indicator 
4.2.2 measures the education participation of 5-year-olds 
regardless of the education level attended and can 
therefore be misleading in countries where children enrol in 
primary school before the official entry age.

In Cameroon, while the number of 5-year-olds enrolled in 
education has remained stagnant since 2017, unpacking 
the data indicates a different picture. The share of 
5-year-olds in education who were in fact enrolled in 
pre-primary education (instead of starting primary school 
early) grew from 52% in 2017 to 68% in 2024. The number 
of 5-year-olds enrolled in preschool therefore increased 
by 39% in this period (Figure 2), more than twice as fast 
as the population of 5-year-olds (18%). However, the data 
also suggest that the percentage of all 5-year-olds in 
pre-primary education is below 30%. 

The number of students enrolled in pre-primary education 
according to the Ministry of Basic Education increased 
rapidly, more than tripling between 2005 and 2016, a trend 
which was then interrupted and marked by a two-year 
decline, then a resumption of growth albeit at a slower 
rate. The growth in recent years is even slower in terms of 
the gross enrolment ratio (Figure 3). 

Cameroon has dealt with persistent security crises 
over the past 10 years, mainly due to the escalation of 
Boko Haram violence in the Far North since 2014 and 
the separatist conflict in the anglophone Northwest 
and Southwest regions since 2016. Moreover, an influx 
of refugees from the Central African Republic has 
affected the East and Adamawa regions. Chronic internal 
displacement, a ban on education by non-state armed 
groups, attacks on school buildings and personnel, and the 
looting and occupying of school buildings contribute 
to widespread education disruption. In recent years, 
more than 3 million people have been reported in need 
of humanitarian assistance, reaching a maximum of 

4.7 million in 2023 (Cameroon Ministry of Basic Education 
et al., 2025; UNICEF, 2024), when 1.4 million school-age 
children were estimated to need education assistance 
(Chimtom, 2024).

F IG U R E 1:
In Cameroon, after a period of expansion, participation of 
5-year-olds in education has stagnated since 2018
Adjusted net enrolment rate, one year before the official 
primary entry age, Cameroon and selected country group 
averages, 2003–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cameroon_fig1
Source: UIS database.

F IG U R E 2: 
The number of 5-year-olds enrolled in pre-primary 
school early has been increasing in Cameroon
Enrolment of 5-year-olds, by level of education attended, 
Cameroon, 2017–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cameroon_fig2
Source: UIS database.
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FI GURE 3:
Pre-primary enrolment in Cameroon has been growing 
but at a slower rate in recent years
Change in the number of children enrolled in pre-primary 
education and the pre-primary gross enrolment ratio, 
Cameroon, 2005–24 (2005 = 100)
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cameroon_fig3
Sources: Annual reports of the Cameroon Ministry of Basic Education.

FI GURE 4:
Conflict in Cameroon’s Northwest and Southwest regions 
severely hindered access to pre-primary education
Gross enrolment ratio in pre-primary education, by region, 
Cameroon, 2015–24
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Note: The population in the denominator refers to 4- and 5-year-olds, 
which corresponds to the theoretical age group for the pre-primary 
level, but private schools often have a three-year duration and take 
children from age 3, while children older than 5 may also be enrolled.
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cameroon_fig4
Source: Cameroon Ministry of Basic Education.

While the Far North region already had very low 
pre-primary education enrolment levels, the Northwest 
and Southwest regions witnessed a sharp drop in 
enrolment in the aftermath of the conflict, from about 
50% in 2015/16 to 6% in the Northwest and 19% in the 
Southwest in 2019/20, when 90% of public primary 
schools in the two regions were closed at the start of 
that school year, affecting over 850,000 children (UNICEF, 
2019). Although enrolment levels in both regions are 
trending upwards again, they have not yet recovered to 
the pre-conflict levels (Figure 4). A recent study on the 
impact of this conflict on education found that it directly 
led to a significant decline in reading and mathematics test 
scores, higher teacher absenteeism and reduced access to 
electricity in schools (Galindo-Silva and Tchuente, 2023).

Public investment in pre-primary education in Cameroon 
dropped from around 0.10% of GDP between 2008 and 
2013 to 0.06% in 2014, where it has remained ever 
since, declining even further as a share of the Ministry 
of Basic Education budget, from 6.8% in 2019 to 6.3% in 
2022 (Ministry of Basic Education Cameroon, 2023b). 
The number of public pre-primary schools has barely 
changed since 2014, while nearly 20% of them were 
not operational in 2022 (Cameroon Ministry of Basic 
Education, 2023a; Cameroon Ministry of Basic Education 
et al., 2023a). In contrast, between 2017 and 2023, 
the number of private preschools increased by 47% and the 
share of students enrolled in private preschools increased 
from 62% to 73% (Figure 5). Barely any public preschool has 
a canteen, only 13% have equipped playgrounds, 16% have 
electricity and 63% have toilets, with an average of 3 per 
100 students (Cameroon Ministry of Basic Education 
et al., 2025).

While public schools charge annual fees of 
CFA 7,500 (USD 13.40), already an obstacle for many, 
fees in private schools can be 15 to 20 times higher 
(DataCameroon, 2023; Ministry of Basic Education 
Cameroon, 2017). Additional ad hoc costs are often 
incurred to fund temporary teachers, materials or 
construction works (Institut National de la Statistique, 
2021; Zouga, 2024). In 2021, the cost of pre-primary 
education was on average CFA 19,600 for public schools, 
CFA 47,000 for confessional private and CFA 74,500 for 
non-religious private schools (Institut National de la 
Statistique, 2021), making access especially difficult, since 
some 40% of the population lives below the poverty line 
(Cameroon Ministry of Basic Education et al., 2025). 

44 C H A P T E R   3  •  P re - primary       education      

3



FI GURE 5:
Private provision of pre-primary education has increased in Cameroon
a. Number of pre-primary schools, by type, 2015–22 b. Share of pre-primary school students enrolled in non-state 

institutions, 2008–22
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cameroon_fig5
Sources: Cameroon Minitry of Basic Education (2023b) (number of schools) and UIS database (enrolment in private institutions). 

Private providers are mostly concentrated in urban areas, 
which account for 70% of pre-primary students and 
only 58% of the population (Cameroon Ministry of Basic 
Education, 2023b; World Bank, 2023), exacerbating the gap 
in access. In fact, the number of operational preschools 
was almost 10% higher in urban than in rural areas in 
2015 but over 40% in 2022 (Ministry of Basic Education 
Cameroon, 2023b).

Over the past two decades, Cameroon’s government 
has established several frameworks to improve access 
to pre-primary education. Law No. 98/004 officially 
integrated pre-primary education into the formal 
education structure for children aged 4 and 5. 
Currently, the Education and Training Sector Strategy 
2024–2030 seeks to expand public preschool provision and 
ensure that 70% of 5-year-olds will have access to at least 
one year of pre-primary education by 2030 (Cameroon 
Ministry of Basic Education et al., 2023b). The government 
aims to enrol 715,000 children in pre-primary education 
by 2027, although at the current rates it will fall short 
by some 60,000 children (Cameroon Ministry of Basic 
Education, 2023b).

A central strategy to expand access in underserved rural 
areas has been the development of community-based 
preschools (centres préscolaires communautaires), 
managed by local authorities and communities with 
municipal financial support, under the framework of 
the decentralization policy. However, this strategy has 
faced significant implementation challenges. As of 
2022, only 4% of children were enrolled in community 
preschools, far short of the government’s target of nearly 
64% by 2025/26 (Cameroon Ministry of Basic Education 
et al., 2023b).

Public education expenditure has been below both 
international benchmarks, oscillating just below 3% of GDP 
and around 14% of total public expenditure since 2017. 
The government has recently committed to increasing the 
share of education in public current expenditure, excluding 
debt service, by 2.4 percentage points from its 2022 level 
(Cameroon Ministry of Basic Education, 2023b) and to 
increase the share of pre-primary and primary education 
from just 29.5% in 2024 to 42% by 2030 (Cameroon 
Ministry of Basic Education et al., 2025). 
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F IG U R E 1: 
Enrolment of Laotian 5-year-olds increased steadily and 
rapidly between 2007 and 2016
Adjusted net enrolment rate, one year before official primary 
entry age, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Cambodia, the 
Philippines and lower-middle-income countries, 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Lao_PDR_fig1
Sources: UIS database.

F IG U R E 2: 
Enrolment in kindergarten has increased relative to 
preschools in recent years
Number of children enrolled, by type and level of early 
childhood education, 2015–25
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Lao_PDR_fig2
Source: 2024 World Population Prospects (population) and Lao 
Education and Sports Management Information System (enrolment).

Up until about 2005, just 1 in 10 children aged 5 were 
enrolled in education in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic. 
But a major transformation took place over the next 
decade, initially based on the ambition expressed in the 
2001–2020 Education Strategic Vision and the Education 
for All National Plan of Action 2003–2015. The government 
prioritized the construction of early childhood education 
schools in cities, while early childhood education would 
spread in rural areas through community-based projects 
supported by development partners (Manivanh, 2005). 

Between 2007 and 2016, enrolment rates of 5-year-olds 
increased from 14% to 62%, or at a rate of 4.8 percentage 
points per year throughout the decade, converging to 
the average of other lower-middle-income countries and 
mirroring the progress of other countries in the region, 
such as Cambodia and the Philippines. Importantly, 
the growth has been based on the expansion of public 
provision, which has accounted since 2000 for about 
80% of total enrolment. The 2015 revision of the national 
education law ensured the provision of free public early 
childhood education and led the way for the establishment 
of the Early Childhood Education Department and the 
National Plan of Action for Early Childhood Care and 
Development (Viraphanh, 2024). Nevertheless, growth 
appears to have ground to a halt since 2016 (Figure 1). 

There are three main forms of early childhood education 
provision in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic: 
playgroups, for children aged 3 and 4, usually delivered by 
locally recruited and trained caregivers at the community 
level; kindergarten, for children aged 3 to 5; and pre-primary 
for children aged 5 attached to primary schools and known 
as preparatory programmes. In 2025, according to the 
Ministry of Education and Sports, kindergartens accounted 
for 81% of total early childhood education enrolments (up 
from 72% in 2015), followed by pre-primary preparatory 
classes (16%, down from 26% in 2015) and playgroups (2%). 

Adding together the number of children enrolled in the 
third year of kindergarten and in preparatory classes, 
which correspond to the types of education 5-year-olds 
should be attending, the share of those attending a 
preparatory class in the total enrolment of 5-year-olds has 
fallen from one half to one third in 10 years. The evidence 
also suggests that 70% of 5-year-olds were in early 
childhood education, compared to 38% of 3- to 4-year-olds 
in playgroups and in the first and second years of 
kindergarten (Figure 2).
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However, the next two decades from 2000 were marked 
by stagnation. By 2008, the enrolment rate of 5-year-olds 
in Lebanon had fallen to 70% before increasing to 79% by 
2013 and then declining again to 68% by 2020, linked to 
the Syrian refugee crisis. During this period, the enrolment 
rate of 5-year-olds in Western Asia increased by almost 
20 percentage points. A similar pattern is observed in the 
net enrolment rate of 3- to 5-year-olds in Lebanon, where 
progress ground to a halt in the 2000s and 2010s, while 
there was a modest increase in Western Asia (Figure 1). 

The apparent sharp increase in enrolment rates after 
2020, a period marked by a severe financial crisis, 
the COVID-19 emergency, the Beirut port explosion 
and the latest conflict with Israel, does not reflect an 
increase in enrolment. According to government data, 
such enrolment remained constant at the Kindergarten 
3 level and declined slightly in Kindergarten 2 and, more 
significantly, in Kindergarten 1 (by 22% between 2020 and 
2024) (Figure 2). The decline in Kindergarten 1 enrolment 
is a more accurate reflection of the severe crisis for 
Lebanese households in recent years, with the poverty rate 
increasing by over three times from 12% in 2012 to 44% in 
2022 (World Bank, 2024). The need to satisfy basic needs 
has prevented many families from sending their children to 
attend preschool (Rafik Hariri University and University of 
East London, 2022). 

The increase in the official enrolment rate estimates 
was probably spurious and related to UN Population 
Division assumptions, which had been anticipating the 
return of Syrian refugees though likely at a pace faster 
than happened in practice. In the absence of a national 
population census since 1932, estimates of the school-age 
population are difficult to make, especially considering the 
unprecedented refugee inflows. 

Perhaps a more reliable measure of the percentage 
of 5-year-olds that have attended at least one year 
of pre-primary education is the ratio of Kindergarten 
3 students relative to grade 1 students, assuming that 
entry into primary education is universal, at least for 
Lebanese citizens. Based on such a calculation, 87% of 
grade 1 students have been in Kindergarten 3 the previous 
year, a ratio that has remained constant for the past 
10 years (Figure 2). This assumption may underestimate 
the Kindergarten 3 attendance rate of Lebanese citizens if 
non-Lebanese citizens are more likely to attend grade 1 of 
primary school than to attend preschool. This interpretation 
may be consistent with household survey evidence from 

Lebanon historically had a higher level of education 
development than other countries in the region, 
including at the pre-primary education level. In 2000, 
74% of 5-year-olds and 54% of 3- to 5-year-olds were 
in education, more than 40 percentage points above 
the sub-regional average in Western Asia. Pre-primary 
education in Lebanon is a three-year cycle (Kindergarten 
1 to 3), which means that pre-primary education 
enrolment rates are even higher in Lebanon than the rest 
of Western Asia where most systems follow a two-year 
cycle. Although the government pledged in 2016 to enrol all 
children aged 3 to 5 in early childhood education (Lebanon 
Ministry of Education and Higher Education, 2016b), there 
is still no legal framework to make pre-primary education 
compulsory. 

FI GURE 1: 
Early childhood education participation stalled in 
Lebanon in the 2000s and 2010s
Adjusted net enrolment rate one year before primary and 
pre-primary net enrolment rate, Lebanon and Western Asia, 
2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Lebanon_fig1
Source: UIS database and Vulnerability Assessment of Syrian Refugees 
in Lebanon.
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In Lithuania, like many of its European peers, participation 
of children one year before the official primary entry age 
has been nearly universal for the past two decades. Yet its 
considerable progress in increasing the participation of 
younger children is worth noting. Between 2013 and 2023, 
enrolment of children aged 3 to 5 increased from 79% to 
96% (Figure 1), with slight variations depending on the source 
of the data and the age group. This represents one of the 
fastest increases compared to other countries with a similar 
baseline value. Children of this age group are enrolled for 
39 hours per week on average, one of the highest amounts in 
Europe (Eurostat, 2025).

Early childhood care and education in Lithuania is divided 
in two levels. The first is preschool education (Ikimokyklinis 
ugdymas) for children from birth to about age 6 (of which 
most are aged 2 to 5). The second is a compulsory year 
of pre-primary education (Priešmokyklinis ugdymas) 
for 6-year-olds, which is designed to prepare children for 
entry into primary education at age 7 (Lithuania Ministry 
of Education, Science and Sports, 2023b). In terms of the 
International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) 
for cross-country comparisons, enrolment of children under 
3 is classified as ISCED 01 and enrolment for children 3 and 
above is classified as ISCED 02, regardless of the programme 
attended (Lithuania Ministry of Education, Science and Sports, 
2023b).

The considerable increase in participation of younger children 
has seen the enrolment of children under 3 in Lithuania 
increase by an average annual growth rate of 1.6 percentage 
points per year, from 21% to 35%, between 2013 and 2022. 
The growth has been even steeper among 2-year-olds with 
enrolment increasing from 55% to 83% during the period, 
an average of 3.1 percentage points per year, the second 
highest among 38 upper-middle- and high-income countries 
with data available by single year of age.

Early childhood education legislation has evolved significantly 
since Lithuania regained independence in 1991. The first Law 
on Education initially encouraged home education of children 
under 6, with the state providing compensatory benefits to 
support families (Lithuania Government, 1991). A major shift 
occurred in 2003, when the law formally introduced preschool 
education for children aged 1 to 5, in addition to pre-primary 
education at age 6 (Lithuania Government, 2003). In 2011, 
preschool provision was expanded to cover children from 
birth (Lithuania Government, 2011). In 2016, Lithuania made 
pre-primary education at age 6 compulsory for all children 
(Lithuania Government, 2016).

F IG U R E 1: 
Enrolment of 3- to 5-year-olds has spiked over the last 
decade
Pre-primary education net enrolment rate, Lithuania and 
other Baltic countries, 2013–23
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Lithuania_fig1
Sources: UIS (Europe and high-income country averages) and OECD 
(Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania) database.

More recently, Article 7 of the education law enacted in 
2020 outlines the gradual implementation of guaranteed 
preschool education: from the age of 4 by 2023, from 
the age of 3 by 2024 and from the age of 2 by 2025. This 
means that if parents choose to enrol their children in 
preschool institutions, national and local governments 
are required to provide the necessary places (Lithuania 
Ministry of Education, Science and Sports, 2024a). 

The prioritization and expansion of early childhood 
education in policy documents has been accompanied 
by increased funding. Spending on early childhood 
education in Lithuania grew from 0.74% of GDP in 2013 to 
1.17% in 2021, rising above the OECD average. This has also 
translated into a spike in spending per student, outpacing 
all other Central and Eastern European countries that 
started off at a similar level (Figure 2). Between 2015 and 
2020, annual spending per child in pre-primary education 
increased by an average of 9.4% in Lithuania, by far the 
highest of all OECD countries. This is despite the fact 
that the number of children of that age group increased, 
a contrasting trend to most other OECD countries 
(OECD, 2023).
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In Madagascar, the adjusted net enrolment rate one year 
before the official primary entry age of 6 rose from 10% in 
2000 to 66% in 2024, with the most rapid growth achieved 
between 2014 and 2018, when it increased from 33% to 
57%. During this period, it exceeded the sub-Saharan 
African average (Figure 1). Data from two Demographic 
and Health Survey (DHS) rounds that span this period 
show that the adjusted net attendance rate increased from 
30% in 2009 to 66% in 2021, closely matching the evidence 
from administrative data. 

In 2004, an important first step for the development 
of the sector was Law No. 2004-004, which integrated 
pre-primary education into the national education system 
(Madagascar Government, 2004), helping initiate efforts to 
expand access. In 2007, plans were introduced to establish 
pre-primary centres in public schools and communities, 
aiming to boost enrolment. Decree No. 2008-532, 
Articles 7 and 12, prioritized early childhood education 
for children in rural areas, those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds and those living with disabilities (Madagascar 
Government, 2008). In 2009, the responsibility for 
pre-primary education, which was until then divided 
between the Ministry of Population and the Ministry of 
National Education (Madagascar Ministry of Secondary 
and Basic Education, 1999), shifted entirely to the Ministry 
of National Education to improve coordination and 
resource allocation (Rakotonandrasana, 2020). In 2012, 
a pre-primary education curriculum was developed 
with UNICEF support (Madagascar Ministry of National 
Education, 2012). 

The 2013–2015 Interim Education Plan placed additional 
emphasis on community-based centres in rural 
areas to lower costs for families. Indeed, up until the 
2013/14 school year there were more private than public 
and community school facilities offering pre-primary 
education. But between the 2013/14 and 2016/17 school 
years, the number of public and community schools with 
a pre-primary class attached increased sixfold from 
2,300 to 13,900. By the 2023/24 school year, there were 
16,440 public and community schools (of which 8% were in 
urban areas) and 5,140 private schools (of which 8% were 
in urban areas) offering pre-primary education (Figure 2) 
(Madagascar Ministry of National Education, 2024).

F IG U R E 1:
Enrolment of 5-year-olds sharply increased in 
Madagascar in the mid-2010s
Adjusted net enrolment rate, one year before the official 
primary entry age, Madagascar and sub-Saharan Africa, 
and share of pre-primary enrolment in private institutions, 
Madagascar 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Madagascar_fig1
Sources: UIS database (enrolment rate) and Madagascar Ministry of National 
Education statistical yearbooks (share of enrolment in private institutions).

F IG U R E 2:
Within three years, the number of public schools offering 
pre-primary education increased sixfold in Madagascar
Number of schools offering pre-primary education, by sector, 
Madagascar, 2007–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Madagascar_fig2
Source: Madagascar Ministry of National Education statistical yearbooks.
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Over the past decade, Uzbekistan has increased 
preschool enrolment and modernized its institutions. 
The participation rate one year before primary education 
increased from just 28% in 2016 to 84% in 2024, not only 
exceeding its own lower-middle-income group average 
(77%) but also the upper-middle-income group average 
(82%), while catching up with neighbouring Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan. Extended over the entire preschool age group 
(3 to 6 years), the net enrolment rate increased from 20% in 
2016 to 69% in 2025 (Figure 1). 

After independence in 1991, the Soviet-era kindergarten 
system declined, leading to an estimated decline in 
enrolment from over 70% to less than 40%. It is estimated 
that the number of kindergartens fell by 45% between 
1999 and 2019 (Uzbekistan Presidency, 2019b). 
Moreover, teachers were not being retrained and 
insufficient government funding had affected both 
access and quality, particularly in rural areas (Uzbekistan 
Government, 2012). In 2012, only 23% of children aged 
3 to 6 attended preschool (Abdurazzakova et al., 2025) 
and there were modest plans to raise this share to 32% by 
2016/17 (Uzbekistan Government, 2012). 

But in late 2016, a Presidential Decree (“Measures Aimed 
at Further Improvement of the Pre-School Education 
System in 2017–2021”) called for further improvements, 
including the introduction of half-day preschool groups 
for 5- to 6-year-olds and new preschools in rural areas. 
In 2017, 11 preschool policies were introduced, one of 
which notably established the Ministry of Preschool 
Education to centralize management (Uzbekistan 
Government, 2019). The 2019 Law on Preschool Education 
guaranteed each child one year of preschool before school 
entry. Regulations set standards for facilities, teacher 
training and budgets, assigning clear roles to central and 
regional authorities for enhancing access and quality 
(Uzbekistan Parliament, 2019).

In 2018, the government piloted free one-year school 
preparatory groups in select regions, enrolling over 
11,000 children. By 2020, these groups were fully 
rolled out, with the objective to become the main 
vehicle for universalizing early childhood education 
(Uzbekistan Cabinet of Ministers, 2020, 2024). Under the 
2022–2026 Development Strategy of the New Uzbekistan, 
which focuses on creating an equitable, inclusive and 
high-quality education system, Goal 38 seeks to increase 
pre-primary education coverage of 3- to 6-year-olds 
from 67% to at least 80%, with preschool access for 
6-year-olds reaching 90% in 2022/23 and 100% by 
2024/25 (Uzbekistan Presidency, 2023). In February 
2026, a ministerial decision made one year of preschool 
compulsory (Uzbekistan Government, 2026).

A key part of efforts to increase preschool enrolment 
has been the mobilization of private entrepreneurship. 
In 2018, Resolution 3651 introduced the concept of 
public–private partnerships (Uzbekistan Presidency, 2018). 

FI GURE 1: 
In Uzbekistan, preschool enrolment tripled in just 
seven years
Adjusted net enrolment rate, one year before the official 
primary entry age, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan, 
2000–25
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Uzbekistan_fig1
Source: UIS database.
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SYSTEM-LEVEL POLICIES

Enrolment in pre-primary education is characterized 
by large inequality by wealth, location and ethnicity. 
Identifying policies that reduce such inequality and drive 
lasting, system-level change requires improved legislation, 
governance and funding.

LEGISLATION
Mandating free and compulsory pre-primary education 
shifts the idea of public provision from discretionary 
to universal, or in some cases, targeted entitlements. 
Eliminating fees quickly improves access by removing 
financial barriers for low-income families, while 
compulsory attendance increases accountability and 
encourages expanding educational supply.

Early education is recognized internationally as a 
fundamental right by the 1989 UN Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, with General Comment No. 
7 in 2005 affirming access from birth and emphasizing 
quality provision by trained staff. In 2015, Sustainable 
Development Goal target 4.2 called for universal access 
to quality pre-primary education by 2030, while the 
2022 Tashkent Declaration at the World Conference on 
Early Childhood Care and Education called on countries to 
provide at least one year of free, compulsory pre-primary 
education and dedicate at least 10% of education budgets 
to early childhood education. In 2024, the UN Human 
Rights Council began considering a Convention on the 
Rights of the Child protocol to make free pre-primary 
education a binding international right (United Nations, 
2024). If adopted, this would establish the first binding 
international right to pre-primary education.

Among 182 countries with data in 1998 and 2023, 
the number of countries with at least one year of 
compulsory pre-primary education increased from 20 to 
44 (Figure 3.8a). The average duration of compulsory 
pre-primary education tripled from 0.14 to 0.42 years. 
In total, 47 out of 195 countries mandated at least one 
year of compulsory pre-primary education in 2023, with 
regional differences. No country among the Arab States 
has mandatory pre-primary education. Most Pacific Island 
countries start education at age 3, but only 6 out of the 
15 make pre-primary education mandatory: the Marshall 
Islands, Nauru, Papua New Guinea, Samoa, Tokelau and 
Tonga (Vindrola et al., 2024). Preschool is compulsory at 
age 5 in all Latin American countries even if enrolment 
increased only where legislation was backed by public 
investment, notably in Brazil, Costa Rica and Guatemala 
(Arrabal, 2019). 

In recent years, many upper-middle- and high-income 
countries have been making schooling compulsory at 
a lower starting age, including Bulgaria in 2023 (to the 
age of 4 years), Costa Rica in 2018 (to 4 years), Cyprus 
in 2024 (gradually over an 8-year period to 4 years), 
Greece in 2018 (to 4 years), Hungary in 2015 (to 3 years) 
and Romania in 2020 (initially to 5 years, then to 4 years 
by 2023 and to 3 years by 2030). In countries with high 
enrolment, lowering the compulsory school age can 
support the access of disadvantaged groups. Belgium 
added a year of pre-primary education to boost attendance 
among migrant children (OECD, 2026), while France made 
education compulsory from age 3 in 2019 to improve 
foundational learning and reduce inequalities, especially 
in priority-area schools (OECD, 2020b). Lithuania requires 
pre-school for children under 5 at risk because of social 
and economic reasons. 

Among 119 countries with data in 1998 and 2023, 
the number of those with at least one year of free 
pre-primary education increased from 46 to 69, of which 
6 increased to 2 years and 13 to 3 years (Figure 3.8b). 
The average duration of compulsory pre-primary education 
increased by half a year, from 0.85 to 1.34 years. Analysis 
in Latin America found that countries which guaranteed 
two or more years of free pre-primary education 
consistently achieved higher participation among 
low-income households than those offering only one year 
or none (Arrabal, 2019).

 

Among 119 countries with data in 1998 and 
2023, the number of those with at least one 
year of free pre-primary education increased 
from 46 to 69

In total, 91 out of 195 countries (or 47%) guarantee at 
least one year of free pre-primary education, of which 
42 guarantee at least three years, according to the UIS 
database. However, a global analysis for this report 
featured in the PEER website suggests that this might 
be an underestimate, as it found that public pre-primary 
education is tuition-free in 128 of 191 countries (or 67%), 
ranging from 48% in sub-Saharan Africa to 81% in Europe 
and Northern America. 
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DEMAND-SIDE POLICIES

In many contexts, historic government underinvestment 
in pre-primary education means that households that 
want to send their children to preschool have to pay the 
cost of private service provision. Affordability, therefore, 
becomes a major barrier to the expansion of early 
childhood education and disproportionately impacts 
low-income households. Either as a substitute to investing 
in developing a public pre-primary education system or as 
a complement to these efforts, governments may try to 
reduce the cost of pre-primary education through a mix of 
universal and targeted approaches to improve affordability 
(Cascio, 2017). 

 

Affordability is a major barrier to the 
expansion of early childhood education 
and dispoportionately impacts low-income 
households

In 25 countries in Africa, Asia and the Pacific with 
observations roughly 15 years apart between 2005 and 
2020, participation rates of children one year before the 
official primary entry age increased rapidly by about 
30 percentage points, with notable progress in Azerbaijan, 
Kyrgyzstan and the Philippines. But the average gap 
between the poorest and the richest barely changed, 
with 30 percentage points separating them on average 
(Figure 3.12). In eight Latin American countries, children 
from the poorest quintile, which in 2005 had a participation 
rate twice as high as the children in the African, Asian 
and Pacific countries reviewed (60% vs 30%), managed to 
close the gap with the richest peers between 2000 and 
2024 (Figure 3.13).

FI GURE 3.12: 
In Africa and Asia, early childhood education participation levels have increased, but participation gaps between the poorest 
and the richest have remained the same 
Participation rate in organized learning one year before the official primary entry age, by wealth quintile, selected African, Asian and 
Pacific countries, 2004–08, and 2020–24
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FI GURE 3.15: 
Countries have moved in opposite directions in terms of their preference for private actor involvement in pre-primary 
education 
Share of private institutions in pre-primary education enrolment, 2000–03, 2010–13 and 2020–23

a. Decreasing private sector participation b. Stable private sector participation c. Increasing private sector participation
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Government contracting is a common method for 
funding pre-primary education. In Brazil, 8% of children 
in day care and pre-primary education attended 
government-contracted private providers, making 
up 29% of total private provision (INEP, 2020). In the 
Philippines, Pasig City signed agreements with 95 private 
Child Development Centers accredited by the city 
authorities. This approach of local government–led 
service delivery, system integration and public–private 
partnerships has now been enshrined in the 2025 Early 
Childhood Care and Development System Act, which 
envisages a fund for a contracting scheme (EDCOM2, 2026; 
Philippines Senate, 2025). In Samoa, the One Government 
Grant programme channels state resources to mission-run 
and private early childhood centres, providing curriculum 
and teacher support that tightens coherence across 
providers (Samoa Ministry of the Prime Minister and the 
Cabinet, 2022). In South Africa, the Department of Social 
Development used to subsidize registered early childhood 
development programmes in vulnerable communities, 
ensuring compliance with registration conditions. 
Responsibility over the registration, certification, funding 
and training processes has been shifted to the Department 
of Basic Education, which eased registration requirements 
in 2023 (Sello, 2025; World Bank and South Africa 
Department of Basic Education, 2022).

 

Globally, only 45% of countries regulate 
fees and just 15% regulate profit making

But fewer countries address the problems in equity and 
quality, which can arise when private provision dominates 
but can be hard to monitor. Poorer households are more 
likely to attend unregistered centres. In Lebanon, over 
80% of pre-primary education is provided by private 
actors, where lack of regulation and inconsistent quality 
assurance lead to significant disparities. In Rwanda, rural 
and poor children are far more likely to attend home- 
and community-based settings of lower quality than 
the centre-based settings attended by urban and richer 
children (Pages and Munyemana, 2025). Globally, only 
45% of countries regulate fees and just 15% regulate profit 
making (Figure 3.16). The challenge lies in establishing 
regulations that promote equity and quality, with clear 
standards to support children's learning and safety, while 
also ensuring compliance.
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FI GURE 3.16: 
Regulations tend to focus more on administrative 
requirements than on promoting equity
Percentage of countries with early childhood education non-
state provider regulations, by topic, 2021
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig3_16
Source: GEM Report team analysis of PEER country profiles on non-
state actors in education.

children's cognitive, social and emotional skills (Berlinski 
et al., 2009; Ganimian and Murnane, 2014).

Educator quality plays a crucial role. Observable factors 
like teacher–child interactions also shape family decisions. 
System-strengthening measures, including teachers’ 
professional development and coaching, can enhance 
educator practices and learning outcomes, driving further 
demand. In Chile, Un Buen Comienzo (A Good Start), 
a two-year teacher professional development programme 
contributed to a decrease in students’ absenteeism from 
54% to 35% (Arbour et al., 2023). In Ghana, preschools 
whose teachers received professional development 
recorded higher attendance and stronger parental 
engagement (Wolf et al., 2019). How roles are structured 
and supported matter (Bowne et al., 2017). In Colombia, 
teaching assistants alone had no effect, as teachers’ 
efforts declined, and were only effective if professional 
development was offered (Andrew et al., 2019). 
In India, adding part-time staff to preschools increased 
instructional time and improved quality (Ganimian et al., 
2024). Experimental evidence from Pakistan showed that 
in-service professional development improved teaching 
practices (Yousafzai et al., 2025). 

Playful, positive environments are a key quality component 
(Alla, 2025; Sahlberg and Doyle, 2019). Play requires 
minimal resources but fosters school readiness and 
strengthens parent–child bonds (Ginsburg et al., 2007; 
Mader, 2021). It has also been vital in humanitarian 
contexts (UNICEF, 2025). Various studies show that 
blending play and instruction benefits children's 
development, especially in disadvantaged areas (Dowd 
and Thomsen, 2021). A meta-analysis has concluded that 
guided play improves children’s mathematics skills better 
than direct instruction (Skene et al., 2022). Overall, quality 
improvements signal to parents increased returns, making 
early education more attractive and supporting sustained 
participation.

Specific interventions that make preschool environments 
more inclusive by targeting disadvantaged groups are 
also necessary to increase participation. Children with 
disabilities remain one of the most excluded groups 
from pre-primary education globally. Barriers such 
as inaccessible infrastructure, high fees and a lack of 
sufficient specialists prevent their access (Washington 
Group on Disability Statistics, 2021), while such a lack of 
support has been highlighted all over the world, including, 
for example, in Ethiopia (Admas, 2019), India (Kaul et al., 
2015) and Kenya (Sitati et al., 2016). South Australia's Early 
Childhood Facilities Design Standards guide the planning 
and redesign of childhood facilities so that they foster 

Voucher programmes can improve access, depending on 
their design. In the Bahamas, the Universal Pre-Primary 
Education Initiative offers USD 2,000 vouchers to 
children who cannot get public preschool spots, allowing 
them to enrol in approved private centres (Bahamas 
Ministry of Finance, 2019). In Hong Kong, China, 
the Pre-primary Education Voucher Scheme (2007–17) 
provided HKD 20,000 (USD 2,500) to parents but was 
replaced with the Kindergarten Education Scheme in 
2017, which subsidizes kindergartens. Both have helped 
expand access and improve quality (Li, 2026). In the 
Republic of Korea, private providers receive an additional 
KRW 110,000 per child (USD 77) to bridge the gap 
between the government-set monthly fee (KRW 557,000) 
and current subsidies (KRW 448,000) (Jeong-yoon, 
2025). Saudi Arabia introduced income-related vouchers 
to increase enrolment of children from low-income 
families in registered private centres (Saudi Arabia 
Government, 2021).

QUALITY AND INCLUSION
Increasing access to pre-primary education alone does 
not guarantee sustained participation. Families are 
more likely to enrol their children when programmes 
visibly benefit them (McCoy et al., 2017, 2018). Surges in 
enrolment, for example in Mexico (Yoshikawa et al., 2007) 
and the United Republic of Tanzania (Children in Crossfire, 
2024), strained quality and affected parental perceptions. 
Investments in quality and inclusion are therefore needed 
to sustain participation (Holla et al., 2021) and improve 
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The three major global education agendas increased 
the world’s ambition level disproportionately to the 

speed at which education systems have been expanding: in 
1990, the World Declaration on Education for All called for 
universal access to primary education; in 2000, the second 
Millennium Development Goal for universal completion 
of primary education; and in 2015, the fourth Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) for universal completion of 
(upper) secondary education. 

Arguably, information was initially insufficient to establish 
evidence-based targets. It was only as recently as 2000, 
when global data were compiled in a systematic and 
internationally comparable manner for the first time. 
These first efforts to measure access to education relied 
on the gross enrolment ratio, which played an important 
role in mobilizing political commitment worldwide, helping 
set a baseline, albeit an optimistic one. 

By the time the SDG 4 targets were about to be set in the 
early 2010s, it was clear a global goal needed to be less 
ambitious. The 2013/4 Education for All Global Monitoring 
Report had suggested, with the data available at the time, 
that universal primary completion in lower-middle-income 
countries would be achieved by 2036 and universal lower 
secondary completion by 2053, and that it would take 
low-income countries two more decades to achieve these 
targets. The report also drew attention to disparity within 
countries. In 44 of the 74 low-and middle-income countries 
analysed at the time, there was at least a 50-year gap 
between all the richest boys completing lower secondary 
school and all the poorest girls doing so (UNESCO, 2013).

Nevertheless, the international community went ahead 
with a universal upper secondary completion target. 
It is likely that the optimism was caused by the rapid 
progress that low- and middle-income countries achieved 
between 2000 and 2015. However, the rapid expansion of 
enrolment also caused bottlenecks. Irregular attendance, 
repetition and early school leaving, particularly during 
transitions between education levels, became a concern. 
They were the consequence of strains on the quality of 
provision, which would slow down progress after 2015. 

With the benefit of hindsight and with better, even if still 
far from satisfactory data, this section reviews progress 
in access to education over the past 25 years, in terms of 
enrolment, over-age, repetition, out-of-school, transition 
and completion indicators, setting the scene for the 
country case studies and the policy analysis that follow. 

THE GOAL OF BRINGING OUT-OF-SCHOOL 
RATES TO ZERO HAS NOT BEEN MET

While the number of out-of-school children (and, since 
2015, adolescents and youth) has been the indicator which 
has grabbed headlines for the past 25 years, it is easy to 
forget that the number of those in school has been growing 
rapidly. Between 2000 and 2024, enrolment has grown 
by 19% in primary (from 656 to 781 million), by 28% in 
lower secondary (from 283 to 363 million) and by 73% in 
upper secondary education (from 167 to 288 million). 
In total, there are 327 million more students in primary and 
secondary education, of which 125 million are in primary 
and 202 million in secondary education (Figure 4.1). 

 

There are 327 million more students in 
primary and secondary education, of which 
125 million are in primary and 202 million in 
secondary education

F IG U R E 4.1: 
Primary and secondary enrolment has grown by 30% 
since 2000
Total enrolment and school age population, by education 
level, 1970–2024
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_1
Source: UIS database
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The long-term enrolment data in the UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics (UIS) database also capture the slowdown in the 
1980s when low- and middle-income countries had to cut 
their social spending to access structural adjustment loans. 
Primary enrolment grew by 12 million per year in the 1970s 
but by 5 million per year in the 1980s, before starting to 
pick up again and increasing by 7 million per year in the 
1990s, towards the end of which enrolment matched the 
primary school age population. 

Enrolment growth rates since 2000 have varied a lot by 
region and country income group. While enrolment levels 
have fallen in Europe and Northern America in both primary 
and secondary education between 2000 and 2024, they 
have more than doubled in primary education and more 
than tripled in secondary education in sub-Saharan Africa. 
In low-income countries, secondary education enrolment 
has almost quadrupled. Enrolment growth has been 
concentrated in upper secondary education in Central and 

Southern Asia, in Eastern and South-eastern Asia, and in 
Latin America and the Caribbean – and in middle-income 
countries more generally. In the first quarter of the 
century, the school-age population has fallen by 9% in 
upper-middle- and high-income countries, has increased 
by 25% in lower-middle-income countries and has doubled 
in low-income countries. (Figure 4.2).

These diverging demographic trajectories will continue, 
leading to different challenges in access to education 
in coming years. According to the United Nations’ 
World Population Prospects 2024, the global school-age 
population is expected to decrease by 4% between 
2025 and 2050. It will increase only in Oceania (5%), 
Northern Africa and Western Asia (7%) and, especially, 
sub-Saharan Africa (37%). It will decrease in Central and 
Southern Asia (-7%), Europe and Northern America (-14%), 
Latin America and the Caribbean (-19%) and, especially, 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia (-37%) (UN DESA, 2024).

FI GURE 4.2: 
In low-income countries, the secondary school age population has doubled and secondary school enrolment has almost 
quadrupled since 2000
Percentage change in enrolment and school-age population, by education level, 2000–24

a. By SDG region b. By country income group
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THE OUT-OF-SCHOOL POPULATION HAS INCREASED 
SINCE 2015
While 1,433 million were attending primary and secondary 
school globally in 2024, it is also estimated that 273 million 
were out of school. Of these, 79 million were primary school 
age children, 64 million adolescents of lower secondary 
school age and 130 million youth of upper secondary 
school age. The out-of-school population fell by 127 million 
between 2000 and 2015, or by 33%, to 264 million but it 
increased by 9 million, or by 3%, by 2024. In low-income 
countries, the out-of-school population has increased 
by 29% since 2015 (and by 41% since 2009), while it has 
remained flat in the rest of the world (Figure 4.3). 

 

While 1,433 million were attending 
primary and secondary school globally in 2024, 
it is also estimated that 273 million were out 
of school

Since 2000, Central and Southern Asia has been making 
rapid progress in access to education for younger 
children and by 2019 its share of the total out-of-school 
population had fallen from 43% to 25% among primary 
school age children and from 42% to 28% among lower 
secondary school age adolescents, although the decline 
has since slowed down. In this period, the share of 
sub-Saharan Africa in the global out-of-school population 
in these two age groups increased from 32% to 50% and 
from 25% to 47%, respectively. But across all age groups, 
the two regions jointly now account for three quarters 
of the global out-of-school population. Their share in the 
out-of-school youth of upper secondary school age group 
has increased from 59% in 2000 to 74% in 2024 (Figure 4.4).

These estimates are based on a model developed by the 
Global Education Monitoring Report team and the UIS, which 
combines administrative and survey data and is featured 
on the Visualizing Indicators of Education for the World 
(VIEW) website. However, many countries, especially 
low-income countries, are affected by conflict, for which 
data are patchy at best, while model estimates certainly 
undercount the out-of-school populations (Box 4.1).

FI GURE 4.3: 
The out-of-school population has increased since 2015
Out-of-school population, by age group and country income group, 2000–24

a. Primary school age children b. Lower secondary school age adolescents c. Upper secondary school age youth
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_3
Source: GEM Report and UIS estimates.
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FI GURE 4.4: 
Sub-Saharan Africa and Central and South and Central Asia account for 75% of the total out-of-school population
Distribution of out-of-school population, by SDG region, 2000–24

a. Primary  
school age children
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_4
Source: GEM Report and UIS estimates.

BOX 4.1: 

The out-of-school population is underestimated due to conflict

The out-of-school estimation model relies on the stability of the long-term progression of school-age populations through the education 
system to ensure that trends are consistent over time. However, this methodological strength becomes a weakness when enrolment 
changes suddenly due to crises. There is usually insufficient information to understand crises’ impacts, as conflict hampers data collection 
on school participation. Model estimates therefore need to be complemented by information generated mostly by humanitarian actors. 

Following the first attempt to adjust the out-of-school data for 2023 for the 2024 SDG 4 Scorecard (UIS and GEM Report, 2025), the 
International Rescue Committee’s 2025 Watchlist is used again as a basis to select the 10 countries in emergency and crisis whose 
out-of-school populations may have been underestimated in 2024. Compared to the previous list, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, 
Ethiopia and Niger have been replaced by Haiti, Lebanon and the Syrian Arab Republic (IRC, 2024). Information from humanitarian or other 
sources on the potential size of the out-of-school population in these 10 countries was compiled and reviewed with reference to the 
population described (e.g. a report may cover a population larger than that of school age), the measure of education participation (e.g. a 
report may describe a population whose education is ‘at risk’ which is not the same as not being in school), and geographic coverage. This 
information was then compared with the model estimates, which in many, though not all, cases may be out of date.

In Burkina Faso, the government is carefully monitoring attacks on schools, producing monthly reports on education in emergencies. In 
February 2024, the education ministry estimated that 5,365 schools were closed due to insecurity affecting 834,000 students (UNICEF, 
2024a). The model estimates the out-of-school population at 3.6 million, but the government’s own estimate is 4 million, which calls for 
an upward adjustment of 0.4 million.

In Haiti, which has been heavily affected by political instability and violence by armed groups, more than half a million children, nearly 
one in eight, were internally displaced in late 2024 (Haiti Education Cluster, 2025). Some 8% of schools were closed or suspended due to 
attacks, insecurity or use as shelters (UNICEF, 2025a). The out-of-school rate is estimated to be 22% among children and adolescents 
of primary and lower secondary school age and at least 50% among youth of upper secondary school age (Norwegian Refugee Council, 
2026). This suggests an out-of-school population of 0.95 million, which requires the model estimate to be adjusted upward by 0.6 million. 

Continued on next page...
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BOX 4.1 CONTINUED:

In the Syrian Arab Republic, the 2024 Humanitarian Needs Overview reported that there were ‘more than’ 2.45 million out of 
school (OCHA, 2024). The government reported 2.75 million for 2024, which is consistent with the model, and therefore no further 
adjustment is needed. 

In summary, the additional information compiled and assumptions made about the impact of the 10 most significant crises on the school 
participation of 6- to 17-year-olds in 2023 suggest that this out-of-school population is underestimated by almost 13 million, which 
would raise the global out-of-school population to 285 million.

TABLE 4.1:
Recommended adjustments to the global out-of-school population estimate including external information and assump-
tions from the 10 most significant conflicts in 2024

Administrative data 
estimate (million), 

2024
Model estimate, 2024 Summary assessment for recommended adjustment 

to model estimates

Burkina Faso 4.0 3.8 Adjust upwards by 0.2 million

Haiti Not available 0.35 Adjust upwards by 0.6 million

Lebanon 0.43 0.45 Adjust upwards by 0.1 million

Mali Not available 3.6 No adjustment needed

Myanmar Not available 1.1 Adjust upwards by 2.4 million

State of Palestine 0.17+1 0.16 Adjust upwards by 0.5 million

Somalia Not available Not available Use 4.0 million as an estimate

South Sudan 1.5 2.2 Adjust upwards by 0.7 million

Sudan 6.0 -5 6.7 Adjust upwards by 4.8 million

Syrian Arab Republic 2.8 2.8 No adjustment needed

Total Adjust upwards by 13.3 million

Note: Out-of-school population estimates based on administrative data refer to 2024. Superscripts indicate whether it is an earlier year (up to five years 
earlier, e.g. -5 in the case of 2019 data for Sudan).

 

The out-of-school rate across the entire 
primary and secondary school age population 
fell from 27.2% in 2000 to 17.4% in 2015 but 
has remained constant ever since

The increasing out-of-school population reflects the 
demographic growth in low- and lower-middle-income 
countries. The out-of-school rate across the entire 
primary and secondary school age population fell from 
27.2% in 2000 to 17.4% in 2015 but has remained constant 
ever since and was estimated at 16.8% in 2024. Among 
school-age children, adolescents and youth, it is 36% in 
low-, 20% in lower-middle-, 8% in upper-middle-income 
and 3% in high-income countries. Globally, about 10% of 
primary school age children (down from 19% in 2000), 
15% of lower secondary school age adolescents (down from 

23%) and 31% of upper secondary school age youth (down 
from 46%) are out of school. 

In low-income countries, the out-of-school rate is 
24% among primary school age children, 42% among lower 
secondary school age adolescents and 56% among upper 
secondary school age youth. In lower-middle-income 
countries, the respective out-of-school rates are 11%, 
16% and 38%. The youth out-of-school rate is less than half 
as high in upper-middle-income countries (17%) and just 
5% in high-income countries (Figure 4.5). 

While the out-of-school rate in the entire school-age 
population fell every year by 1 percentage point in 
sub-Saharan Africa and by 1.2 percentage points in Central 
and Southern Asia between 2000 and 2015, progress 
has stopped in both regions. In fact, there has been no 
progress in five of the SDG regions at all (Figure 4.6), 
and possibly in six out of the seven regions, although data 
for Oceania are insufficient to draw a firm conclusion.
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While on average, progress in reducing out-of-school rates 
has slowed down, this does not mean that all countries 
stop progressing. The model estimates presented in this 
section address some important challenges, such as 
uncertainty over population estimates and complementing 

patchy administrative data with household surveys and 
censuses. However, administrative data are the source of 
official national estimates reported to the SDG database 
and provide insights into countries’ variable trajectories 
(Figure 4.7). 

FI GURE 4.5: 
Progress in out-of-school rates has slowed down after 2015
Out-of-school rate, by age group and country income group, 2000–24

a. Primary school age children b. Lower secondary school age adolescents c. Upper secondary school age youth
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_5
Source: GEM Report and UIS estimates.

FI GURE 4.6: 
Progress in out-of-school rates has stopped in four regions after 2015
Annual change (percentage points) in the out-of-school rate, school-age population, by SDG region, 2000–15 and 2015–24
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FI GURE 4.7: 
Few low- and lower-middle-income countries have administrative data on out-of-school rate trends 
Out-of-school rate, by age group and country income group, 2000, 2015 and 2024

a. Primary school age children,  
low-income countries

b. Lower secondary school age adolescents,  
lower-middle-income countries
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_7
Source: UIS database.

The UIS database on country-level out-of-school rates 
was analysed by looking at three points in time: 2000–02, 
2014–16 and 2022–24. First focusing on out-of-school 
rates for primary school age children in low-income 
countries, out of 25 countries, only 9 had observations at 
all three points, while 1 had observations at the beginning 

and the end of this period (40% of all countries). The four 
countries which were furthest behind in 2000, with at least 
60% of children out of school, were Burkina Faso, Chad, 
Ethiopia and Niger. They made rapid progress by halving 
their out-of-school rates by 2015 but have all seen a slight 
reversal since. 
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With respect to out-of-school rates for lower secondary 
school age adolescents in lower-middle-income 
countries, out of 54 countries, only 13 had observations 
at all three points, while 2 more had observations at the 
beginning and the end (28% of all countries). The three 
countries which were furthest behind in 2000, with at 
least 40% of adolescents out of school, were Bhutan, 
Cambodia and Morocco. They made even faster progress 
by 2015 (e.g. Cambodia reduced its out-of-school rate by 
85%) and Morocco even continued its progress to 2024. 
The second and third most populous lower-middle-income 
countries appear to have different trajectories, with 
Nigeria reporting that it had halved its adolescent 
out-of-school rate (from 33% in 2000 to 17% in 2023) 
and Pakistan reporting a lack of long-term progress (21% in 
2000 and 20% in 2023), after having halved its rate by 
2015 to 9%. However, both countries have struggled with 
their population census in recent years. 

Finally, with respect to out-of-school rates for upper 
secondary school age youth in upper-middle- and 
high-income countries, out of 129 countries, 61 had 
observations at all three points, while 3 more had 
observations at the beginning and the end (50% of all 
countries). Only 5% of countries had no observations at all 
at the three points in time, compared to 9% of lower-middle 
and 24% of low-income countries. Of the 3 most populous 
among the 10 countries furthest behind in 2000, with at 
least 50% of youth out of school, all made rapid progress 
by 2015. Indonesia and Mexico have stagnated since 
2015, but Türkiye continued its progress, reducing its 
out-of-school rate by 88% by 2024, a record exceeded only 
by Bahrain, Kazakhstan and Portugal.

PROGRESS IN COMPLETION DOES 
NOT ALWAYS FOLLOW PROGRESS IN 
ENROLMENT
Not all education systems retain students through to 
completion and therefore, progress in enrolment has 
not always been accompanied by comparable gains 
in completion. The most important development in 
monitoring education participation since 2015 is the 
introduction of the completion rate as a second global 
indicator for SDG target 4.1. 

 

The most important development in 
monitoring education participation since 2015 
is the introduction of the completion rate as a 
second global indicator for SDG target 4.1

During discussions about the SDG 4 monitoring framework 
in 2014 and 2015, there was general consensus that a global 
indicator should reflect the target 4.1 formulation that ‘all girls 
and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and 
secondary education leading to relevant and effective learning 
outcomes’. To mark the shift of attention from participation to 
learning, an indicator was therefore originally proposed that 
would consist of two components: the percentage of children 
completing each education cycle; and the percentage of these 
students who had achieved a minimum proficiency level in 
reading and mathematics. Some international organizations, 
led by the OECD, argued that because it would be difficult to 
identify and agree on a minimum proficiency level, there was a 
risk that countries would drop the learning component, which 
would therefore be lost. Counterintuitively, it was therefore 
proposed to drop the completion component, leaving a major 
gap in the monitoring framework.

The UIS and the GEM Report worked to fill this gap, taking 
the opportunity of the first Comprehensive Review of 
the SDG monitoring framework under the auspices of the 
intergovernmental Inter-agency and Expert Group on SDG 
Indicators (IAEG-SDGs) in 2019. The completion rate indicator 
that was endorsed as SDG global indicator 4.1.2 in 2020 was 
methodologically different to the indicator that had up to that 
point represented completion: the gross intake ratio to the last 
grade of primary (and lower secondary) school. The intake rate, 
like other enrolment rate indicators, is heavily dependent on the 
population denominator, which comes from a different source 
than the enrolment measure, often creating inconsistencies. 
For instance, 15% of age-specific enrolment observations in 
the UIS database exceed the relevant single-age population 
(Dharamshi et al., 2022a). In the case of a single age 
population measure, like the one required for the intake rate, 
the weaknesses of a population measure are exacerbated. 

As a result, it was proposed that the completion rate 
be sourced from surveys and be defined over the age 
group three to five years above graduation age to 
address the challenges of late enrolment and repetition. 
The development of a model by the GEM Report has 
thereby also helped address potential challenges with 
survey biases and periodicity (Dharamshi et al., 2022b). 

The long-term perspective afforded by the completion rate 
model, which extends back to 1990, highlights both the 
predictability of educational expansion but at the same time 
that some countries and regions buck the trend (Figure 4.8). 
For example, in the case of primary completion, Central 
and Southern Asia had an 11 percentage point gap with 
sub-Saharan Africa in 1990, which by 2010 had increased to 
25 percentage points. By 2024, Central and Southern Asia 
had closed the 18 percentage point gap that separated it 
from Northern Africa and Western Asia in 1990. 
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FI GURE 4.8: 
Eastern and South-eastern Asia is the region where completion rates have improved the most
Completion rate, by education level and region, 1990–2024
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_8
Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW completion rate model.

With respect to lower secondary completion, between 
1990 and 2024, Central and Southern Asia and Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia achieved faster growth rates 
(1.2 percentage points per year) than Latin America 
and the Caribbean and Northern Africa and Western 
Asia (0.9 percentage points). Finally, the growth of 
the upper secondary completion rate in Eastern and 
South-eastern Asia, primarily as a result of progress 
in China, is perhaps the most spectacular education 
expansion story of this generation, expanding by 
1.7 percentage points per year in this period, twice as 
fast as Latin America and the Caribbean and Northern 
Africa and Western Asia. Upper secondary completion 
rates increased by 10 percentage points in Europe and 
Northern America (where 89% of youth complete) and by 
13 percentage points in sub-Saharan Africa (where 28% of 
youth complete).

Individual country trajectories also show a wide variety 
of experiences (Figure 4.9). To simplify the presentation, 
as with the out-of-school rate, the focus is on primary 
completion for low-income countries, lower secondary 
completion for lower-middle-income countries, and upper 
secondary completion for upper-middle and high-income 
countries. Data availability is higher in the case of the 

completion rate, as the model enables a more efficient use 
of available data, although gaps remain for small island 
developing states. Coverage is at least 68% in low-income 
countries, 65% in lower-middle-income countries and 
58% in upper-middle- and high-income countries. 

Low-income countries have followed a variety of 
trajectories with some countries slowing down after 
2015, such as Mali, and others continuing at the same 
pace, such as Rwanda. Overall, there is less evidence of 
a slowdown in completion than with the out-of-school 
rates. This issue is treated in the next section, alongside 
the most striking observation in this figure, which is how 
the completion rate, defined over those aged three to five 
years above the official graduation age (e.g. if children 
should be in the final grade at age 11, then the completion 
rate is defined over 14- to 16-year-olds), lags behind the 
percentage of children who ultimately complete primary 
school with even more years of delay. In Guinea-Bissau 
and Liberia, just 30% of children complete primary school 
‘on time’ (figuratively speaking, as the indicator already 
builds a considerable delay into its definition) but 59% and 
62%, respectively, complete primary school with even 
more delay. This phenomenon is quite general, but it is not 
observed, for example, in Burkina Faso, Mali and Niger.
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FI GURE 4.9: 
Countries starting from similar initial levels have improved completion rates at a different pace
Completion rate, by education level and country income group, 1990, 2000 and 2024 (timely and ultimate)

a. Primary, low-income countries b. Lower secondary, lower-middle-income countries
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Note: Figure c only shows countries where the upper secondary completion rate was below 80% in 2000. 
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_9
Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW completion rate model.

Major differences in progress in universal lower secondary 
completion are observed between lower-middle-income 
countries that started from the same level in 2000. 
For example, between 2000 and 2024, the lower 
secondary completion rate increased from 24% to 42% in 
Angola but to 63% in Comoros. It increased from about 
27% to 36% in Papua New Guinea and to 81% in Nepal. 

Other lower-middle-income countries, apart from Comoros 
and Nepal, that have expanded at rates of at least 
1.5 percentage points per year, are Bangladesh, Cambodia, 
India, Mongolia, and Sao Tome and Principe. Over-age 
completion is less of an issue at this level but appears very 
high in Kenya, where 60% complete lower secondary school 
on time and another 24% with several years of delay. 
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Among upper-middle-income countries, apart from China 
that has expanded at the pace of 2.5 percentage points 
per year since 2000, Albania, Ecuador, Fiji, Iraq and Türkiye 
expanded by at least 1.5 percentage points per year. 

Portugal is the only high-income country to achieve a similar 
rate. The achievements of these countries raise interesting 
questions about national and global prospects for achieving 
universal upper secondary completion (Box 4.2).

BOX 4.2: 

When will universal secondary completion be achieved?

Only a handful of countries have achieved universal upper 
secondary completion. Among 164 countries for which the 
GEM Report has estimated completion, 7 countries have ultimate 
completion rates above 97%, 13 countries above 95% and 
37 countries above 90%. This raises the question of how long 
it would take for countries to move towards universal upper 
secondary completion, which is a declared target under SDG 4.

The evidence compiled for this report provides a detailed account 
of the historical record of all countries’ educational expansion 
rates from different starting points. To answer the above 
questions, the following steps were carried out. First, the annual 
growth in upper secondary completion rates was calculated for all 
countries and all years between 2000 and 2025. These rates were 
divided into 10 groups based on the starting value from which 
they were achieved, each of which was 10 percentage points wide. 

The mean, top quartile, and the mean within the top quartile for 
each group was then calculated. For instance, for countries that 
at any point in the past 25 years started from an upper secondary 
completion rate of between 40% and 50%, the average country 
expanded by 1.3 percentage points per year, the 75th percentile 
country (i.e. if all countries were ranked by their speed of 
expansion, from slowest to fastest, and the country at the bottom 
of the top quarter was selected) expanded by 1.8 percentage 
points per year, and the average country among all those in the top 
quarter expanded by 2.3 percentage points per year (Figure 4.10). 
These rates were then applied based on countries’ upper secondary completion rates in 2025. As the projected value crosses to a 
different group, the rate of growth of the new group is used. 

An analysis of 132 countries at all income levels carried out for this report shows that if they continued to expand at the average rate, 
then 32 countries would achieve at least a 95% rate by 2050 and 84 countries by 2100. If they expanded at the rate of the country at 
the top quarter, then 50 countries would achieve at least a 95% rate by 2050 and 113 countries by 2100. Finally, if they expanded even 
faster, at the rate of the average country among those in the top quarter, then 70 countries would achieve at least a 95% rate by 2050 and 
all countries by 2100, the last one being Niger, which would achieve at least a 95% rate by 2093 (at an average rate, it would achieve a 
95% rate by 2169) (Figure 4.11).

The world would achieve 95% upper secondary completion by 2105 in the average scenario, by 2081 in the fast expansion scenario, and 
by 2062 in the fastest expansion scenario. These projections are based on the timely completion rate estimate. If the ultimate completion 
rate estimate is used as a basis instead, then universal completion will be shortened by five years in the average scenario and by three 
years in the two accelerated scenarios. 

The conclusions are sensitive to demographic projections. The projections give a sense of how long it will take for the 2030 target to be 
achieved, while noting that a country’s current state of educational development does not necessarily determine how a country might 
progress, as many countries have been able to beat the odds in the past. 

Continued on next page...

F IG U R E 4.10: 
The average growth of the upper secondary completion rate 
has been 0.8 percentage points per year 
Annual percentage point change of the upper secondary 
completion rate, by starting point. 2000–25
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_10
Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW completion rate 
model.
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BOX 4.2 CONTINUED:

FI GURE 4.11: 
At the average observed pace of expansion of the past 25 years, it would take 80 years for the world to achieve a 95% upper 
secondary completion rate
Projected year of achieving a 95% upper secondary completion rate, by three expansion scenarios
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OVER-AGE ENROLMENT AND 
COMPLETION REQUIRE ATTENTION

As described above, analysis of survey data to estimate 
completion rates, which collect more reliable information 
on age, has exposed an under-the-radar policy issue. 
Many children start school late and repeat classes. 
The result is that many leave school early, as they have not 
progressed quickly enough through the education system 
and are pulled into work, marriage and childbearing. 
Late enrolment may be a historical legacy, a cultural 
characteristic, e.g. believing that a child is too young to 
go to school, or the result of an assessment of risks, e.g. 
because the road to school is unsafe. Moreover, at least 
partly because of the rapid expansion of primary and lower 
secondary education since the late 1990s, overcrowding 
and other challenges in the learning environment made 
progression slower, leading to an increase in repetition 
rates in the 2000s. Repetition may also be an ingrained 
feature of an education system.

The observable outcome is that in many countries, 
the percentage of children, adolescents and adults who 
reach the end of primary, lower and upper secondary 

school on time is much lower than the percentage of 
those who eventually graduate. This is more common in 
low- and lower-middle-income countries – and in primary 
and lower secondary than in upper secondary education. 
The median difference between the official and the 
‘ultimate’ completion rate is no more than two percentage 
points but the mean difference is much larger because 
the distribution of late completion is skewed towards a 
few countries. Globally, it averages between three and 
four percentage points: in primary education, the ultimate 
completion is 92.1% (compared to an official rate of 88%), 
in lower secondary education it is 82% (compared to an 
official rate of 77.7%) and in upper secondary completion it 
is 64.5% (compared to an official rate of 61.1%) (Figure 4.12).

 

In many countries, the percentage of children, 
adolescents and adults who reach the end of 
primary, lower and upper secondary school 
on time is much lower than the percentage of 
those who eventually graduate

FI GURE 4.12: 
Although upper secondary completion rates have doubled in a generation, more than one in three youth do not graduate 
from secondary school 
Completion rate, by education level and country income group, 1990, 2000, 2015 and 2024 (timely and ultimate)
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_12
Source: GEM Report team estimate based on the VIEW completion rate model.
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However, the gap is much higher in low-income countries 
where the completion rate is lower than the ultimate 
completion rate by 11 percentage points in primary 
education and by 9 percentage points in lower secondary 
education. The gap is half as high in lower-middle-income 
countries and almost negligible in upper-middle- and 
high-income countries. Analysis of this phenomenon’s 
long-term trend shows that it was already high in 1990 in 
both low- and lower-middle-income countries. But it 
was more pronounced in low-income countries after 
2000 in primary education, after 2005 in lower secondary 
education and after 2010 in upper secondary education, 
where it is still rising. By contrast, the over-age issue 
has been attenuating in lower-middle-income countries 
in primary education in the past 35 years but not yet in 
secondary education (Figure 4.13). 

As suggested earlier, there is a wide variety of experiences, 
even within the same regions. For example, in primary 
education, the gap between timely and ultimate 
completion is 21 percentage points in Malawi, 12 to 
13 points in Eswatini and Lesotho and 5 to 6 points in 

the United Republic of Tanzania and Zimbabwe. In lower 
secondary education, the gap between timely and 
ultimate completion is 12 percentage points in Pakistan, 
7 points in Nepal and 0 points in India. It is 10 points in 
Suriname, 7 points in Honduras, 5 points in Colombia 
and Paraguay and 1 point in Bolivia and Mexico. In upper 
secondary education, the gap between timely and ultimate 
completion is 9 to 10 percentage points in Germany and 
the Netherlands, where at least one in five students have 
repeated a grade, 3 points in France and Spain, but close to 
zero in Greece and Italy. 

 

In low-income countries, the completion rate 
is lower than the ultimate completion rate by 
11 percentage points in primary education 
and by 9 percentage points in lower secondary 
education

FI GURE 4.13:
Enrolment expansion has led to delayed completion in low-income countries
Gap between timely and ultimate completion rate, by education level and country income group, 1990–2024
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_13
Source: GEM Report team estimate based on the VIEW completion rate model.
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EARLY SCHOOL LEAVING IS AN OUTCOME 
OF SEVERAL BOTTLENECKS

Dropout is a process rather than a discrete event. Children 
typically pass through phases of irregular attendance 
and partial disengagement before exiting the system 
permanently, as household constraints, community 
challenges and school practices interact over time (Hunt, 
2008). Attention therefore needs to be paid to addressing 
structural barriers that relate to attendance, transition and 
retention.

ABSENTEEISM
In education statistics, the terms enrolment and 
attendance are used to describe whether a child is in 
school as recorded in administrative data (enrolment) 
or survey data (attendance). However, the term 
‘attendance’ is a little misleading, as it does not refer to the 
more common usage, which for most people is whether 
students are actually attending school on a day-to-day 
basis. There are no comparable global statistics capturing 
absenteeism, despite the fact that it is a critical precursor 
of subsequent early school leaving. Regular attendance 
strengthens engagement and raises the likelihood of 
progressing and completing education (Liu et al., 2021; Ojo, 
2021). Conversely, absenteeism weakens ties to school, 
and often marks the first step in a trajectory toward 
dropout (Gubbels et al., 2019; Kearney et al., 2023). High 
absenteeism rates are a dropout risk even in countries with 
high enrolment ratios.

 

There are no comparable global statistics 
capturing absenteeism, despite the fact that 
it is a critical precursor of subsequent early 
school leaving

At the system level, absenteeism is most commonly 
measured using school attendance registers, although 
such information is rarely aggregated at the national level 
and is used mostly for school management purposes. 

Information on absenteeism is gleaned from a range of 
methodologies, usually for research purposes, including 
unannounced school visits and self-reported attendance 
from students or caregivers. A review of 27 studies in 
low- and middle-income countries identified seven distinct 
approaches to measuring absenteeism that differed in 
data sources, recall periods and definitions of presence. 
School registers can, in some settings, approximate 
spot-check estimates, but discrepancies are frequent and 
context dependent. Self-reported attendance, particularly 
by caregivers, tends to systematically understate 
absenteeism (Evans and Mendez Acosta, 2023). As a 
result, absenteeism levels reported across studies are 
not directly comparable unless methods and samples are 
closely aligned.

Few impact evaluations report absolute levels of 
absenteeism, even when unannounced visits are used. 
Where they do, reported rates vary widely. In low- and 
middle-income countries, studies report absenteeism 
levels ranging from less than 10% to 30%, depending on age 
group, location and definition of presence. For example, 
spot-check–based studies in Ethiopia, India and Pakistan 
report markedly different absenteeism levels despite 
similar data collection approaches (Berry et al., 2018; Bick 
et al., 2024; Karachiwalla et al., 2020).

In richer countries, standardized learning achievement 
surveys provide relevant information, as they ask students 
in the background questionnaire to report whether they 
had skipped school, skipped classes or arrived late. While it 
is difficult to convert these responses to any absenteeism 
measure that is easy to interpret (e.g. percentage of days 
of school lost in a year), they still indicate that absenteeism 
is an important issue and that there are considerable 
differences between countries. The Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA), for instance, 
asks whether students had skipped at least an entire 
school day in the two weeks before they took part in 
the assessment. In Italy, Romania and Saudi Arabia, 7 in 
10 students reported they had skipped at least one school 
day and between 13% and 16% had skipped at least three 
days in the previous two weeks (Figure 4.14).
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FI GURE 4.14: 
There are large differences between countries in absenteeism levels 
Percentage of 15-year-old students who reported that they skipped a whole day of school in the two weeks prior to taking part in an 
assessment, selected countries, 2022
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_14
Source: OECD (2023).

TRANSITION
A key moment when students are lost from the 
system is at transition points between cycles. The UIS 
database stopped reporting data on transition rates in 
2017 but data up to that point provide an indication of 
the long-term trend that is likely to have continued since 
then. Globally, between 1985 and 2000, the transition 
rate improved from 78% to 88%. Progress slowed down 
considerably in the following 15 years with the transition 
rate only reaching 91% by 2015. In low-income countries, 
the transition rate improved consistently over 25 years 
from 56% in 1982 to 80% in 2007 but then plateaued over 
the next 10 years (Figure 4.15a).

This is also evident in individual low-income countries’ 
experiences. Between 2000 and 2017, the transition rate 

from primary to lower secondary stagnated in Chad, Mali 
and Togo. One of the countries that had a major change 
in policy was the United Republic of Tanzania, which 
eased the historically stringent constraints in access to 
secondary education: the transition rate increased from 
just 20% in 2000 to 71% in 2017. By that year, two countries 
still had transition rates below 60%: Niger and Uganda 
(Figure 4.15b). 

 

Globally, between 1985 and 2000, the 
transition rate improved from 78% to 88% 
but has slowed down considerably in the 
following 15 years
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FI GURE 4.15: 
There has been progress in the transition between primary and lower secondary
Transition rate from primary to lower secondary

a. By country income group, 1970–2017 b. Selected countries, 2000 and 2017 
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Source: UIS database.

REPETITION
Repetition delays student trajectories and increases the 
risk of being too old for the grade attended, transitioning 
late between cycles and, ultimately, leaving school early. 
Global data on repetition are not sufficient for the UIS to 
provide global and regional aggregates but are enough to 
indicate the scale of the issue and recent trends. 

In primary education, there are 118 countries with 
observations in both 2000–04 and 2020–24. The median 
value was 3.2% in 2000–04 and 0.7% in 2020–24. 
Repetition rates fell in practically every country, on average 
by about two thirds. Among countries where repetition 
was over 10% in 2000–04, repetition fell by at least 85% in 
Ethiopia (from 15% to 2%), Guatemala (from 15% to 1%), 
the Lao People’s Democratic Republic (from 20% to 3%) 
and Malawi (from 17% to 2%). However, repetition remained 

high in Cameroon (13%), Chad (14%), Rwanda (23%) 
and Madagascar (27%) (Figure 4.16a).

In lower secondary education, over a period of 20 years, 
there are 113 countries with observations in both 
2000–04 and 2020–24. The median value was 3.2% in 
2000–04 and 1% in 2020–24. Repetition rates fell in most 
countries, on average by about 40%, although it increased 
in a few countries, notably in Ethiopia and Malawi, 
two countries that had almost eliminated repetition in 
primary education. Among countries where repetition 
was over 10% in 2000–04, repetition fell by at least 
85% in Costa Rica (from 10% to 1%), Oman (from 11% to 
1%) and Venezuela (from 12% to 1%). However, repetition 
remains high in Cabo Verde (16%), Saint Vincent and the 
Grenadines (16%), Benin (19%), Chad (19%), Ethiopia (25%) 
and Niger (26%) (Figure 4.16b).
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FI GURE 4.16: 
High levels of repetition in primary and, especially, lower secondary education in sub-Saharan Africa contribute to the 
problem of overage enrolment
Repetition rate, 2000–04 and 2020–24
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b. Lower secondary education
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_16
Note: The figure shows countries where the repetition rate was at least 2% in 2000–04.
Source: UIS database.
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DID COVID-19 AFFECT PRIMARY AND 
SECONDARY EDUCATION PARTICIPATION?

The COVID-19 pandemic triggered the largest disruption to 
education systems in modern history, raising widespread 
concerns that school closures and prolonged interruptions 
to face-to-face instruction would translate into lasting 
setbacks in access to education. Early projections warned 
of sharp increases in school dropout, particularly among 
disadvantaged children who were at higher risk of 
disengagement from school, not least as their families 
struggled financially.

However, assessing this impact presents significant 
challenges. First, the consequences of school closures 
are likely to be cumulative, for instance, if children fell 
behind in their learning and struggled subsequently 
in school, and may therefore materialize only over the 
medium term. Early school leaving may be best captured 
by indicators such as the completion rate, which only show 
a change after several years. As a result, it may still be too 
early to fully observe the pandemic’s effects on access 
outcomes. Second, data availability has deteriorated in the 
post-COVID period, as administrative reporting systems 
were disrupted in many countries and the implementation 
of household surveys slowed down. These constraints 
mean that any assessment of COVID-19’s impact on access 
is tentative and limited to a subset of countries with 
sufficiently complete and comparable data.

 

Any assessment of COVID-19’s impact on 
access is tentative and limited to a subset 
of countries with sufficiently complete and 
comparable data

For the purpose of this report, trends in access to 
lower secondary education before, during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic were examined by jointly tracking 
gross enrolment ratios and over-age enrolment, before 
(2015–19), during (2020–21) and after (2022–24) 
COVID-19 in 29 countries. Gross enrolment ratios remained 
high and largely stable, indicating that participation levels 
were maintained despite the disruption caused by school 
closures. In many countries, a decline in over-age rates 

is observed. In contrast, a smaller group of countries 
shows persistent or rising over-age enrolment during 
or after the pandemic, suggesting that enrolment levels 
may be masking underlying delays in progression. Overall, 
the COVID-19 impact on access is not well captured by 
enrolment alone: while participation has largely held 
up in the short term, growing over-age enrolment in 
some countries suggests that some adjustments have 
taken place, which may have longer-term implications 
for completion and dropout beyond the immediate 
post-pandemic period.

CONCLUSION 
Major developments have taken place in the past 25 years 
in the expansion of educational systems. At the end of 
the imposition of structural adjustment policies in the 
late 1990s, many low- and middle-income countries 
expanded their educational systems, which was reflected 
in high enrolment increases. However, the rapid pace 
of the decline of the out-of-school rates had already by 
2010 started slowing down considerably in most of these 
countries. And yet completion rates kept on increasing 
throughout this period, at more or less the same rate: 
a paradox. The explanation can be found in the age 
distribution of enrolment. The initial bottlenecks were 
translated into high repetition rates, over-age enrolment 
and very late completion, especially in low-income 
countries. These pressures are only just beginning to ease 
off. Recent methodological developments in estimating 
out-of-school and completion rates, using multiple data 
sources, have contributed to a better understanding 
of these factors and need to be complemented in the 
future with improvements in the measurement of 
related phenomena, such as absenteeism, transition and 
repetition.
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Albania saw upper secondary completion rates decline from 
49% in 1992 to 42.5% in 2000. This was during the turbulent 
years that followed the end of the communist regime, which 
saw a sharp drop in national income and the resources 
available for education. Albania was a lower-middle-income 
country at the time. But as stability returned, upper 
secondary completion rates increased and rapidly reached 
82% in 2018. This is significantly above the average of the 
upper-middle-income countries whose ranks it joined during 
this period. It notably progressed at a faster rate than its 
Western Balkan neighbouring countries (Figure 1). 

Before Albania’s transition to a market-based economy in 
1991, the country had relatively high levels of participation 
at the upper secondary level. But this period was marked by 
a reduction in the number of teachers, classes and schools, 
and dramatic declines in enrolment and completion at all 
levels of education, also as a result of mass emigration 
mainly to Greece and Italy. While efforts to rehabilitate 
schools began at the time, the large drop in enrolment was 
also attributed to the closure of a large number of vocational 
schools in the early 1990s, most of which were agricultural 
schools in rural areas perceived to be less relevant in the new 
economy (Berryman, 2000; Palomba and Vodopivec, 2001). 
Vocational schools accounted for 72% of enrolled students in 
1990 and 19% in 2002 (Dundar et al., 2005), and for 62% of 
upper secondary school graduates in 1992 before dropping 
to 13% in 2001.

Since the early 2000s, public education expenditure has 
doubled from 7% of total public expenditure in 1990 to 
14% in 2016, while the share of upper secondary education 
in the education budget tripled from 6.5% in 2002 to 20% in 
2020 (Dundar et al., 2005; UNICEF, 2021). This expansion 
has helped fund various reforms aimed at improving quality, 
reducing dropout rates, and developing a more skilled 
working population. The upper secondary curriculum was 
revised to be more attractive to students (Palomba and 
Vodopivec, 2001; Picard and Wolff, 2007). A second chance 
programme was launched in 2004, which provided students 
with additional opportunities to finish school, scholarships 
for vulnerable children at risk of not graduating – such as 
Roma and Egyptian students and students from low-income 
backgrounds, free transport for those living more than two 
kilometres from their school, and a psycho-social unit to 
follow up with students who had dropped out or were at risk 
of doing so. Compulsory education was expanded from eight 
to nine years in 2012, while part-time or distance education 
was provided for students over the age of 21 to complete 
their upper secondary studies (Maghnouj et al., 2020; 

Meçe, 2015; UNESCO IIEP, 2024). Many of the reforms were 
supported by the European Union as part of Albania’s bid to 
join the EU, which offers financial opportunities to member 
states, but also requires meeting specific conditions.

Following a further decline in the percentage of vocational 
graduates (eventually reaching 7% in 2012), entry barriers 
to vocational education and training, such as the enrolment 
examination, average grade, and students’ city or village of 
origin, were removed in 2009. Vocational programmes have 
also been offered on a part-time basis since 2011, transport 
costs have been subsidized for students and teachers in 
rural areas, while scholarships, fee subsidies and increased 
social benefits have been provided to students from 
vulnerable backgrounds on the condition that they enrol, 
with approximately 15% of vocational students being offered 
scholarships in 2025 (Xhumari and Dibra, 2016; Gjonaj, 
2025). Following these interventions, the share of vocational 
education graduates bounced back to 12% by 2016. Since 
2017, the country has a vocational education and training 
law and a national strategy on employment and skills to 
2030 to develop a unified system (Sherifaj, 2023). 

F IG U R E 1: 
Upper secondary completion rates doubled in a very 
short time in Albania 
Upper secondary completion rate, Albania and selected 
Western Balkan countries, 1990–2023
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Albania_fig1
Source: VIEW database.
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Albania: DOUBLING SECONDARY COMPLETION RATES IN 20 YEARS



While various reforms have also been made in pre-university 
assessment systems (Aliaj and Bushi, 2025), national 
examinations have not been a barrier to upper secondary 
enrolment and completion. The results of the National Basic 
Education Examination are not used to place students in 
general upper secondary schools (placement is based on school 
catchment area) and the vast majority of students pass the 
upper secondary exit examination (95% in 2017) (Maghnouj 
et al., 2020). 

The prospect of tertiary education, combined with the 
possibility of studying abroad, a factor also linked to mass 
emigration, may account for a large part of the observed 
increase in upper secondary education. Albania was marked 
by migration during the transition years (Dabalen and 
Miluka, 2010; Sultana, 2006). However, migration trends 
have largely shifted from being dominated by the migration 
of largely unskilled young men in the 1990s due to poverty 
to more educated and qualified workers moving abroad 
for better educational and professional prospects, thereby 
much increasing the demand for upper secondary and higher 
education (Gardinier, 2016; King and Gëdeshi, 2020; UNESCO 
IIEP, 2024). It is estimated that since 1991, about 50% of the 
Albanian population has an experience of migration, with the 
majority tertiary educated (Hilpert, 2020). Having said that, 
large remittance volumes from migrants do not appear to have 
influenced household education spending (Cattaneo, 2012; 
Mastrorillo and Fagiolo, 2014).

The tertiary education system was particularly transformed 
when Albania joined the Bologna process in 2003 (Barjaba 
and Barjaba, 2023), which led to the massification of higher 
education, drastic increase in providers and enrolments, 
and mobility of students and staff. Between 2003 and 2013, 
the number of enrolled students in higher education increased 
each year by 13% on average, with the gross enrolment ratio 
increasing from 16% to 64% within the same period, reaching 
82% in 2024. However, the precise numbers need to be treated 
with caution due to the fluidity of population estimates in the 
context of high migration levels. The rapid increase of upper 
secondary completion in Albania has been directly attributed 
to the Bologna reforms (Sulstarova, 2017). Albania has a very 
high proportion of outbound internationally mobile students. 
The number of Albanian students studying abroad has risen 
more rapidly than in the rest of the Western Balkans (Figure 2). 

The high emigration rate has had major implications for the 
demographics of the education system, which has been faced 
with a shrinking school-age population since the early 1990s 
(Gardinier, 2016; UNESCO IIEP, 2024). The number of outbound 
internationally mobile students has mirrored the decline in the 
number of upper secondary education graduates which peaked 
around 2010–2012 and has been declining rapidly ever since.

While closures of rural schools have continued (Gardinier, 
2016), internal migration from remote, rural areas to towns 
and cities has offset any potential negative impact on the 
probability of attending upper secondary school. Changes in 
the educational profile of Albania’s working-age population are 
also compounding increases in the upper secondary education 
participation of their children (Hana and Gjipali, 2010; Sherifaj, 
2023). Albanian youth have been transitioning from school to 
work at a later age compared to a decade ago, with the share of 
the working-age population with a tertiary degree increasing 
from 13% in 2014 to 19% in 2021 (UNESCO IIEP, 2024). 

Despite the increase in completion rates in post-compulsory 
education, disparities continue to exist for minority groups, 
particularly the Roma and the Egyptians. These communities 
face barriers including social and economic discrimination, high 
levels of poverty, low levels of parental education, and early 
marriage. In 2017, it was estimated that only 1% of Roma and 
5% of Egyptians had completed upper secondary education 
(Maghnouj et al., 2020; Meçe, 2015; UNESCO IIEP, 2024).

Albania’s transition to a market-based economy had a large 
impact on trends in upper secondary completion rates, with a 
steady recovery following improving living standards, targeted 
government reforms, shifting migration and labour market 
patterns, and the expansion of higher education. In recent 
years, long distances from school, low parental education and 
poverty, which significantly increase the likelihood of upper 
secondary school dropout, have been mitigated. 

F IG U R E 2:
The number of Albanian students studying abroad rose 
more rapidly than other Western Balkan countries 
Number of outbound internationally mobile students 
studying abroad and number of upper secondary graduates, 
Albania and selected Western Balkan countries, 1998–2023
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Albania_fig2
Source: Albania INSTAT and UIS databases.
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Bangladesh has made huge progress in expanding its 
education system. Primary completion increased from 
34% in 1990 to 90% in 2024, with an annual growth of 
2.2 percentage points in the 1990s, 1.5 points between 
2000 and 2015, and 1.3 points since 2015. Lower 
secondary completion increased from 23% in 1990 to 
74% in 2024, with an annual growth of 1.3 percentage 
points in the 1990s, 1.6 points between 2000 and 2015, 
and 1.7 points since 2015 (Figure 1a). 

Progress in upper secondary education has been more 
recent. In terms of the completion rate, Bangladesh was 
growing at 40% of the average pace of Southern Asia in 
the 1990s and 60% of the pace between 2000 and 2015. 
But since 2015, it has increased faster than Southern 
Asia. In 2024, it is estimated that 38% completed upper 
secondary school, still lagging behind Southern Asia (57%). 
In terms of the out-of-school rate, 72% of youth of upper 
secondary school age were out of school in Bangladesh 
in 2005, compared to 53% in Southern Asia. But by 2023, 
the rate had fallen by two thirds in Bangladesh to below 

the Southern Asian average (Figure 1b). Further data from 
the Bangladesh Bureau of Educational Information and 
Statistics show that while 42% of boys and girls who had 
enrolled at the higher secondary level (grades 11 and 12) 
dropped out in 2009, the percentage was halved to 21% by 
2023 (BANBEIS, 2023).

Progress has been particularly strong among girls. 
The out-of-school rate of adolescent boys of lower 
secondary school age has exceeded the rate of their 
adolescent girl peers by about 10 percentage points on 
average since at least 2000. In 2024, 15% of adolescent 
boys were out of school compared to 4% of adolescent 
girls. The out-of-school rates of young men and women 
of upper secondary school age were equal until the early 
2010s but the gap has widened dramatically recently. 
In 2024, the percentage of young men out of school was 
8 percentage points higher than that of young women 
according to administrative data – and 10 percentage 
points higher according to modelled estimates that also 
rely on household survey data (Figure 1c).

FI GURE 1: 
Bangladesh has made fast progress in youth education participation
a. Completion rate by level, Bangladesh and 
Southern Asia, 1990–2024 

b. Out-of-school rate of youth of upper 
secondary school age, Bangladesh and 
Southern Asia, 2000–24

c. Out-of-school rate of youth of 
upper secondary school age, by sex, 
Bangladesh, 2000–24

Bangladesh,
primary

Bangladesh,
lower secondary

Bangladesh,
upper secondary

Southern Asia

0

20

40

60

80

100

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 20202024

%

Bangladesh,
adolescent out-of-school rate,
modelled

Bangladesh,
youth out-of-school rate

Bangladesh,
youth out-of-school
rate, modelled

Southern Asia

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 20202024

Female

Male

Female

Male

1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015 20202024

Bangladesh,
Youth of upper
secondary school age

Bangladesh,
Adolescents of lower
secondary school age
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Source: UIS database (out-of-school rate), UIS and GEM Report team estimates (out-of-school rate model) and GEM Report team estimates (completion 
rate model).
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Bangladesh: CHANGING CONDITIONS FOR WOMEN  
BROUGHT DOWN OUT-OF-SCHOOL RATES



Major changes in women’s conditions have taken place in 
recent years. First, although Bangladesh still has one of 
the highest rates of teenage marriage in the world (Uddin, 
2021), progress has been observed in the last 25 years. 
According to the 2022 Demographic and Health Survey, 
the share of women who had married by age 18 had been 
constant between women aged 40 to 44 and women aged 
60 to 64 at over 60%. But since then this share has been 
falling by one percentage point per year, reaching 39% for 
18- to 24-year-old women (Figure 2a). The same survey 
shows that marriage tends to stop education: while one 
quarter of 15- to 17-year-olds continued in school after 
marriage, most did not continue beyond a year (NIPORT 
and ICF, 2024). The 2017 Child Marriage Restraint Act 
set a minimum age at 18 for women and 21 for men. 
However, a special provision legalizes child marriage with 
parental consent and judicial authorization, which is an 
exception compared to neighbouring Bhutan, India, Nepal 
and Pakistan (Center for Reproductive Rights, 2018; 
Datta & Hassan, 2022). Nevertheless, awareness-building 
programmes administered at the village level aim to 
prevent early marriage (Billah et al., 2023). 

Second, the total fertility rate began declining well 
before teenage marriages started falling. The decline 
began as early as 1975, falling from 6.7 births per 
woman to 3.6 births by 1995, when it caught up with 

India, and continued falling to reach 2.2 births by 
2015 (Figure 2b). 

Third, female labour force participation, although still 
low by international standards, has been increasing by 
0.6 percentage points per year since 1990, reaching 
44% in 2023 having surpassed India, which stagnated at 
about 30%, and Pakistan, which has been increasing by 
0.4 percentage points per year and from a much lower 
starting point (Figure 2c). There have been export-oriented 
growth policies, with a particular focus on the garment 
industry, which is the largest employment sector after 
agriculture and has the highest number of female workers 
in Bangladesh (Asian Center for Development, 2020). 
Girls exposed to the garment sector delayed marriage 
and childbirth. Having a garment factory nearby led to 
an increase in girls’ educational attainment, linked to the 
demand for skills in factories that offered job opportunities 
for women. Young women opted for garment factory jobs 
at the ages of 17 to 23 instead of getting married. At the 
same time, factory employment was also estimated to 
have had a small negative effect on school enrolment 
of 17- and 18-year-olds (Heath and Mobarak, 2015). 
Altogether, these significant changes in the status of girls 
and women in the past few decades have both contributed 
to education expansion and were shaped by it. 

FI GURE 2: 
Women’s conditions have been changed rapidly in Bangladesh
a. Teenage marriage rate,  
by women’s age,  
Bangladesh, 2022 

b. Total fertility rate, Bangladesh,  
India and Pakistan, 1960–2023

c. Women’s labour force participation 
rate, Bangladesh, India and Pakistan, 
1960–2023
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Bangladesh_fig2
Source: World Development Indicators.
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One of the education programmes that targeted girls and 
accelerated labour supply developments was the Female 
Secondary School Assistance Programme, a conditional 
cash transfer introduced in 1994. Its objective was to 
increase girls’ enrolment and secondary completion, 
as well as delay the age at which they marry. Longitudinal 
analysis of individual and household data over 26 years 
shows that the programme improved education outcomes 
(for girls and their brothers), delayed marriage and reduced 
fertility, while it increased the probability of employment 
(Khandker et al., 2021). 

Other education programmes have targeted the poor. 
The Reaching Out-of-School Children (ROSC) programme 
was a second-chance education programme, introduced 
in 2005 and funded by the World Bank. It helped primary 
and lower secondary school age children and adolescents 
that had left school early to transition back to formal 
secondary education through community-based 
centres. An evaluation found that it helped enrol about 
500,000 out-of-school children. Compared to religious 
schools (madrasas) and non-government schools (mostly 
run by BRAC) alternatives, ROSC centres had a higher 
presence in poor sub-districts (Asadullah, 2016). A second 
phase began in 2013, building on experiences from both 
public and non-governmental innovations that blended 
formal and non-formal education approaches. The project 
funded learning centres in targeted communities and 
provided student allowances. The number of children 
enrolled in its centres increased from 260,000 to almost 
700,000 by 2021; the children came from extremely poor 
households. Almost 50,000 children living in urban slums 
also received primary education through an accelerated 
learning model (World Bank, 2022). 

Another intervention was to strengthen the employment 
focus through vocational education, which has the 
potential to keep those in school who would not otherwise 
have continued schooling after lower secondary. 
The number of technical and vocational education and 
training institutions doubled from 1,600 in 2002 to 
3,300 in 2012 and then more than doubled to almost 
8,000 by 2022. In this period, enrolment increased tenfold, 
from 130,000 to 1,300,000, of which three quarters were 
boys. About 20% of boys in grades 11 and 12 attended a 
vocational school in 2023 (BANBEIS, 2023). 

Finally, there has been an effort to simplify the high-stakes 
secondary school certificate examination in order to 
increase the pass rates and reduce dropout, which was 
escalating between grades 6 and 10. Students were found 
to struggle with the demands of their studies, as well as 
with examination fees. The Bangladesh Secondary School 
Certificate pass rate increased from 48% in 2004 to 86% in 

2012 and 93% in 2014 (ADB, 2015). During COVID-19, 
the secondary school examination was reduced to three 
elective subjects and an abbreviated syllabus, while 
students were given more time to prepare. As a result, 
in 2021, 95% of candidates passed higher secondary 
or equivalent examinations (Mamun, 2021) (Figure 3). 
Making examinations easier has been criticized as a sign 
of having prioritized access over quality. Media reporting 
has highlighted concerns over the fact that over 90% of 
students who achieve a grade 5 point average, the highest 
score that can be attained at the upper secondary level, fail 
the university entrance examination (Suman, 2025).

F IG U R E 3: 
It has become easier to pass the secondary and higher 
secondary examinations
Percentage of candidates who pass certificate examinations, 
by level. 1990–2023
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Bangladesh_fig3
Source: BANBEIS, 2023.
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In 1980, Cambodia emerged from the Khmer Rouge 
regime – and its systematic persecution and killing 
of millions of citizens – with a destroyed education system: 
few trained teachers, crumbling buildings and scarce 
resources (Meas et al., 2024). Barely one in three children 
were completing primary school in 1995, and no progress 
had been made in the difficult first 15 years of transition. 
At that point, the situation began changing. Over the next 
30 years, the primary completion rate has been increasing 
at an almost constant rate of 1.5 percentage points per 
year, except for a brief slowdown around 2010. It reached 
82% in 2024 – or 85% if very late completers are included – 
converging towards the global average (Figure 1). 

Early in this period, Cambodia also reduced the percentage 
of students who were enrolling late or repeating grades. 
According to the UIS database, the repetition rate in 
primary education fell from 32% in 1994 to 11% in 2001 and 
6% in 2011, a level at which it has stayed until now. 
Nevertheless, this level also means that an estimated 
29% of students have repeated at least one grade, most 
often in the first two years. In 2018, 40% of 15-year-olds 
were already a year behind their expected grade (Cambodia 
Ministry of Education, Youth, and Sports, 2018).

In Cambodia, survey data sources are both abundant 
and consistent with each other. In addition to 3 rounds 
of the population census and 5 rounds of the DHS, 
13 rounds of the Cambodia Socio-economic Survey (CSES) 
between 2004 and 2023 also confirm progress in primary 
completion (which reached 84% among the age group 
15 to 24 in 2023) and show the contrast with those who 
survived the genocide (just one in five of those aged 65 and 
above had completed primary school) (Cambodia National 
Institute of Statistics, 2025).

By the mid-1990s, a political consensus emerged in 
support of education as an essential driver of national 
recovery and long-term development (Tao and Kao, 2024). 
The 1993 Constitution had enshrined education as a right 
and guaranteed free primary and secondary schooling. 
In 1996, the government restructured the system from 
4+3+3 to 6+3+3 years (Chhinh and Dy, 2009) and abolished 
the primary education graduation examination.

In the early 2000s, education became a national project, 
supported by a coalition of government agencies and 
non-governmental organizations (Engel, 2011) as well 
as international partners who engaged in a sector-wide 
programme (Hattori, 2009). Education was positioned 
centrally in the four phases of the Rectangular Strategy 
(for ‘growth, employment, equity and efficiency’) 
and successive National Strategic Development Plans. 
In turn, the Ministry of Education, Youth and Sports also 
translated these frameworks into successive Education 
Strategic Plans since 2004–08 and the Cambodia 
Education 2030 Roadmap. 

Policies have addressed a range of challenges. A first 
challenge is poor quality of education, which various 
initiatives have tried to improve, although their impact 
on progression and completion has not been assessed. 
A flagship initiative was the Child-Friendly School 
programme, launched in 2007 and based on principles 

FI GURE 1: 
In 30 years, Cambodia has achieved a 45-percentage-
point increase in the primary completion rate
Primary completion rate, modelled estimates and individual 
survey estimates, Cambodia and lower-middle-income 
countries, 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cambodia_fig1
Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW model.
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FI GURE 2: 
The number of schools has increased by 60% in 25 years 
and mainly in rural areas
Number of pre-primary and primary schools and number of 
classes per primary school, Cambodia, 1990/91–2017/18
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cambodia_fig2
Source: Cambodia National Institute of Statistics (2021).

F IG U R E 3: 
Regional inequality in primary completion has declined 
rapidly
Primary completion rate, by province, Cambodia, 2000–21
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cambodia_fig3
Source: World Inequality Database on Education based on the DHS.

The wealth gap in primary completion between the poorest 
and the richest quintile fell from 50 percentage points in 
2005 to 29 points in 2021 (64% vs 93%). However, the data 
also point to a large reversal of the gender gap. While 
the poorest girls were lagging behind the poorest boys 
by 6 percentage points in 2005, the poorest girls were 
ahead of the poorest boys by 16 points in 2021 (73% vs 
57%) (Figure 4a). A 22-percentage-point disadvantage in 
primary completion for girls in 1981 (28 points if very late 
completers are included) was reversed in 2006 (or 2009 if 
very late completers are included) and has extended to 
11 percentage points by 2024 (Figure 4b). Girls have also 
been transitioning at faster rates into lower secondary 
education since 2009 (Figure 4c). 

The challenges for access are not over for Cambodia and 
the question of public spending should be confronted, 
especially as international funding is expected to decline 
in coming years. In 2000, public expenditure on education 
was 11.1% of total public expenditure or 1.7% of GDP. 
It reached a low of just 7.2% of total public expenditure or 
just 1.2% of GDP in 2012 because of poor implementation 
rates (Tandon and Fukao, 2014). While it has recovered to 
12% and 2.2%, respectively, in 2023, Cambodia spends one 
of the least amounts on education globally. 
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FI GURE 4: 
The gender gap in primary completion has been reversed in Cambodia
a. Primary completion rate, by wealth and by 
sex, 2005–2021

b. Primary completion rate by sex, timely 
and ultimate, 1981–2024

c. Transition rate into lower 
secondary, by sex, 2005–2021
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Source: World Inequality Database on Education 
based on the DHS.

Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the 
VIEW model.

Source: UIS database.
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Like other Latin American countries, Costa Rica has greatly 
expanded participation in upper secondary education in 
the past 25 years. Household survey data show that the 
share of out-of-school adolescents of lower secondary 
school age dropped from 11% in 2002 to 1.5% in 2023 and 
among youth of upper secondary school age from 28% to 
4%. Progress has accelerated since 2015, when Costa Rica 
had the same level of out-of-school youth as Colombia and 
Peru (Figure 1a). To achieve this, Costa Rica progressed 
rapidly in keeping young people from the poorest one fifth 
of households and from rural areas in school. As recently 
as 2016, 23% of the poorest youth were out of school; 
within five years the share had been cut by 80% to reach 
5%. A 24-percentage-point gap in 2002 between richest 
and poorest was eliminated in 2021 (Figure 1b).

The change is so recent that the completion rate, having 
risen by 1.1 percentage points per year between 2000 and 
2018 according to the National Household Survey data (or 
by 0.8 points according to model estimates since 1990), 
has increased by 4 percentage points between 2018 and 
2024, even in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
to reach 84% in 2024. The large gender gap, which 
averaged 12 percentage points in favour of girls between 
2011 and 2017 has fallen to 7 percentage points on 
average between 2018 and 2024 (Figure 2). Among the 
poorest quintile, upper secondary completion increased 
by almost six times, from 12% in 2000 to 68% in 2024, 
while the richest quintile has achieved almost universal 
completion at 97%. 

FI GURE 1:
The youth out-of-school population fell rapidly in Costa Rica, especially after 2015
Out-of-school rate for youth of upper secondary school age

a. Costa Rica and other Latin American countries, 2000–24 b. Costa Rica, by wealth quintile and location, 2002–23
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Costa_Rica_fig1
Source: UIS database based on household surveys.
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FI GURE 2: 
The upper secondary completion rate has reportedly 
increased by four percentage points per year since 2018
Upper secondary completion rate, by sex, Costa Rica, 
1990–2024
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Costa_Rica_fig2
Source: UIS database based on the National Household Survey  
(2000– 24) and GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW 
model (1990–2018).

Nevertheless, mistargeting at the policy level as well 
as limited awareness at the individual level (Hernández 
Romero, 2016) mean that over half of disadvantaged 
secondary students do not receive Avancemos transfers 
(PEN, 2025). 

A motivating factor for education in Costa Rica has been 
that higher educational attainment has always brought 
high returns in the country. The average wage gap between 
those with and without an upper secondary degree (19%) 
is wider than in other OECD countries (17%) (OECD, 2025a). 
Some evidence suggests that young people in Costa Rica 
have even less to gain from entering the labour market 
without an upper secondary degree than in the past, 
as formal employment has expanded (OECD, 2025b). Upper 
secondary completion has therefore become the minimum 
entry requirement for many jobs in Costa Rica (Trucco and 
Acosta, 2022): in the services sector, 75% of private sector 
vacancies call for at least full secondary education (OECD, 
2023). Costa Rica has also removed administrative barriers 
that historically pushed young people out of school and 
has replaced them with measures that promote continued 
attendance. A major step was the 2011 decision to make 
upper secondary education compulsory, aligning Costa Rica 
with a broader regional trend, previously adopted in 
Argentina (2006), Brazil (2009) and Mexico (2012) (OECD, 
2017, 2018). 

In 2008/09, the Ministry of Public Education introduced 
tighter regulations on grade repetition as a way to 
tackle a practice that was seen as an artificial cause 
of school dropout (PEN, 2019). The new promotion 
system established that students would only need to 
retake the subjects they failed (CEPPE, 2016). In lower 
secondary education, the repetition rate was on average 
11% between 2000 and 2015 (and even reached 16% in 
2010 and 2011). But it fell from 12% in 2015 to 2% in 
2018. As disadvantaged students are disproportionately 
affected by grade repetition, changes in promotion and 
assessment policies tend to benefit them the most. During 
the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a risk that repetition 
would increase again but certain measures helped keep it 
relatively low: national assessments were postponed or 
cancelled, school work was given greater weight, teachers 
were granted greater autonomy in assessing students, 
and graduation requirements were adjusted (PEN, 2023). 

Although ensuring that students stay in school has long 
been a government priority, efforts were for many years 
limited in scope, often focusing on targeted activities 
to address specific problems (e.g. school belonging). 
As government authorities came to recognize that school 
exclusion stems from multiple, interrelated factors, they 
shifted towards more holistic, system-level strategies 

Costa Rica offers incentives to alleviate disadvantaged 
students’ costs – opportunity and direct – of schooling 
and help them stay in education. Along with free school 
meals and transport, Avancemos (Let’s move forward) is a 
conditional cash transfer programme which has operated 
since 2006. It provides CRC 30,000 (USD 45) monthly for 
students from poor households as long as they remain 
in lower and upper secondary education (IMAS, 2025). 
An analysis of National Household Survey data between 
2006 and 2014 found that Avancemos increased school 
attendance by 27% and attainment by 0.7 years, while 
decreasing the probability of working by 6% (Meza-Cordero 
and Gulemetova, 2023). In the mid-2010s, it covered 
45% of secondary school students. The target population 
of Avancemos is identified through the Social Information 
Records, which contain verifiable socioeconomic 
information on families through 65 variables that are used 
to develop a Target Population Information System index. 

120 C H A P T E R   4  •  P rimary      and    secondary         education      

4



FI GURE 1:
Youth out-of-school rates in Côte d'Ivoire have 
converged to the regional average
Out-of-school rates by age group, reported and modelled 
data, Côte d’Ivoire and sub-Saharan Africa, 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Cote_dIvoire_fig1
Sources: UIS database (for reported rates, straight lines) and UIS and 
GEM Report estimates (for modelled rates, including sub-Saharan 
Africa, dotted lines). 

Côte d'Ivoire experienced political instability in the 1990s 
that resulted in two civil wars, the first from 2002 to 
2007 (Sany, 2010) and the second from 2010 to 2011. 
Administrative data on education attendance are patchy 
for this period; therefore, survey data are used as a 
complementary source to help recreate the country’s 
out-of-school rate trajectory. For example, evidence from 
the 2008 Household Living Standards Survey showed 
that the first civil war had a negative impact on education 
attainment (Dabalen and Paul, 2014). In Abidjan, where 
over half of the 224 attacks on schools occurred, schools 
closed for months (ACTED, 2012).

Encouragingly, out-of-school rates in Côte d'Ivoire 
appear to have declined rapidly for all three age groups – 
primary school age children, lower secondary school age 
adolescents and upper secondary school age youth – after 
the second civil war. For example, in the case of youth of 
upper secondary school age, 87% were out of school in 
Côte d'Ivoire in 2000 compared to 60% in sub-Saharan 
Africa. The decline in the out-of-school rates slowed 
down twice during the two civil war periods. But since 
2015 it appears to have fallen by about three percentage 
points per year, converging with the sub-Saharan Africa 
average, which has stagnated in the past 15 years at about 
47% (Figure 1). 

Out-of-school rates have followed different trajectories 
for each of the three age groups but are overall estimated 
to have halved in a quarter of a century, albeit from 
levels higher than expected for an African country that 
enjoyed the prosperity of Côte d'Ivoire up until the 1990s. 
However, due to an annual population growth rate of 2.3%, 
the number of out-of-school children, adolescents and 
youth has only declined by 20%, from 4 million in 2000 to 
3.2 million in 2023. Among youth of upper secondary 
school age, two features are noteworthy. First, gender 
parity has been achieved, a remarkable achievement 
considering that Côte d'Ivoire was until recently one of 
the 20 most inequitable countries in the world in terms of 
girls’ education opportunities (UNESCO, 2019). Second, this 
outcome was to some extent the result of the second civil 
war, which appears to have had a more negative impact on 
boys’ school attendance than on girls’ (Figure 2). However, 
as shown below, very large gender disparity at the expense 
of girls continues to exist in completion rates. 

A closer examination of administrative data produced 
by the Directorate of Strategies, Planning and Statistics 
points to various factors that can help explain the trend in 

FI GURE 2: 
Young women have caught up with young men in school 
attendance
Number of out-of-school youth of upper secondary school 
age, by sex, Côte d’Ivoire, 2000–23
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Source: UIS and GEM Report estimates.
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adolescent and youth out-of-school rates. First, the data 
confirm a significant increase in the intake rate of new 
students in the first grade of lower secondary school 
(sixième) from 28% in 2008/09 to 61% in 2016/17 and 71% in 
2024/25. The increase in the intake rate of new students 
in the first grade of upper secondary school (seconde) 
was modest by comparison, from 17% to 26% and 29% in 
the same period (Figure 3). Second, the repetition rate, 
which is high by international standards, has remained 
constant at 13% in lower secondary – and at 25% in the last 
grade of lower secondary (troisième), when students take 
a certificate examination (brevet). This means that many 
youth of upper secondary school age may be in school but 
are in fact attending lower secondary school. 

Third, enrolment of new students by grade in the 
2008/09 and 2016/17 school years followed a logical 
trend, whereby the number of those enrolled at one 
grade is higher than in the following grade. However, 
enrolment of new students in the 2024/25 school year 
was irregular: in lower secondary, there were more new 
students in grade 4 than in grade 3 and more in grade 
3 than in grade 2; likewise, in upper secondary, there were 
more new students in grade 3 than in grade 2 and more 
in grade 2 than in grade 1 (Figure 3). It is likely that the 
COVID-19 pandemic disrupted the flow of students. 

Estimates of secondary school completion rates based 
on household surveys, albeit the last survey analysed 
was carried out in 2022, also show that lower secondary 
education expanded faster than upper secondary education 
in recent years. The ‘timely’ lower secondary completion 
rate (calculated over young people aged 18 to 20, which 
is the official definition of SDG global indicator 4.1.2), 
doubled from 20% in 2007 to 40% in 2023 (or to 46% if 
very late completers are also included), a rapid increase 
of 2 percentage points per year, which was only slowed 
down briefly after the second civil war. The timely upper 
secondary completion rate increased from 9% to 16% in this 
period (or to 18% if very late completers are also included), 
an increase of 0.7 percentage points per year. (Figure 4).

The gender gap in ultimate upper secondary completion 
is extremely high, with young women (13%) completing at 
half the rate of young men (26%), one of the largest gaps 
globally. This may appear inconsistent with the earlier finding 
achievement of gender parity in attendance among youth of 
upper secondary school age. However, it can be explained by 
late enrolment and repetition. Many girls of upper secondary 
school age are still attending lower secondary school and 
are unable to continue their studies up to upper secondary 
school completion due to social norms.

FI GURE 3: 
Secondary school enrolment patterns have been disrupted by COVID-19 
Number of students enrolled in secondary education by grade and grade-specific population, Côte d’Ivoire

a. 2008/09 b. 2016/17 c. 2024/25 

All students

New  students

Population

0

200,000

400,000

600,000

800,000

1 2 3 4 1 2 3
Lower secondary Upper secondary

28%

17%

1 2 3 4 1 2 3
Lower secondary Upper secondary

61%

26%

1 2 3 4 1 2 3
Lower secondary Upper secondary

71%

29%

Note: The percentage figures represent the intake rate of new students in the first grade of lower (sixième) and the first grade of upper (seconde) secondary 
education.
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Sources: GEM Report team estimates based on statistical yearbooks of the Directorate of Strategies, Planning and Statistics (enrolment) and the UN 
Statistical Division World Population Prospects 2024 (population).
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Small Island Developing States are a challenge for global 
monitoring of education progress due to their small 
populations and often inconsistent statistical data. 
Yet despite differences in scale, they generally face the 
same type of education challenges as their peers in their 
region and income group in expanding access to primary 
and secondary education. 

Similar to other English-speaking Caribbean Island States, 
Dominica introduced universal secondary education in 
2005 to promote human development and economic 
growth (Gordon, 2011a, 2011b). Secondary education 
consists of three years of lower secondary and two years 
of upper secondary. Two additional years of preparation, 
which are not captured in the enrolment statistics 
presented here, allow students to sit for the Caribbean 
Advanced Proficiency Examination as a pathway to 
university entry.

The data show improvement shortly after 2010, especially 
for boys. In the 2000s, the number of students enrolled 
in lower secondary education vastly exceeded the 
corresponding population group of adolescents of lower 
secondary school age, a sign of high levels of repetition. 

In contrast, the number of students enrolled in upper 
secondary education was below the corresponding 
population group of youth of upper secondary school age, 
especially for boys. From 2010 onwards, the population 
and enrolment levels are essentially identical for girls. 
In the case of boys, they have converged but there are 
also still signs of enrolment exceeding population in lower 
secondary and being a little under population in upper 
secondary education (Figure 1).

Information on repeaters is only available at the lower 
secondary level and not for all years. It clearly shows that 
repetition levels have been and remain much higher for 
boys. Between 2003 and 2009, the average repetition 
rate was 10% for girls and 17% for boys. Between 2010 and 
2015, it was 40% lower for girls to a 6% average rate and 
30% lower for boys to a 12% average rate. In 2022, the only 
other and more recent year with data on repetition, 
the repetition rate appeared to have jumped back to 
levels previously observed in the 2000s at 12% and 16%, 
respectively (Figure 2). Boys are therefore nearly twice as 
likely as girls to be over-age, and already over-age in 
primary school (UNICEF, 2021).

FI GURE 1: 
Dominica has experienced a transition towards universal secondary education 
Secondary education enrolment and secondary age population, by level, Dominica, 2000–25
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Source: UIS database.
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FI GURE 2: 
In Dominica, repetition rates have been much higher for boys than for girls
Lower secondary education enrolled students and repeaters and secondary age population, Dominica, 2000–25
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Dominica_fig2
Source: UIS database.

Expanding education was a response to a new political 
phase in Dominica. With full independence in 1978, 
the country took control of the schools, which were 
established and traditionally run by religious bodies, 
intending to expand access and ensure a more inclusive 
education system (Knight, 2014). The 1997 Education Act 
(amended in 2008) established free primary and secondary 
education for 5- to 16-year-olds (Andrew, 1999) but it 
was only in 2004 that school fees were abolished (Haßler 
et al., 2021). A notable feature of the 1997 Act was that 
it allowed girls to return to school after giving birth, 
even if the decision is still at the discretion of the school 
principal and girls may choose to stop schooling in the face 
of stigma (UNICEF, 2017). The country set the target to 
reach universal secondary education by 2007 (Dominica 
Government, 2016). 

The democratization of secondary education has allowed 
youth who might not have been fully prepared to enter 
lower secondary education to do so. Inherited from the 
past colonial education system, the Common Entrance 
Examination, which used to allocate students at the 
end of primary to limited places available in secondary 
schools, was phased out in the early 2000s and replaced 

by the Grade 6 National Assessment, which still evaluates 
students but whose results do not prevent placement into 
secondary (DOM767, 2025). 

However, many students began struggling academically 
(Kelleher and Philip, 2013). Repetition was used as a 
remedial strategy but it frustrated teachers, parents and 
students (Gordon, 2011a, 2011b) as it negatively affects 
students’ trajectories and ultimately increased the risk 
of dropping out (Knight and Obidah, 2014). Dropout has 
been particularly high in grade 4, the first year of upper 
secondary school, with boys disproportionally represented 
among early school leavers. In 2022, the number of boys 
who dropped out was 2.5 times higher than the number 
of girls (Dominica Government, 2024). This may also be 
linked to negative experiences at school. In 2019, 13- to 
15-year-old boys were more likely to have experienced 
bullying and to have been involved in physical fights 
compared to girls (UNICEF, 2021).

The policy introducing universal secondary education also 
raised questions about the readiness of the education 
system to accommodate students with different abilities 
(Miller, 2009). Students with learning disabilities, 
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In Germany, almost three quarters of young people – 74.7% – 
aged 20 to 24 finished upper secondary education in 2000. 
By 2024, this had inched up by just one percentage point to 
76%. Although small changes in the definition of what counts 
as upper secondary completion may make the series not 
fully comparable over time, the distance from the European 
Union average has increased from four percentage points in 
2002 to six points in 2018 and nine points in 2024. Among 
the five most populous EU member states, Germany now 
has the lowest percentage of youth with at least upper 
secondary education (Figure 1). 

As Germany is a federal country, the federal states – or 
Länder – benefit from great autonomy in shaping education 
systems based on their specific historical, demographic and 
socioeconomic contexts, which is reflected in the variation 
in the duration and structure of secondary schooling (Helbig 
and Nikolai, 2015; Nikolai, 2018). As a result, Germany’s 
secondary education system is complex – as well as 
stratified.

An important characteristic is that students are sorted 
into different tracks at age 10, which is earlier than in most 
countries. After primary school, families choose the type of 
school in which to enrol their children in most Länder based 
on teachers’ recommendations and the child’s performance 
(Dräger et al., 2022; Wohlkinger and Ditton, 2023). When 
school choice occurs at such an early age, there is less time 
for education to compensate for unequal starting conditions; 
this has implications for children’s educational ambitions and 
future pathways (Dräger et al., 2022). 

In secondary education, there are two tracks – general and 
vocational – and within the general track there are four main 
types of secondary schools, not all of which lead directly to 
an upper secondary qualification. Transitions between tracks 
have generally been limited (Broschinski et al., 2025). 

Students who enrol in Hauptschulen (general secondary 
schools) and Realschulen (intermediate schools), which 
typically last between five and six years (i.e. they graduate 
by age 15 or 16), obtain a lower secondary qualification. They 
generally transition into the vocational track for another two 
or three years, which may be either full-time school or dual 
(i.e. combining school-based learning with apprenticeship). 
Both full- and part-time programmes can provide an upper 
secondary qualification and the opportunity to apply to 
universities of applied sciences (Hippach-Schneider and 
Huismann, 2016; Maaz et al., 2024).

F IG U R E 1: 
The upper secondary completion rate in Germany lags 
behind the European Union average
Share of 20- to 24-year-olds with at least upper secondary 
education, Germany and selected European countries, 
2000–24 
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Germany_fig1
Source: Eurostat.

Students who enrol in Gesamtschulen (comprehensive 
schools) and Gymnasien (grammar schools), which typically 
last between eight and nine years (i.e. they graduate by age 
18 or 19), obtain an upper secondary qualification, which 
prepares them for university entry (Becker et al., 2022; 
Maaz et al., 2024). Gesamtschulen bring two or three school 
types under one roof and are part of an effort to gradually 
abolish Hauptschulen and Realschulen, whose share 
among school leavers in the general track fell from 50% in 
2000 to 20% in 2024 (Figure 2). These reforms are aimed 
at facilitating transitions between tracks and encouraging 
flexible pathways toward higher education (Bittmann, 
2025). They were influenced by the so-called ‘shock’ that 
followed the release of results from the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) in the early 2000s, 
which showed that Germany was faring worse in reading, 
mathematics and science than its peers (Davoli and Entorf, 
2018). Länder started simplifying secondary school tracks 
and providing alternative pathways into higher education 
(Nikolai, 2018; Tillmann, 2015). 
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FI GURE 2: 
In Germany, there has been a move towards 
comprehensive schools
School leavers by type of school, Germany, 2000 and 2024 
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non-academic to the academic track during their studies. 
Parents with lower qualifications tend to have higher 
economic and social risks that negatively affect their 
child’s likelihood of transitioning to upper educational 
levels (Maaz et al., 2024).

Inequalities are reflected in upper secondary completion 
as well as access. Families play a key role in their children’s 
educational expectations and achievements (Pinquart 
and Ebeling, 2020). According to the longitudinal National 
Educational Panel Study, students whose parents have 
low education levels are almost half as likely to complete 
upper secondary education compared to their peers whose 
parents have higher formal qualifications (Maaz et al., 
2024). In 2023, adding together those who left school from 
either the general or the vocational track, 6% obtained no 
qualifications and 17% obtained only a lower secondary 
qualification (Figure 3). 

There is also a parallel, independent system for students 
with special educational needs. Assigned based on defined 
school procedures, often because they experienced 
difficulties in other educational tracks, special support was 
provided to 7.5% of students in 2022, of which half were 
in separate institutions, special schools (Förderschulen), 
a share that has remained stable in the last 10 years. They 
usually provide education up to lower secondary education, 
putting these students at a disadvantage if they want 
to transition into higher levels, as they are practically 
excluded from obtaining an upper secondary qualification 
(Holtmann et al., 2023). In 2022, three quarters of students 
who left special schools had no qualifications (Maaz et al., 
2024). Moving out of special schools is less common than 
being transferred into them (Helbig and Steinmetz, 2021).

Children’s access to different types of secondary schools 
is strongly influenced by their parents’ socioeconomic 
status (Dräger et al., 2022; Schneider, 2008). Almost 
four in five children from wealthy households receive 
a recommendation to attend Gymnasium, that directly 
leads to a university entry qualification, compared 
with less than one in three from socioeconomically 
disadvantaged backgrounds. Even when they get a positive 
recommendation, 17% of children from disadvantaged 
families decide not to enrol in the academic track (Maaz 
et al., 2024). In 2022, more than one third of students from 
low socioeconomic backgrounds opted for Hauptschulen 
and Realschulen. Conversely, 68% of students from 
wealthier households enrolled in a Gymnasium. Between 
students who perform equally well, those from affluent 
families are also more likely to transition from a 

F IG U R E 3: 
In Germany, almost one in four school leavers have at 
most a lower secondary qualification
Number of school leavers (graduates and dropouts) by track 
and school leaving certificate, Germany, 2008 and 2023 
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Family and school factors are linked to leaving school 
without a qualification. In Germany, according to the 
2022 Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), 15-year-olds reported a lower level of support 
from their families (e.g. time, consistency and effort 
dedicated to interaction) than in other OECD countries 
(OECD, 2023). Low family support affects the educational 
experience and is linked to students’ disengagement from 
school (Broschinski and Feldhaus, 2025) and absenteeism, 
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which has increased since 2012 according to PISA data 
(Broschinski et al., 2025). Stratification in schools also 
contributes to early school leaving. Teachers may lower 
their expectations and adjust their teaching activities 
accordingly, which impacts students’ learning aspirations 
and achievements, especially those who have started 
school at a disadvantage (Deppe and Hadjar, 2021; 
Georgi, 2024).

A group that is particularly affected is those with an 
immigrant background, who represent nearly one fifth of 
the population, about half of whom were born in Germany 
(Maaz et al., 2024). By the late 2010s, immigration 
reached its highest level in decades, as a result of the 
government's decision to receive the majority of Syrian 
refugees who arrived in Europe. Immigrants’ education 
trajectories are strongly shaped by the age at which they 
arrived in Germany. Among those who migrated before 
the age of 6, roughly half attain a vocational or university 
entrance qualification, whereas only 38% of those who 
arrived between ages 14 and 18 reach that level (Maaz 
et al., 2024). Therefore, the arrival of a large number of 
refugee youth is likely to have been reflected in the upper 
secondary education completion statistics.

At the opposite end, the share of those who left school 
having obtained a qualification that allows them to enter 
a university or a university of applied sciences increased 
from 27% in 2008 to 33% in 2023, with the increase higher 
among those attending the vocational track, indicating a 
growing emphasis on flexible pathways. In recent years, 
the number of students entering university without 
traditional academic qualifications has increased (Nickel, 
2023). A related trend is a relative decline of interest in the 
vocational track. While demand for apprenticeships has 
historically exceeded supply, the supply of apprenticeships 
outnumbered demand for the first time in 2022 (Figure 4).

Germany intends to strengthen its support to 
disadvantaged students. Launched in 2024/25, 
the 10-year Startchancen (Starting opportunities) 
programme is the largest educational initiative targeting 
underserved schools, with a federal and Länder 
budget of over USD 23 billion. About 4,000 schools 
and 1 million disadvantaged students will benefit 
from a modernized learning environment, expanded 
multidisciplinary staff, and tailored school and curriculum 
development measures decided at the school level 
(Startchancen-Programm, 2025). 

Efforts have also gone into targeted reforms to the 
technical and vocational education and training system to 
improve equity and responsiveness. Since August 2024, 
an apprenticeship guarantee has supported disadvantaged 
youth unable to secure placements (Germany Federal 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, 2025), while 
the renewed Alliance for Initial and Further Training 
2023–2026 promotes inclusive transitions from school 
to work (Cedefop and ReferNet, 2025; Germany Federal 
Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, 2024). 

F IG U R E 4: 
Apprenticeship opportunities go unfilled as youth 
interest drops
Number of apprenticeship positions supplied and demanded, 
Germany, 2011–23
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Source: Maaz et al., (2024). 
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In the 1970s, Iraq’s education system was considered 
one of the best in the region. Primary education had 
been made compulsory and all levels had been made 
free, opening the door for mass enrolment (Santisteban, 
2005), which the nationalization of the oil industry would 
bankroll. This progress was halted in the 1980s as a result 
of the war with Iran. This was followed by the first Gulf 
War with Iraq invading Kuwait in 1990 and the resulting 
crippling international sanctions. The second Gulf War and 
the United States occupation in 2003 brought a military 
campaign and sectarian violence. 

Since 1980, war, civil strife, economic crisis and the 
dissolution of institutions have ravaged Iraq’s education 
system, sacrificing two generations of children and 
undermining the country’s future potential (Shafiq, 
2013). It is estimated that, by 2010, 80% of schools had 
been damaged or destroyed (Issa and Jamil, 2010). Data 
collection was also affected. Since 2000, Iraq has only 
provided data on the out-of-school rate for 4 out of the 
25 years, the last one in 2007. Assessing the situation 
would have been impossible were it not for UNICEF’s 
multipurpose household survey, the Multiple Indicators 
Cluster Survey (MICS), which has been carried out four 
times (2000, 2006, 2011 and 2018), offering valuable 
insights. 

The first three MICS rounds confirmed that primary 
and upper secondary completion rates declined 
between 1980 and 1995 and then stagnated until 
2010, an exceptionally long period of no educational 
development. However, the 2018 MICS suggested a 
possible significant change around 2010. According to 
the completion rate model estimated by the GEM Report, 
the primary completion rate increased from 68% in 2010 to 
83% in 2020. The upper secondary completion rate is 
estimated to have doubled from 22% to 48% in this period – 
and reached perhaps as high as 52% if very late completers 
are also included (Figure 1). 

These findings are counterintuitive considering that civil 
conflict resumed between 2013 and 2017, as the Islamic 
State organized an insurgency that led to the occupation 
of about one third of the national territory, and had a grave 
impact on the affected population before the insurgents 

were eventually defeated. By December 2017, there 
were 2.6 million internally displaced people (IOM, 2018). 
Concentrated largely in the northwest of the country, 
violence and battles damaged or destroyed 50% of schools 
in the occupied territory (World Bank, 2024). 

The 2018 MICS did not sample internally displaced 
populations living in camps and non-residential units, 
and six districts in two governorates. However, this was 
still a relatively small area. Comparisons between the 
2011 and 2018 rounds of the MICS show that the increase 
in net attendance rate was higher in areas not directly 
affected by the war (Figure 2). 

F IG U R E 1: 
Following 30 years of stagnation, education expansion 
may have resumed in Iraq since 2010
Primary and upper secondary completion rate, Iraq, survey 
point estimates and model estimates, 1981–20
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Source: GEM Report team analysis of four rounds of MICS.
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FI GURE 2: 
Governorates less affected by the war increased 
secondary attendance rates more
Secondary net attendance rate, by governorate and exposure 
to the 2013–17 war, Iraq, 2011 and 2018
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Education in Iraq is governed through separate systems 
in the Kurdistan Region and in the rest of the country. 
Each has its own ministry of education, distinct curricula 
and languages of instruction. The data generated by 
the Ministry of Education do not cover the governorates 
that comprise the Kurdistan Region. Data for the other 
governorates do document a large increase in total 
secondary school enrolment by 47% between 2011/12 and 
2019/20 (from 2.2 to 3.3 million), which corresponds to a 
large increase of 11 percentage points in the enrolment 
ratio (from 50% to 61%). However, the corresponding 
increase in upper secondary education is more modest 
(from 33.5% to 37% between 2015/16 and 2019/20) 
and less in line with survey data.

One final piece of evidence which also suggests 
that educational expansion resumed is the Arab 
Barometer, an opinion poll of a random sample of the 
population, which has been most recently carried out in 
2019 and 2022. Analysis of the educational background 

of respondents carried out for this report suggests an 
expansion in secondary participation, albeit not as fast as 
that captured in the MICS throughout the 2010s. The next 
MICS round, to take place in 2026, will be able to confirm 
whether this trend was sustained, which, if verified, 
can likely be attributed to the partial economic recovery 
after the lifting of the sanctions in 2003 and security 
improvements in large parts of the country.

Oil-based economic growth, after the sanctions were 
lifted, helped increase public education spending in 
absolute terms, from IQD 8.2 trillion in 2009 to IQD 
10.8 trillion in 2019, but not in relative terms as it fell 
as a share both of total government expenditure and 
GDP (World Bank, 2021). The education budget fell by 
30% in the Kurdistan Region between 2013 and 2016 as 
a result of the conflict. School reconstruction efforts 
have been constrained by the small share (2%) of the 
education budget allocated to capital expenditure (UNICEF, 
2017). Execution of investment budgets has also been 
consistently low (World Bank, 2021). In 2015/16, one third 
of the investment budget was not spent (UNICEF, 2017). 
Even so, as the level of violent conflict subsided in large 
parts of Iraq, the government invested in reconstructing 
schools. It is estimated that the number of secondary 
school buildings in Iraq, excluding the Kurdistan Region, 
increased by 60% from 2,306 in 2014 to 3,693 in 2019. 

Both systems have implemented double and even 
triple shifts in schools, for example, 36% of public upper 
secondary schools in the Kurdistan Region and 31% in the 
rest of Iraq operated multiple shifts in 2015/16. These 
negatively impacted quality by reducing instruction hours 
and putting additional strain on teachers but also enabled 
schools to absorb a greater number of students who would 
have otherwise been left without an option for continuing 
their education. At the same time, schools share premises. 
In 2019/20, only 46% of school buildings hosted only one 
school entity, and as few as about 25% in the Babylon, 
Al-Qadisiya and Thir-Qar governorates, the rest sharing 
premises with other schools (Figure 3). The Ministry of 
Education reports a gap of over 10,000 school buildings 
as well as a lack of water, sanitation and hygiene facilities 
(World Bank, 2021). 

While public spending has not increased, household living 
conditions have improved. According to the 2025 Human 
Development Report, the share of household income 
spent on food has halved from 63% in 1993 to 32% in 
2024, freeing up family income to cover other needs, 
including education (UNDP, 2025). Survey data also 
show that internally displaced people had faced the 
additional economic strain of losing their livelihoods 
and paying rent for their new shelters. As the number 
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of internally displaced people fell back to 1.2 million by 
2019 (IDMC, 2025), their return to their region of origin, 
livelihoods and homes also freed up household funds that 
enabled students to return to school (Adely et al., 2025). 
The federal and Kurdish regional governments worked 
together to provide access to education for the internally 
displaced, one third of whom fled to the Kurdistan Region 
(IOM, 2018). The Kurdish regional government supported 
Arabic-medium schools to operate out of its buildings 
(Oswald, 2019) and the federal government established 
regional offices in the Kurdistan Region to support the 
provision of Arabic language instruction until 2024.

955,000 in 2020, enrolment in vocational education 
accounted for only about 11%.

Various programmes have been initiated to facilitate 
the return of out-of-school children, but are small scale. 
The government implemented an accelerated learning 
programme to provide a condensed primary curriculum 
for 12- to 18-year-olds. Upon completion, students are 
provided a primary certificate to aid their transition to 
secondary school. In 2017/18, 33,000 students were 
enrolled in the programme, but data on those able 
to transition to secondary school were not available 
(World Bank, 2024). Multiple back-to-school campaigns 
tried to reach out-of-school children and adolescents 
through community engagement (Oswald, 2019; UNICEF, 
2024). A UNICEF Back to Learning campaign supported 
25,000 children to enrol in 2023. However, bureaucratic 
barriers to enrolment were substantial, especially if a 
child had missed over two years of school or was lacking 
documents (Oswald, 2019; UNICEF, 2019). Access to 
reintegration services varies by region and provides limited 
concrete pathways to secondary school (ECI, 2022). 

Considerable challenges lie ahead to overcome the legacy 
of conflict. Schools continue to be a site of sectarian 
struggle, as armed groups exert influence on curriculum, 
budgets and hiring practices (Palani, 2025). The last 
presents a particular challenge. Many teachers left the 
profession due to conflict and low pay and have been hard 
to replace, especially as the teacher training system has 
been in disarray. Due to budget constraints, many teachers 
have been hired on a temporary or volunteer basis (ECI, 
2022). This practice has been criticized, as unqualified 
teachers take on such posts, while appointments to 
permanent teaching posts are seen as based on political 
patronage rather than qualifications (World Bank, 2021). 
The World Bank has described the possibility of payroll 
malpractice with ghost teachers, citing the fact that there 
are over twice as many secondary school teachers being 
paid as classes being taught (World Bank, 2024).

Iraq is a reminder of the serious long-term impacts of 
conflict on education. The international sanctions imposed 
during the 1990s, which severely curtailed both public 
and private spending on education and the interminable 
cycle of war, sectarian and terrorist violence have 
affected families’ ability to send their children to school. 
School attendance levels have rebounded, a testament 
to society’s resilience and the benefits from even the 
slightest return to economic and social stability. 

FI GURE 3: 
More than half of schools in Iraq share buildings with 
other schools
Number of schools hosted per building, by governorate, Iraq, 
2019/20
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National policy is trying to expand vocational secondary 
education. Enrolment doubled from some 50,000 students 
in 2017 to 109,000 in 2021, following an administrative 
decision to allow vocational students to qualify for 
post-secondary education (World Bank, 2024). However, 
considering that total upper secondary enrolment was 
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At the end of the 20th century, school attendance 
levels in Morocco were below the average of other 
lower-middle-income countries. Recognizing this, 
the government changed course and made education 
a policy priority in 1999 (Chtatou, 2015). Between 
2000 and 2023, the out-of-school rate fell by 85% among 
adolescents of lower secondary school age (from 
42% to 6%) and by 63% among youth of upper secondary 
school age (from 63% to 23%), reaching the average 
of upper-middle-income countries, where 7% of 
adolescents and 19% of youth were out of school in 
2023 (Figure 1). The out-of-school rate in Morocco fell 
at a pace of 1.6 percentage points per year, a fast pace 
that has been maintained for over a quarter of a century. 
The out-of-school population of adolescents and youth 
fell from just over 2 million in 2000 to 570,000 in 2023, 
or by 72%. This progress was supported by a large public 
school construction programme: between 1999/2000 and 
2023/24, the number of public lower secondary schools 
more than doubled (from 941 to 2,024 in 2023/24) and the 
number of public upper secondary schools almost tripled 
(from 537 to 1,505).

However, being in school does not necessarily mean 
progressing through each grade on time. Morocco had 
high repetition rates in 2000: 13% in primary and 18% in 
secondary education. But while repetition fell gradually in 
primary education, reaching 7% in 2024, it stayed constant 
in secondary education in the 2000s, before following a 
different trajectory after 2015: rising in lower secondary 
education, reaching 23% by 2019, and falling in upper 
secondary education, reaching 11% in 2024 (Figure 2). 

As many students repeat classes, the number of new 
students enrolled in each grade can be a more transparent 
measure of education progress. While primary education 
was universalized by the late 2010s, the proportion of 
the target population enrolled in the first grade of lower 
secondary education increased from 50% in 2000 to 90% in 
2024, or from 330,000 to 610,000, at a rate of 2.5% per 
year. In upper secondary education, the proportion of the 
target population enrolling in the first grade increased 

F IG U R E 1: 
Morocco, which had worse out-of-school rates than the 
average lower-middle-income country in 2000, reached 
upper-middle-income country levels by 2023
Out-of-school rate of adolescents of lower secondary school 
age and of youth of upper secondary school age, Morocco, 
lower- and upper-middle-income countries, 2000–23
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Source: UIS and GEM Report model estimates.

from 20% in 2000 to 50% in 2020, or from 145,000 to 
315,000, at a rate of 3.8% per year (Figure 3). The faster 
increase in enrolment reflects an increase in transition 
rates from lower to upper secondary education, from 
57% in 2009/10 to 67% in 2019/20 (Morocco High 
Commission for Planning, 2025). Enrolment levels in upper 
secondary education are a little more difficult to assess in 
the aftermath of COVID-19, which disrupted student flows.
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FI GURE 2: 
Repetition increased in lower secondary education in the 2010s 
Repetition rate in public schools, by education level and sex, Morocco, 1998/99–2023/24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Morocco_fig2
Source: Morocco High Commission for Planning Statistical Yearbook (1999–2024).

FI GURE 3: 
Secondary education enrolment levels have more than doubled in 25 years
Number of new students enrolled by grade and population of official entrance age, by level, Morocco, 1999/2000–2022/2023
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The National Charter for Education and Training was key 
to the development of policies for education expansion 
(Morocco Government, 1999). It was followed by a 
range of documents aimed at reducing dropout and 
repetition, including the 2012 Government Programme, 
which focused on upgrading schools and training staff 
(Morocco Government, 2012), and the Strategic Vision 
of Reform 2015–2030, which took a broader approach 
to address the root causes. In 2019, Framework 
Law No. 51-17 emphasized preventive measures, 
such as awareness campaigns and psychological 
support, while involving families in addressing early 
school leaving (Morocco Higher Council for Education, 
Training and Scientific Research, 2015, 2019). Next, 
the 2022–2026 Roadmap aimed to reduce dropout by one 
third, focusing on at-risk students and improving social 
support, transportation, canteens and community schools 
(Morocco Ministry of National Education, Preschool and 
Sports, 2022). 

One of the challenges has been the growing cost of 
education. The share of education in total household 
consumption expenditure has increased rapidly from 
1.6% in 2001 to 2.7% in 2007 and 3.7% in 2014 (Morocco 
High Commission for Planning, 2016). This is at least partly 
reflected in the growing share of private institutions in 
total enrolment, which increased between 2003/04 and 
2023/24, from 2% to 11% in lower secondary education and 
from 4% to 12% in upper secondary education. The annual 
cost of secondary education is considerable, estimated 
at MAD 3,412, or USD 370 in 2019/20 (Morocco High 
Commission for Planning, 2022a), even if poverty fell fast 
from 15.5% in 2001 to 4.8% in 2013 (World Bank, 2024), 
helping lift financial barriers for some families. 

The government has been trying to address the 
affordability challenge in various ways. In 2018, it enacted 
free public education at all levels through Framework 
Law No. 51-17. The Tayssir conditional cash transfer 
programme was first piloted in 2008, distributing 
monthly stipends of between USD 8 and USD 13 to 
primary school students. In 2010, following an evaluation 
that found a positive impact on retention (Benhassine 
et al., 2015), it was rolled out to 434 rural municipalities 
(one quarter of the total) where poverty exceeded 30%. 
By 2013, the programme extended to lower secondary 
school students and, in 2018/19, it extended to other 
municipalities using proxy means testing (Gazeaud and 
Ricard, 2021). One condition is that a child should not 
repeat a grade more than once in primary or in lower 
secondary. In 2025, 3.1 million students received a stipend 
(Telquel, 2025). 

F IG U R E 4: 
One in nine upper secondary school students benefit 
from school transport support
Number of upper secondary school students benefiting 
from school transport, by sex and location, Morocco, 
2010/11–2023/24
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Source: Morocco Ministry of National Education, Preschool, and Sports 
(2019b, 2024b)

In 2023, Law No. 58-23 required families to register 
with the Unified Social Register to receive any targeted 
support, including a one-time payment of MAD 200 (about 
USD 20) for primary and lower secondary school students 
and MAD 300 (about USD 30) for upper secondary school 
students to cover back-to-school costs, a monetary 
support that replaced the earlier in-kind One Million 
Schoolbags initiative, which ran since 2013. 

School transport support has also significantly improved 
for upper secondary school students. From 2010/11 to 
2023/24, the number of beneficiaries grew to 111,000, 
of which 75% live in rural areas (Morocco Ministry of 
National Education, Preschool, and Sports, 2024b) 
(Figure 4). During this period, the share of upper secondary 
school students boarding has remained constant at 6% at 
the national level and at 10% in rural areas, compared 
to 3% at the national level and 6% in rural areas in lower 
secondary education. Public upper secondary boarding 
schools with canteens doubled between 2010/11 and 
2023/24 (from 246 to 477) and almost quadrupled 
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Over the past 25 years, primary education participation 
has greatly expanded in Mozambique, one of the poorest 
countries in the world. However, the extent to which this 
expansion has been captured across different data sources 
varies considerably. According to the administrative 
records of the Ministry of Education and Human 
Development, the out-of-school rate of primary school 
age children has fallen sharply from about 45% in 2000 to 
nearly zero in 2022. This reflects a dramatic increase in 
the number of students enrolled in primary education, 
which has more than tripled since 2000, from 2.5 million to 
7.6 million. 

Household surveys confirm a downward trend, 
particularly in the early 2000s, but indicate very different 
out-of-school rates for primary school age children. 
The latest available surveys, the Demographic and Health 
Survey (DHS) and the Household Budget Survey (Inquérito 
sobre o Orçamento Familiar, IOF), estimate the rate at 
about 25% in 2022. All the survey and census sources seem 
to agree that there has been a stagnation since the late 
2000s (Figure 1). 

Several reasons related to the characteristics of 
administrative data could explain these discrepancies. 
First, administrative records may be biased because age by 
grade reporting is inaccurate (e.g. only one third of children 
had their birth registered in 2023) (UNICEF, 2024a). 
Second, population projections, on which administrative 
estimates rely, may be inaccurate. Third, administrative 
records include all students who enrolled, regardless of 
whether they stopped attending. 

This last reason deserves attention. Student absenteeism 
is a systemic problem in Mozambique that could explain 
why attendance rates are lower in household surveys than 
in administrative data. A 2019 study found that primary 
students attended school on average only about 49% of the 
time, while teachers further reported that nearly 10% of 
students attended school only infrequently or almost 
never, often missing one or more academic quarters 
(UNICEF, 2022). Another study in northern Mozambique 
recorded student absenteeism rates of nearly 60% (Bassi 
et al., 2019). 

F IG U R E 1: 
Out-of-school rates of primary-aged children have fallen, 
but the extent varies by source 
Out of school rate of primary school age children (6- to 
12-year-olds), Mozambique, 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Mozambique_fig1
Note: The out-of-school rate for the IOF survey was calculated for the 
age group 5 to 12 years.
Sources: Ministry of Education and Human Development (administrative 
data); UIS database (DHS and MICS point estimates); Mozambique 
Ministry of Planning and Development, UNICEF and UN-WIDER (2025) 
(IOF); and GEM Report analysis of IPUMS database (census).

Analysis of the primary completion rate confirms an overall 
improvement in primary education participation. The share 
of 15- to 17-year-olds who have completed primary 
education (i.e. those three to five years above graduation 
age, as per the official definition of the indicator, described 
as ‘timely’) increased from 15% in 2000 to 52% in 2024. 
Due to late entry and repetition, many young people 
complete primary education even later, so the ‘ultimate’ 
completion rate is estimated to be higher. However, 
the 2022 DHS suggests that the stagnation indicated by 
the slowing down of the out-of-school rate trajectory has 
affected progress in completion, which also appears to 
have decelerated drastically after 2010, suggesting that 
the model’s conclusions may be optimistic and that an 
ultimate completion rate of no more than 60% is perhaps 
more accurate (Figure 2). 
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FI GURE 2: 
Primary completion rates improved until 2010 but may 
have plateaued since
Primary completion rate, modelled estimates and by data 
source, Mozambique, 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Mozambique_fig2
Note: The (timely) completion rate refers to those aged three to five 
years above the intended graduation age and the ultimate completion 
to those aged up to eight years above.
Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW model.

new classrooms were built within existing schools to 
accommodate more students. But the pace of school 
construction has fallen behind the pace of enrolment 
growth. It is estimated that some 10,000 classes are held 
outdoors under trees. In Nampula province alone, over 
1 million primary students attended classes sitting on 
the ground due to the lack of desks (Club of Mozambique, 
2025). In 2018, about 40% of classrooms were built with 
precarious materials, which contributed to widespread 
destruction during the 2019 cyclones.

In contrast, after a slow start in the 2000s, the number 
of primary teachers has kept pace with enrolment 
growth (Figure 3). But teacher and principal absenteeism 
reportedly affect school operations and contribute to 
school closures, affecting over 10% of scheduled school 
days (Pontuschka and Kan, 2023).

Also likely to have contributed to this stagnation are 
rising tensions, especially in the northern Cabo Delgado 
province, where over a million people have been displaced 
and schools have been extensively damaged since 
2017 (ACAPS, 2023; Deutsche Welle, 2021; Nhamirre, 
2025); natural disasters, such as Cyclones Idai and Kenneth 
in 2019 (Batel et al., 2023); and extended school closures 
during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020–21 (Chimbutane 
et al., 2023; Kan, 2023). 

Mozambique held its first democratic elections in 
1994 after 16 years of post-independence civil war. 
As the country recovered, education became central to 
development efforts and the 1999–2003 Strategic Plan 
set universal primary education as the country’s main goal 
(Mozambique Ministry of Education, 1998). 

Most of the policy efforts at the time were devoted to 
primary school rehabilitation (as many had been damaged 
or destroyed during the war) and construction. Between 
2000 and 2010, the number of lower primary schools 
(grades 1 to 5) increased from 6,000 to 10,500, while 

F IG U R E 3: 
School construction and teacher recruitment have 
increased but needs are very high
Index of change in the number of primary students, teachers 
and schools since, 2004–23 (2004 = 100)
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Mozambique_fig3
Source: Mozambique Ministry of Education and Human Development 
(schools, teachers and students) and UN Population Division (2025) 
(population).
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child marriage and revoked a 2003 Ministerial Order which 
had previously required pregnant girls to transfer to night 
school (Human Rights Watch, 2024). Gender equity also 
became a policy priority in the 2018 education reform and 
in the Education Strategic Plan 2020–2029 (Mozambique 
Ministry of Education and Human Development, 2020). 
Implementation of these policies has been uneven (Human 
Rights Watch, 2024), but gender equity in participation 
has been steadily improving. Between 2004 and 2024, 
the share of girls enrolled increased from 45% to 49% in 
primary education.

FI GURE 4: 
Repetition rates decreased and become flatter across 
primary grades after the 2018 education reform
Repetition rates by primary grade and year, Mozambique, 
2016, 2019 and 2024
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Source: Education Statistics Annual School Survey, Mozambique 
Ministry of Education and Human Development.
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FI GURE 4: 
There has been progress in Roma secondary attainment but a regression in term of their inclusion
Selected Roma education indicators, Romania and selected European countries, 2016 and 2024

a. People aged 20 to 24 who completed at least upper 
secondary education

b. Children aged 6 to 15 who attend schools where all or most 
pupils are Roma, according to respondents

Roma, 2016

Roma, 2024

Population, 2024

0

20

40

60

80

100

Gr
ee

ce

Po
rtu

ga
l

Fr
an

ce

Cz
ec

hia

Al
ba

nia Ita
ly

Se
rb

ia EU

Ro
m

an
ia

Sp
ain

No
rth

 M
ac

ed
on

ia

Bu
lga

ria

Hu
ng

ar
y

%

2016

2024

Ita
ly

Se
rb

ia

Po
rtu

ga
l

Al
ba

nia

Sp
ain

Fr
an

ce

No
rth

 M
ac

ed
on

ia

Ro
m

an
ia EU

Gr
ee

ce

Cz
ec

hia

Hu
ng

ar
y

Bu
lga

ria

GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Romania_fig3
Source: European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (2025).
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Rwanda experienced one of the worst atrocities of the 
20th century. The 1994 genocide against the Tutsi resulted 
in the deaths of an estimated 800,000 people and caused 
mass displacement (Rwanda Ministry of Education, 1998a, 
1998b). It also caused severe damage to the national 
educational system: destroying school infrastructure, 
killing and displacing teachers, and causing traumatic 
scars on the education community. It had a direct impact 
on the education attainment of those who experienced 
it, initially estimated at a loss of 0.5 years of schooling 
(Akresh and de Walque, 2008) and later revised upwards 
to 1.2 years (Guariso and Verpoorten, 2019). Studies have 
even documented the education impact on children who 
were in their mother’s wombs at the time (Bundervoet and 
Fransen, 2018). 

Analysis of censuses and household surveys since 
2000 shows the magnitude of the impact on educational 
development. Throughout the 1980s and until the 
genocide, the primary completion rate was growing at the 
rate of one percentage point per year and had reached 
49% by 1994 if very late completers are included. It is 
estimated that the primary completion rate fell by one 
third, reaching a low of 33% by 2000. Since then, sustained 
government efforts that placed education at the centre of 
the development agenda, with strong external support, 
have put Rwanda on an accelerated path. The primary 
completion rate has grown by two percentage points per 
year, twice the rate before the genocide. By 2024, it is 
estimated that about 69% of 14- to 16-year-olds (i.e. those 
three to five years above the official graduation age) were 
completing primary school, although ultimately about 
81% are estimated to complete primary school if very late 
completers are taken into account (Figure 1). However, this 
estimate may need to be adjusted in view of developments 
after 2020.

This gap between the ‘timely’ and ‘ultimate’ primary 
completion rates has fluctuated around 15 percentage 
points during these past 40 years. This is a sizeable 
gap, which indicates that repetition is a significant 
and persistent challenge (Laterite, 2019). Only 38% of 

students completed primary school in six years (Rwanda 
Ministry of Education, 2024a). The repetition rate fell 
from 18% in 2007 to 12.5% in 2012. After a short-term 
increase between 2012 and 2016, it fell further to 
10% in 2018. But the repetition rate jumped to 30% in 
2021. Disaggregated by grade, repetition is highest in 
grades 1 and 5 (Figure 2a). The effect of this bottleneck 
is a decline in the number of students who sat for the 
final examination at grade 6 by 28% between 2019 and 
2023 (Figure 2b). 

F IG U R E 1: 
Rwanda has been recovering from the consequences of 
the 1994 genocide on its education system
Primary completion rate, modelled estimates and estimates 
by individual source, 1981–2024
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Rwanda_fig1
Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW model.
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FI GURE 2: 
Repetition has been high in Rwanda and grew after 2020, affecting primary graduation
a. Primary education repetition rate, Rwanda, 2007–22 b. Number of students who sat and passed the grade 6 national 

examination, Rwanda, 2005–24 
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Source: UIS database and Rwanda Ministry of Education (various editions of the Education Statistical Yearbook).

Education has been seen in Rwanda as vital for the nation’s 
recovery. It was prioritized as an engine for reconciliation, 
reconstruction and socioeconomic progress. Improving 
infrastructure, retraining teachers and revising curricula 
to promote unity and peace were early priorities (Obura, 
2003). The Vision 2020 and Vision 2050 frameworks 
and subsequent policies have reflected a commitment to 
‘leave no child behind’ (Rwanda Government, 2012, 2020) 
that has shaped educational policies and interventions. 
Key milestones have included the introduction of free 
primary education of six years in 2003 and extended to 
nine years in 2007 to includ lower secondary education 
(World Bank et al., 2011). This policy change explains the 
sharp increase in the primary examination pass rate from 
22% in 2007 to 74% in 2008 (Figure 2b). There has been a 
succession of five-year education sector strategic plans, 
beginning in 2004; the two most recent ones have covered 
the periods 2018/19–2023/24 and 2024–2029 (Rwanda 
Ministry of Education, 2018; 2024). 

The government has placed good governance, 
accountability and development at the heart of its quest 
for political legitimacy in all sectors, including education 
(Williams, 2017). As part of a decentralization reform that 
began in 2000, the central government, while keeping 

oversight of planning, policymaking, standard setting 
and monitoring, transferred responsibilities to districts 
through a results-oriented governance process based 
on performance contracts, known as imihigo, which 
has been credited for early progress in service delivery 
(Honeyman, 2017). Nevertheless, there was a noticeable 
decline in funding with the share of education in total 
public expenditure falling gradually from 18.8% in 2000 to 
15.6% in 2008, 13.7% in 2014 and 10.8% in 2018. This 
created challenges, leading the government to increase the 
share of education in total public expenditure to an average 
of 14% between 2021 and 2025 to address three key areas: 
infrastructure, teachers and school feeding.

Progress in building new primary schools was slow until 
the late 2010s. An average of 40 primary schools per year 
were constructed during the 2000s, increasing only slightly 
to 50 per year in the 2010s. Classroom overcrowding, even 
combined with widespread double-shifting, had become 
a serious problem. The student/classroom ratio in 
government and government-assisted primary schools 
increased from 60:1 in 2005 to 83:1 in 2020 (ranging 
from 107:1 in government to 72:1 in government-assisted 
schools). As part of the 2018/19–2023/24 Education 
Sector Strategic Plan and with the support of a World 
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In the 1990s, Trinidad and Tobago's secondary education 
participation rates lagged behind those of other 
less wealthy English-speaking Caribbean countries 
(De Lisle et al., 2010). For example, the transition 
rate to secondary education in Tobago was only 
40% (Trinidad and Tobago Ministry of Education, 1993). 
In response, the government’s White Paper on Educational 
Policy (1993–2003) expressed its commitment to a 
universal secondary education policy, accompanied by a 
set of reforms (Knight, 2016; Warrican, 2009). Between 
2000 and 2010, the lower secondary completion rate 
increased by 10 percentage points, reducing the gap that 
separated it from Barbados (from 16 to 5 percentage 
points) and Jamaica (from 9 to 2 percentage points). There 
was a comparable increase in upper secondary completion, 
although this plateaued after 2010, until recent years 
(Figure 1).

Unlike other English-speaking Caribbean countries, 
which kept the single-cycle secondary education system 
inherited from colonial times, Trinidad and Tobago was one 
of two countries (alongside the Bahamas) to introduce a 
two-cycle (lower and upper) secondary education system, 
complementing rather than replacing the pre-existing 
single secondary cycle (Warrican, 2009). The introduction 
of the two-cycle secondary education system was meant 
to ease the transition from lower to upper secondary 
education and help guide subject selection in upper 
secondary education. 

Secondary education expansion was facilitated by 
two large Inter-American Development Bank projects: 
the Secondary Education Modernization Programme 
(1999–2009), a USD 150 million loan with USD 45 million 
government counterpart funding (IADB, 1999) and the 
Seamless Education Project (2009-2019), a USD 62 million 
loan with USD 14 million government counterpart funding 
(IADB, 2009); the latter covered the entire education 
system and included teacher and principal training, 
institutional governance issues and curriculum content 
(De Lisle, 2012; Mohammed, 2018). The interventions 
aimed to facilitate access to higher education 
(Knight, 2016).

Between 2002 and 2007, 23 new secondary schools 
were built mainly in rural and underserved areas (Lochan, 
2014; Trinidad and Tobago Ministry of Education, 
2001). These schools, established under the Secondary 
Education Modernization Programme, were added to 
the stock of grammar schools (traditional secondary 
schools established during the British colonial period), 
modern secondary schools (1959) and comprehensive 
schools (1972) (De Lisle, 2019). Increased school capacity 
helped eliminate the two-shift system (Lochan, 2014) 
and introduce a longer school day (IDB, 2013). In 2019/20, 
there were 90 government, 44 government-assisted 
and 55 private secondary schools; the last enrols 
about 12% of students (Trinidad and Tobago Ministry of 
Education, 2022a).

At the same time, the proliferation of different school 
types has fragmented secondary education by reputation 
and performance with a negative impact on equity. 
Smaller schools, usually located in rural areas, tend to rely 
on fewer full-time and certified teachers (OECD, 2010, 
2016) and have a higher concentration of low-performing 
students (De Lisle, 2019). The main divide is between 
government-led and government-assisted schools, 

FI GURE 1: 
Trinidad and Tobago expanded secondary education in 
the 2000s
Lower and upper secondary school completion rate, 
Trinidad and Tobago , selected Caribbean countries, and high-
income countries, 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Trinidad_Tobago_fig1
Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW model.
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which are run by private bodies, usually a religious board, 
and teach the same national curriculum but are privately 
funded, except for teacher salaries. Assisted schools, 
almost all of which are single sex, benefit from higher 
reputation, rely on teachers with higher qualifications 
and attract students with the highest scores (Beuermann 
et al., 2015).

Despite efforts to overcome the legacy of an elitist 
system, the Secondary Entrance Assessment at the 
end of the seven-year primary cycle (age 5 to 11) 
still determines students’ educational path early on, 
perpetuating the association between socioeconomic 
status and educational opportunities (De Lisle, 2022a). 
Students are assigned to secondary schools based on 
their test scores, top four school preferences and school 
capacity. A computer algorithm progressively places 
students into schools until all slots are filled and every 
student is assigned (Beuermann et al., 2015, 2019). 
Government-assisted secondary schools have the privilege 
of selecting up to one fifth of their students, which raises 
favouritism concerns, while the remaining places are 
assigned based on the computer-based algorithm (Persad 
and Antoine, 2023).

Students express their school preferences based on 
religious affiliation, geographic proximity and reputation, 
with traditional schools typically favoured over newer 
institutions (De Lisle, 2010; Jackson 2013). Students 
value these schools, even though they do not appear to 
add more to students’ learning once student background 
characteristics are controlled for (Persad and Antoine, 
2023). But they try to avoid less prestigious schools 
because they associate them with a negative school 
environment, including bullying and violence (Bahall, 
2024). Ranking schools based on reputation and student 
performance has reshaped segregation and student 
disparities within the framework of universal secondary 
education (Knight, 2019).

The Secondary Entrance Assessment creates a bottleneck 
in the system, as about 5% of students are required to 
retake the examination if their score falls below a minimum 
threshold. The system considers that these students 
have not yet mastered the basic competencies and need 
support to prepare for secondary education. This is 
reflected in national statistics, which show that enrolment 
jumps at age 11 (Figure 2). 

F IG U R E 2:
The Secondary Entrance Assessment is a bottleneck in 
Trinidad and Tobago ’s education system
Number of students enrolled in government and  
government-assisted schools by age, education level and sex, 
Trinidad and Tobago , 2019/20
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Notes: Enrolment figures do not include students without age 
information (1.6% of primary and 4.8% of secondary government and 
government-assisted school enrolment) and students enrolled in 
private schools (9.4% of total primary enrolment and 12.2% of total 
secondary enrolment).
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Trinidad_Tobago_fig2
Source: Trinidad and Tobago Ministry of Education 2019/20 Education 
Statistics Digest (enrolment) and United Nations Population Division 
(population).

At the end of the three-year lower secondary cycle 
(Forms 1 to III, age 12 to 14), students used to sit for the 
low-stakes National Certificate of Secondary Education 
examination, which helped some students who wanted to 
leave school before finishing the full cycle get a diploma 
(Miller, 2009). Progressively phased out since 2023, 
it has been replaced by a sample-based examination in 
line with international student assessments (Regional 
Monitoring Platform, 2023; Trinidad and Tobago Ministry 
of Education, 2022b). At the end of the two-year upper 
secondary cycle (Forms IV and V, ages 15 and 16), students 
sit for the Caribbean Secondary Entrance Certificate (CSEC) 
examination to obtain a secondary school completion 
certificate, which allows them access to tertiary education. 
Some secondary schools also provide two more years 
(Lower and Upper Form VI, ages 17 and 18), at the end 
of which students can take the Caribbean Advanced 
Proficiency Examination (CAPE).

In a system with early tracking and competitive 
examinations, more disadvantaged students struggle 
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Uganda has faced multiple challenges in relation to 
education. In the post-independence era, two decades 
of civil war hampered progress. While it then entered a 
period of relative political stability in 1986, violent conflict 
continued for another 20 years, especially in the north of 
the country, where the conflict with the Lord’s Resistance 
Army led to mass displacement into camps and forced 
child soldiering (Kazibwe, 2025). While most of those 
internally displaced returned to their homes after the end 
of hostilities in 2006, 

Uganda was one of the early champions in the Education 
for All movement in Africa. The introduction of Universal 
Primary Education (UPE) in 1997 was supported by 
the abolition of school fees. Enrolment increased from 
3.1 million in 1996 to 5.3 million in 1997 and to 7.6 million 
in 2003. However, household survey data suggest there 
were no corresponding large gains in completion as might 
have been expected from such an unprecedented surge in 
enrolment. The primary completion rate had in fact started 
growing prior to the UPE policy. Between 1990 and 2000, 
the ultimate primary completion rate (which includes 
very late completers) increased by 1.2 percentage points 
per year, from 39% to 51%, but progress slowed down in 
the 2000s to 0.9 percentage points per year, reaching 
60% in 2010. Analysis of surveys after 2010 suggests that 
Uganda entered a period of stagnation at that point. While 
it came within three percentage points of equalling the 
sub-Saharan African average in 2004, it has been diverging 
ever since (Figure 1). 

A distinct feature of the enrolment pattern in Uganda 
is over-age enrolment. Students are supposed to reach 
grade 7 by age 12. As late enrolment and repetition 
are widespread in low- and lower-middle-income 
countries, the completion rate is officially defined over 
those aged three to five years above graduation age 
(i.e. for 15- to 17-year-olds) in order not to underestimate 
progress. But as attainment estimates by age show 
for each household survey, only a fraction of children 
complete primary education by age 15 to 17. In fact, this 
phenomenon has been worsening as shown visually by the 
‘tails’ of these attainment rate estimates getting longer 
over time (Figure 1). The repetition rate in Uganda averaged 
11% between 2000 and 2017, despite a policy of automatic 
promotion (Kabay, 2021), which the government abolished 
in March 2026 (Nafula and Walugembe, 2026).

F IG U R E 1: 
High levels of over-age enrolment make it difficult to 
assess progress in Uganda 
Primary completion rate, modelled estimates and estimates 
by individual source, 1981–2024
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Uganda_fig1
Source: GEM Report team estimates based on the VIEW model.

The last enrolment data for Uganda on the UIS database 
and the last published Education Abstract of the Ministry 
of Education and Sports date from 2017, which prevents 
triangulation of these estimates with administrative data. 
However, other surveys, whose microdata could not be 
analysed by the Global Education Monitoring Report team, 
but which have published estimates on related indicators in 
their respective reports, seem to confirm that educational 
development has stagnated in the past few years in 
Uganda. 

First, a comparison of adolescent (age 13 to 18) and youth 
(age 19 to 24) attendance rates between the 2016/17 and 
the 2019/20 National Household Survey (NHS) rounds 
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on rich historical data from Europe (Braga et al., 2013). 
However, to the extent possible, information is provided 
on the context and characteristics of the interventions and 
on the size of the impact on participation and attainment 
measures. Finally, high-income countries and their 
efforts to achieve universal secondary completion are 
also included. This is also a field that has been studied 
extensively (Lamb et al., 2011; Lyche, 2010).

SYSTEM-LEVEL POLICIES 
System-level policies set the framework that enables 
children to access, stay in and complete primary and 
secondary education. They reshape the legal, financial 
and institutional set-up, affecting education participation 
through laws, governance, funding, accountability and 
progression rules. 

LEGISLATION
The global movement towards universal education has 
been supported by three interdependent institutional 
reform pillars: legal recognition of education as a right, 
compulsory schooling legislation and fee abolition. 

Three instruments define primary education as a 
universal entitlement and call on countries to take 
progressive steps toward free and compulsory secondary 
education (Sheppard, 2022): the 1960 Convention against 
Discrimination in Education; the 1966 International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; and 
the 1989 Convention on the Rights of the Child. Framing 
education as a right in primary (Maher, 2025) and, 
increasingly, secondary education forms the foundation 
for national laws. A United Nations Human Rights Council 
resolution established an open-ended intergovernmental 
working group with the mandate to explore an optional 
protocol to the Convention on the Rights of the Child on 
the rights to free secondary (and pre-primary) education 
(United Nations, 2024).

Among 158 countries with data in both years, the average 
duration of compulsory education increased from 8.6 years 
in 1998 to 9.8 years in 2023. The biggest increase, 
by about 1.6 years, happened in middle-income countries. 
In the same period, among 130 countries with data in both 

years, the average duration of free education increased 
from 10 years to 10.8 years (Figure 4.18). 

Capturing the effect of compulsory education legislation 
generally requires long-term, historic data to examine 
variation between cohorts. Two analyses of European 
countries found that changes in the minimum school 
leaving age increased educational attainment by 0.3 to 
0.4 years and more for populations that were more 
disadvantaged (Brunello et al., 2009; Gathmann et al., 
2015). Similar results have been reported for individual 
countries, such as the United Kingdom (Oreopoulos, 2006). 

 

Among 158 countries with data in both years, 
the average duration of compulsory education 
increased from 8.6 years in 1998 to 9.8 years 
in 2023

F IG U R E 4.18: 
Countries have extended the duration of compulsory and 
free education
a. Years of compulsory education in legislation, 1998–2023 
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_18
Source: UIS database.
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BOX 4.3: 

Early warning systems and data analytics are being used to reduce dropout

If dropout is predictable, prediction allows prevention (Brunello and Paola, 2014). Early warning systems enable the early identification of 
students at risk of dropout by tracking attendance, academic performance and behavioural indicators.

As part of the European Education Area initiative, the European Union has set two targets for early school leaving not to exceed 10% by 
2020 and 9% by 2030. A 2011 EU Council Recommendation advised member states to monitor indicators to identify students at risk of 
leaving school early and to intervene quickly with personalized support (European Commission, 2022). By 2020, most EU countries had 
adopted early monitoring policies, using indicators such as attendance, behaviour and achievement to trigger remedial actions (European 
Education and Culture Executive Agency, 2023). 

Some countries integrate early warning systems with welfare programmes. In Nordland, Norway, combining early detection, teacher 
training and links with social services has been credited with increasing the upper secondary completion rate from 62% to 66% between 
2011 and 2015 (Assembly of European Regions, 2017). In Bradford, United Kingdom, linked health, social care and education data 
showed unauthorized absence ranging from 0.2% to 5.1%, with 12% of pupils accounting for 80% of missed days (Wood et al., 2024). 
Predictive analytics tools drew on hundreds of variables to identify risk profiles and shape interventions (Ifenthaler, 2021). But 
coordinated action among schools, families and social services is ultimately necessary to address these risks. Effective systems recognize 
schools’ protective role in children’s welfare (Alaimo and Kelly, 2025; Cook et al., 2017). Under its Early Leaving from Education and 
Training Strategy 2023–2030, Malta has established a protocol of family, community and school links (Spiteri and Vella, 2025).

Around the world, education systems are shifting to preventive approaches, but their success relies on adequate staff and referral 
pathways. In Guatemala, a pilot programme applied in 17% of primary schools improved transition into lower secondary school by 
1.3 percentage points after one year – and by 3.1 percentage points in schools that fully complied with the process (Haimovich et al., 
2021). In Serbia, an Early Warning and Intervention System supported by UNICEF reduced dropout by two thirds in its first cycle of 
implementation (Assembly of European Regions, 2017). 

GOVERNANCE AND FINANCING 
Appropriate governance and funding arrangements 
can provide the right incentives for schools to operate 
effectively. Accountability mechanisms, for example to 
ensure fairness, responsiveness and safety, develop trust 
in schools and strengthen active community oversight, 
improving attendance. 

 

A cross-country review of 65 countries 
found that decentralization can improve 
attendance and progression by giving local 
actors the authority to respond to school-level 
constraints

At the system level, decentralization reforms 
can strengthen participation when they improve 
responsiveness. A cross-country review of 65 countries 
found that decentralization can improve attendance 
and progression by giving local actors the authority to 
respond to school-level constraints, such as teacher 

needs and disciplinary measures (Kameshwara et al., 
2020). Indonesia’s decentralization, accompanied by a per 
student funding programme, increased school finances 
and improved textbook availability. Schools also reported 
a rise in enrolment of disadvantaged students and reduced 
dropout, yet effectiveness varied by local administrative 
capacity (Karam et al., 2012). Likewise, accountability 
reforms, such as school report cards and community 
monitoring only work where administrative capacity 
is sufficient (UNESCO, 2017). In Mexico, school-based 
management reduced dropout by improving local 
monitoring and incentives, although the effects were not 
uniform (Gertler et al., 2012). 

Outcomes of such ambitious interventions depend first 
and foremost on community empowerment but also on 
resources. In one sense, there is an obvious link between 
financing and results. The educational expansion of the 
early 2000s was associated with the end of austerity after 
almost two decades of structural adjustment in low- and 
middle-income countries. Cross-national evidence from 
1990 to 2021 suggests that increased public spending 
reduces dropout where initial levels are high (Beri and 
Cochrane, 2025). 
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not have sufficient opportunities to improve their learning, 
which therefore may simply postpone but not prevent 
early school leaving. Automatic promotion in Costa Rica 
for grade 1 students pushed repetition rates up in grades 
2 and 3 (Rodriguez-Segura, 2020). The lack of repetition as 
an incentive mechanism may have negative consequences 
for students performing just above the lowest performers, 
as a study in Minas Gerais, Brazil, has shown (Foureaux 
Koppensteiner, 2014). 

Some studies find short-term test-score improvements 
for retained students, for example in Colombia (Ferreira 
Sequeda et al., 2018) and in South Africa in early grades of 
primary education (Clayton, 2025), even without remedial 
support. But overall, repetition, especially in later grades, 
seems to have long-term negative consequences for 
engagement and completion (Hughes et al., 2018; Xia and 
Kirby, 2009). 

Examinations are milestones for completion of each 
cycle and entry into the next level – and they can hinder 
transitions (Périco e Santos, 2023). In Uganda, of those 
children who did not transition into secondary education, 
one third had failed the primary school leaving examination 
(Nath et al., 2017). In the United States, high-stakes exit 
examinations lowered upper secondary school completion 
by two to four percentage points, especially for poor and 
minority students (Dee and Jacob, 2006; Jacob, 2001). 
However, it is also argued that the impact from the 
introduction of a high-stakes examination may be negative 
in the short term but positive in the long term if the 
certificate is important for transition into the next stage of 
education and for the labour market (Caves and Balestra, 
2018). In South Africa, the introduction of the National 
Senior Certificate in 2008 is believed to have contributed to 
the increase of the upper secondary completion rate (Wills 
et al., 2024). 

BOX 4.4: 

Various countries have struggled to equitably assign students to schools

A range of assignment policies, such as catchment areas, open enrolment and various preferential or reserved-seat mechanisms, have 
been used to promote equity in primary and secondary education. When combined with targeted support, such as equitable funding, 
transportation assistance and controlled-choice schemes, choice can improve access for disadvantaged students (Masset, 2012; Prieto 
et al., 2022). Without such protections, these policies may simply reproduce or even deepen existing inequalities, delivering benefits 
disproportionately to those who already have an advantage.

The success of school zoning policies depends on their design to avoid perverse incentives (Bjerre-Nielsen et al., 2023). In Denmark, when 
a policy was announced linking school assignment to residential addresses, the number of families changing their address increased 
abruptly and the probability of such a change was strongly linked with family socioeconomic status (Bjerre-Nielsen and Gandil, 2024). 
In France, where desegregation is a policy objective, three long-standing efforts (comprehensive secondary schools, restrictions on 
parental choice through school mapping, and priority education zones with compensatory measures) have not been effective (Felouzis 
et al., 2019). Wealthier families are able to circumvent some restrictions, while targeting resources to disadvantaged schools had the 
perverse effect of stigmatizing schools’ reputations. An evaluation of a reform to the zoning system in 2014 found that schools located 
in priority neighbourhoods experienced an immediate and persistent decline in enrolment of about four percentage points (Garrouste and 
Lafourcade, 2023). Schools labelled by the policies experienced student flight, which indirectly exacerbated school segregation (France 
Cour des Comptes, 2025).

In Indonesia, a school zoning policy experiment in the city of Yogyakarta introduced in 2018 changed the admission criteria for elite 
public lower secondary schools from examination scores to distance from school. Schools’ student composition drastically changed 
as evidenced by the sharp fall in the average examination score of admitted students (Berkhout et al., 2022). At the national level, 
a school zoning policy was introduced in 2017, according to which at least 90% of primary and secondary school students would be 
selected through the ‘zoning’ pathway, i.e. according to distance from school, with the remaining admissions made on the basis of three 
criteria: affirmative action, parental relocation and achievement (Gustati, 2024). This share was reduced in three amendments between 
2018 and 2021, and the policy was renamed in 2025, further reducing the ‘zoning’ quota to 70% in primary, 40% in lower secondary 
and 30% in upper secondary schools. Standardized test scores will also replace report card grades for the ‘achievement’ pathway in 
2026 (Aranditio, 2025).

Continued on next page...
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BOX 4.5: 

Accelerated learning programmes in Africa help children complete primary education, but transition to formal 
school remains weak

Accelerated education programmes (AEPs) provide flexible, age-appropriate learning opportunities for children and youth who have 
missed out on formal schooling. A review of AEPs found such programmes operating in 33 African countries (Nwagbo and D’Angelo, 
2025). They have emerged as a particularly critical strategy to reach those in crisis and displacement contexts. Evaluations in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Liberia and Nigeria show that students in AEPs often make rapid progress in foundational literacy 
and numeracy, sometimes outperforming their peers in formal schools (Diazgranados Ferráns et al., 2022; McManus et al., 2025; 
Valenza, 2018). 

Yet despite such gains, the transition from these programmes into the formal school system remains a key challenge. Evidence from 
40 programmes suggests that transition rates vary widely, from 3% to 90% (D’Angelo et al., 2025). As only 40% of AEPs in Africa 
monitored post-programme transitions, it is difficult to estimate an average transition rate (Nwagbo and D’Angelo, 2025). Studies from 
Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Mali and Niger have shown that many learners who enrol in formal school after completing an AEP either drop 
out or repeat grades (Kebede, 2018; Shah and Choo, 2020). In Madagascar, although nearly all AEP graduates entered school, between 
one quarter and one third left again within two years (Valenza and Dreesen, 2022). An evaluation in Ethiopia showed that, once in formal 
schools, learners often encounter barriers that may have excluded them in the first place: a different language of instruction, rigid 
curricula, inappropriate pedagogy and overcrowded, under-resourced classrooms (D’Angelo et al., 2025; Nwagbo and D’Angelo, 2025).

Linkages between AEPs and formal education systems are often limited. Education sector plans increasingly mention AEPs but tend to 
emphasize expanding access and learning, with little attention to post-completion pathways or sustained support for learners (Nwagbo 
and D’Angelo, 2025). In many countries, AEP certificates are not consistently recognized by ministries of education, making enrolment 
into the formal system difficult. A recent review found that only up to 40% of AEPs in Africa provided nationally recognized certificates. 
In terms of financing, many AEPs rely on short-term donor or humanitarian funding with little integration into national budgets, 
undermining their sustainability (International Development Research Centre, 2024). 

Key elements of a sustainable transition to formal education systems include aligning AEP and formal curricula, formally recognizing AEP 
certificates, creating linkages to schools and alternative pathways where schools are limited, providing enrolment and post-enrolment 
support, and ensuring inclusive, flexible school environments (D’Angelo et al., 2025). 

Unlike corrective measures, which focus on bringing young 
people back who have left school, preventative interventions 
target those struggling and at risk of leaving school early. 
Remedial or compensatory programmes have received 
increased attention in recent years. The ‘teaching at the 
right level’ interventions of the Indian non-governmental 
organization Pratham assess primary school children’s 
skills and place them in different ability groups to adapt 
instruction. Following positive impact evaluations (Banerjee 
et al., 2015, 2016), the approach was scaled up in India, 
including in partnership with selected state governments, 
where teachers follow the approach over four to six months 
for one to two hours a day. The model was exported to 
Africa, where positive effects were also documented, 
for instance in Côte d'Ivoire (Wyss and Perlman Robinson, 
2021), where it was rolled out nationally, and Ghana (Duflo 
et al., 2024). Improvements in learning outcomes are 
expected to improve progression, but studies on improving 
progression are rare, especially for programmes rolled out at 
the system level (Kitzmüller et al., 2024). Grouping by ability 
in secondary education has generally been questioned due 

to its impact on students’ self-esteem (Alam and Mohanty, 
2023) but also in terms of implementation challenges (Mills 
et al., 2014).

Remedial education programmes have been implemented 
for decades in high-income countries. Results vary and 
depend on programme design and implementation. In Israel, 
a programme which supported upper secondary school 
students to pass the end-of-cycle examination increased 
the completion rate by 3.3 percentage points (Lavy and 
Schlosser, 2005). In Italy, a programme combining remedial 
education, which was combined with stricter progression 
rules, did not have an impact in academic schools and 
even had a negative impact in technical schools (Battistin 
and Schizzerotto, 2012). In Sweden, the Introductory 
Programme, which targets disadvantaged students to 
transition from the end of compulsory education into 
upper secondary education with individually adapted 
instruction, has reduced early school leaving but needs to be 
accompanied by socioemotional learning to build students’ 
self-confidence (Sundelin et al., 2023). 
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DIFFERENTIATION
Countries vary in the extent to which they choose between 
comprehensive and differentiated secondary education. 
Those that offer differentiated tracks also differ in terms 
of the age at which these options become available and 
the mechanism for assigning students to them. Among 
those differentiated tracks that are vocationally oriented, 
programmes also differ in the extent to which they offer 
work-based training and apprenticeships (Lamb et al., 2011).

Technical and vocational education and training is 
promoted for two key objectives among others: to 
strengthen the supply of skills in the labour market, 
and to present an alternative for students not drawn 
to academically oriented programmes and who are at a 
greater risk of dropout in a comprehensive system. 

Most studies evaluate the achievement of the first 
objective, based on information about graduate 
employability, job matching and earnings (Tripney and 
Hombrados, 2013). The second objective is far more 
difficult to evaluate because the alternative scenario 
is not observed (Markussen and Sandberg, 2011). 
In differentiated systems, students also leave technical 
and vocational schools early (Cerda-Navarro et al., 2017; 
Yi et al., 2015) but what cannot be observed is what would 
have happened if these students did not have that option. 
Even in countries where dropout is higher in vocational 
than in general schools, there may be differences in the 
selectivity of technical and vocational tracks. Although 
these tend to enrol students from relatively more 
disadvantaged socioeconomic background, the strength of 
that relationship varies by country (Lamb, 2011). 

 

An analysis of age reforms in 14 European 
countries during the 20th century shows that 
the later that sorting into different tracks 
happens, the more equitable education 
opportunities become.

A key policy question is what age are students assigned 
to different tracks, with some countries making this 
sorting as early as age 10, which reduces the opportunity 
children from disadvantaged backgrounds have to join 
the track that best matches their abilities and interests 
(Terrin and Triventi, 2022). An analysis of age reforms in 
14 European countries during the 20th century shows 
that the later this sorting happens, the more equitable 
education opportunities become. The analysis also showed 

that tracking at age 10 reduced the probability of upper 
secondary school completion by four percentage points for 
youth whose parents were senior managers rather than 
workers (Van De Werfhorst, 2019). Conversely, a reform 
in France that softened tracking in the 1970s increased 
the levels of qualification attained, among men and those 
from a low socioeconomic background, though not among 
immigrants (Canaan, 2020). In Romania, delaying student 
tracking raised general secondary school completion by 
five percentage points (Malamud and Pop-Eleches, 2011).

Another important objective of expanding technical and 
vocational secondary education, which governments tend 
not to admit in public, is to relieve pressure for entry into 
post-secondary education. However, as this clashes with 
other objectives and makes the technical and vocational 
track less attractive, there have been more efforts to allow 
transition into parts or the entirety of the post-secondary 
education system, including university, as in Bangladesh 
(Kabir and Ahmed, 2024), Brazil (Camargo et al., 2021) 
and Uganda (Kazibwe and Li, 2025). 

Technical and vocational education systems differ in many 
other ways that hamper comparisons, for instance in the 
mix of enrolment between tracks and the mix of academic 
and vocational courses students take in each track (Bishop 
and Mane, 2004; Plank et al., 2008). Ultimately, the extent 
to which technical and vocational tracks succeed in 
reducing dropout is their quality in terms of teachers, 
curricula, equipment, active employer participation, 
and work-based training opportunities to ease the 
school-to-work transition. In OECD countries, the share 
of upper secondary vocational students enrolled in 
combined school- and work-based programmes increased 
from 35% in 2013 to 45% in 2023, even though the share 
of vocational students in upper secondary education 
remained constant at 44% during this period (OECD, 2025), 
suggesting a growing emphasis on improving quality 
and relevance.

Several countries experiment with alternative types of 
differentiation. Saudi Arabia, where no upper secondary 
school students attend vocational tracks, introduced a 
system of pathways in 2022. The first year is common, 
while during the last two years students can enrol in any 
one of five tracks: general; Shariah; computer science and 
engineering; health and life; and business management 
(Saudi Gazette, 2022).

DEMAND-SIDE POLICIES
Despite legislative, governance and organizational 
reforms, many children, adolescents and youth face 
financial, social, health and other barriers that constrain 
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their obligations. In Chile, weekly or monthly updates on 
attendance and performance sent to parents of students 
attending schools located in low-income neighbourhoods 
increased the chances by five percentage points that 
attendance thresholds for promotion were met, with 
strongest effects for those at greatest risk (Berlinski 
et al., 2021). 

Parental and community mobilization should in principle 
help foster improved education outcomes, such as 
school attendance (Morris Markovich and Nóra, 2024). 
However, causal studies have been rare, even in 
high-income countries (Avvisati et al., 2010). In low- and 
lower-middle-income countries, it is often underestimated 
that the social status gap between parents and more 
educated teachers and principals can be a significant 
barrier. In Niger, an intervention involving parents in 
the management of primary school grants did not have 
an impact on either enrolment or dropout (Beasley and 
Huillery, 2017). A more insightful research direction than 
evaluating the results of donor-funded interventions is 
the use of longitudinal data. In India, 15- to 18-year-old 
adolescents were less likely to have left school early if 
their parents had taken part in parent–teacher association 
meetings, discussed academic progress with teachers, 
and supervised homework when they were still in primary 
school (Paul et al., 2021). However, this finding also points 
at the differences in social capital between disadvantaged 
and other parents and is vague on the policy implications. 

 

Many adolescents who are at risk of leaving 
school early lack trusted adults who can help 
them navigate difficult situations

Many adolescents who are at risk of leaving school early 
lack trusted adults who can help them navigate difficult 
situations. Setting high expectations for students, 
following-up regularly with them, facilitating positive 
relationships with school staff, and providing guidance 
services are elements of a whole-school approach 
(García-Cid et al., 2025). 

In France, guidance to secondary school students on future 
education options varies considerably with schools in 
disadvantaged areas rarely offering early, personalized 
advice that steers students toward ambitious paths 
(van Zanten, 2018). In Germany, primary school children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds were provided with 
university students as mentors for a year who spent an 
afternoon per week stimulating new ideas. Mentors kept 

an online diary and discussed issues with programme 
coordinators. An evaluation showed that mentees 
eventually were 11 percentage points more likely to attend 
the academic upper secondary track than disadvantaged 
peers, halving the gap between them and more privileged 
peers (Falk et al., 2025). In the United States, longitudinal 
data sets have identified a positive effect of mentors 
on disadvantaged youth on attainment through setting 
ambitious educational goals (Kraft et al., 2023; Samuels 
et al., 2023). An evaluation of a structured programme, 
which assigns in-school mentors who monitor mentee 
students’ attendance and school performance, connect 
students to school and social services, and develop 
relationships with the students, found that it reduced 
absences in grades 5 to 7 by 23% (Guryan et al., 2020). 

SUPPLY-SIDE POLICIES
Supply-side policies shape the conditions under which 
children enter, attend and progress through school. 
While demand-side measures reduce private costs and 
influence incentives, their impact is compromised where 
education systems cannot absorb additional learners 
and ensure inclusive and safe learning environments. 
Overcrowded classrooms, dilapidated facilities, unsafe 
routes to school, absent teachers, vacant positions, and a 
lack of teaching and learning materials all contribute 
to making the schooling experience unattractive even 
when financial barriers are reduced. Supply-side reforms 
include investments in infrastructure and improvements 
in learning environments from the perspective of inclusion 
and safety.

 

Overcrowded classrooms, dilapidated facilities, 
unsafe routes to school, absent teachers, 
vacant positions, and a lack of teaching and 
learning materials all contribute to make the 
schooling experience unattractive even when 
financial barriers are reduced

PUBLIC INFRASTRUCTURE
Infrastructure development reduces the distance to 
schools, lowers safety risks and increases teachers’ 
regular attendance. It has been among the strongest 
determinants of expanding access to education, with a 
larger impact on girls (Snilstveit et al., 2016), for whom 
long distances from schools put them at a disadvantage, 
due to both safety reasons and discriminatory social 
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norms. Investment in public infrastructure is important 
not only in primary and secondary education but also in 
pre-primary education (Box 4.6). 

Several large-scale infrastructure programmes 
demonstrate that gains in participation persist into 
adulthood. An evaluation of the school construction 
programme in Indonesia in the 1970s found that each 
primary school constructed per 1,000 children increased 
education attainment by 0.12 to 0.19 years (Duflo, 2001). 
In Sierra Leone, rebuilding schools after the civil war 
increased women’s schooling by about half a year (Mocan 
and Cannonier, 2012). In Türkiye, an evaluation of a large 
classroom expansion programme between 1998 and 
2002 found that it increased secondary school completion 
by more than two percentage points (Ercan et al., 2021).

In contrast, despite the demographic pressures, 
infrastructure expansion has slowed down in 
sub-Saharan Africa. From 2010 to 2020, public primary 
school growth in sub-Saharan Africa stagnated or fell 
in 28 out of 29 countries. Recent surveys also report 
that at least 40% of classrooms are non-permanent in 
9 out of 19 countries, and at least half of schools are in 
good condition in just 7 out of 17 countries with data 
(Bennell, 2025). 

Rwanda has been a major recent exception in sub-Saharan 
Africa. There too, despite the introduction of the 9-Year 
Basic Education policy in 2006, the annual primary school 
construction rate increased from 40 schools annually 
in the 2000s to just 50 in the 2010s, while the student/

classroom ratio in government and government-assisted 
primary schools increased from 60:1 in 2005 to 83:1 in 2020. 
In response, around 1,100 new schools were constructed 
between 2019 and 2023/24 despite the COVID-19 pandemic 
constraints. The programme was funded by the World Bank 
and driven by mass community mobilization, coupled with 
central and local government support for planning, funding 
and monitoring. A key feature was that classrooms were 
constructed off-site using modular and standardized designs 
and prefabricated in dedicated factories, which allowed 
simultaneous site preparation that shortened the overall 
project timeline by 30% to 50%, and building delivery in six 
months (Bennell, 2025).

Community involvement has been the approach of many 
governments to maintain low costs and yet increase 
the number of schools. In Afghanistan, before the ban 
on girls was re-established 20 years after it was first 
overturned, establishing village-based schools increased 
enrolment by 52 percentage points for girls and by 
35 percentage points for boys (as an extra mile of walking 
distance reduced enrolment by 15 percentage points, 
and more for girls) (Burde and Linden, 2013). In Egypt, 
about 5,000 girl-friendly community schools were 
established between the early 1990s and mid-2010s while 
government public schools were being constructed to fill 
the gap (Abdelkhalek and Langsten, 2022). Community 
schools established under the Programa Hondureño de 
Educación Comunitaria in underserved regions accounted 
for 14% of rural schools, although dropout rates remained 
higher than in comparable government schools (Souto 
Simão et al., 2015). 

BOX 4.6: 

Pre-primary education expansion has helped increase school attainment

Expanding quality, equitable pre-primary education boosts primary school participation and completion, especially when reforms 
are widespread, backed by national policy, and supported by better curricula and teacher training. As long as quality standards are 
maintained, early childhood education improves cognitive development and school readiness, thereby enabling children to advance more 
smoothly through the early grades. 

When access is expanded systemwide, these benefits accumulate at the population level and translate into improvement in school 
attainment. A cross-country analysis found that free and compulsory pre-primary education was associated with an increase in primary 
completion of 10% for countries with baselines in the middle and 12% for countries with baselines at the bottom of the distribution (Earle 
et al., 2018). 

In Egypt, pre-primary attendance has been associated with 0.4 more years of education among young adults aged 18 to 29 (Krafft, 2015). 
In Kenya and the United Republic of Tanzania, preschool participation accelerated grade progression and reduced dropout (Bietenbeck et 
al., 2019). In Mozambique, children who had attended community-based preschool programmes were more likely to enter primary school 
on time (Martinez et al., 2012). 

Continued on next page...
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LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS
Learning environments in which students feel accepted, 
supported academically and emotionally, and safe are 
associated with higher attendance and lower dropout. They 
foster belonging and reduce the likelihood that vulnerable 
students disengage or leave school early. When schools 
address discrimination, protect students from bullying and 
violence, and provide responsive pedagogical support, students 
are more likely to attend regularly and progress through school. 

 

When schools address discrimination, protect 
students from bullying and violence, and 
provide responsive pedagogical support, 
students are more likely to attend regularly 
and progress through school

Inclusive
Inclusive environments help disadvantaged learners – 
notably those with disabilities – enrol in, progress through 
and complete school. Three questions are important for 
characterizing the inclusiveness of environments: what, 
where and how. 

The first question asks what is the inclusiveness orientation 
of an education system. Inclusive education is a process 
that contributes to the broader goal of an inclusive society. 
The values that underpin education are influenced by wider 
conceptions of solidarity and collective responsibility – just 
as education values in turn also influence these conceptions. 
This mutual relationship also means that inclusive education 
should be conceived broadly and not be associated only with 
any single group. 

New analysis, which is featured in the updated version of the 
PEER website, has found that the share of countries with a 
definition of inclusive education has increased from 68% in 
2020 to 84% in 2025. The share of those definitions that 
cover at least two marginalized groups and are not limited 
to learners with disabilities and special educational needs 
has increased even faster from 51% to 69%. In other words, 
the share of countries with definitions of inclusive education 
that are relatively broad increased from 75% to 82%, which 
indicates increased policy awareness. Three regions are 
lagging behind: Northern Africa and Western Asia (52%), 
Latin America and the Caribbean (52%) and Eastern 
and South-eastern Asia (56%). In Northern Africa and 
Western Asia, as well as in Eastern and South-eastern Asia, 
among countries with an inclusive education definition, 4 in 
10 countries focus exclusively on disability (Figure 4.19).

F IG U R E 4.19: 
Definitions of inclusive education have broadened in the 
last five years
Distribution of countries by national definition of inclusive 
education, 2020–25
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig4_19
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the PEER country profiles.

Among countries that have recently adopted definitions of 
inclusive education, Cameroon recognizes diverse learner 
needs in its 2024 education policy and calls for systemic 
changes to prevent exclusion (Cameroon Government, 
2024). A 2023 policy of Papua New Guinea focuses mainly 
on students with disabilities, aiming to support their 
potential but not addressing other forms of diversity 
(Papua New Guinea Department of Education, 2023b).

Countries are more likely to develop policies that support 
inclusive education rather than enact laws to mandate it. 
As of 2025, 37% of countries have inclusive education policies 
for all learners, ranging from 17% in Northern Africa and 
Western Asia to 57% in Central and Southern Asia. However, 
only 24% of countries have inclusive education laws, ranging 
from 11% in Eastern and South-Eastern Asia to 39% in 
Europe and Northern America (Figure 4.20).
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FI GURE 4.20: 
Almost one in four countries have inclusive education 
laws
Share of countries with inclusive education laws and policies, 
by region and income group, 2025
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Source: GEM Report team analysis based on PEER country profiles.

Among countries that have adopted new inclusive 
education policies, the 2021 National Policy on Radical 
Inclusion in Schools of Sierra Leone prioritizes girls, 
adolescent mothers, children with disabilities and those 
from rural or low-income backgrounds (Sierra Leone 
Ministry of Basic and Senior Secondary Education, 2021). 
Among 12 countries that have established inclusive 
education laws since 2020, 6 of which are in Europe, 
examples include the 2021 Education Code in France that 
guarantees inclusive schooling for all children (France 
Government, 2021), a 2023 law in Romania that affirms 
the right to inclusive, quality education for all (Romania 
Government, 2023) and the 2021 law on the organization 
of education in Rwanda that promotes quality and inclusive 
education for all learners (Rwanda Government, 2021).

The second question is where children are meant to be 
educated, i.e. in what kind of school and with what type of 
arrangement. The ultimate goal of inclusive education is 
hard to define, which makes it difficult to know whether 
it has been achieved, not least because some groups may 

find that their identity is best preserved through separate 
education arrangements. But the intention – or lack 
thereof – of countries to eliminate barriers to the right 
to education and change the culture, policy and practice 
of mainstream schools to accommodate and effectively 
include all learners helps identify when a country violates 
the principles of inclusive education (de Beco, 2022). 

 

The share of countries whose legislation 
permits segregation of students with 
disabilities has fallen to 9% today from 25% 
in 2020

In the case of learners with disabilities, countries have 
been increasingly introducing legislation to facilitate 
the inclusion of children with disabilities in mainstream 
schools, educating students of all abilities and backgrounds 
together, while implementing necessary accommodations 
to facilitate their full participation. In 2020, the Global 
Education Monitoring Report found that 25% of countries had 
provisions for education in segregated settings (instructing 
students exclusively in special schools or designated 
classes within mainstream settings), 48% combined 
mainstreaming with separate settings, usually for 
those with severe disabilities; 10% privileged integration 
(placing students with disabilities in mainstream schools 
but without comprehensive support, resulting in some 
students attending separate classes); and 17% had 
legislative provisions to educate people with disabilities in 
inclusive settings, with the highest prevalence observed 
in Europe and Northern America and in Oceania. Five 
years later, new analysis, which is featured in the updated 
version of the PEER website, has found that laws have 
been embracing the principle of inclusion at a fast 
pace. The share of countries whose legislation permits 
segregation has fallen to 9% while the share of those 
supporting inclusion has increased to 29%. The majority of 
countries, or 59%, have opted for a combination. Inclusive 
laws are most frequent in Oceania (67%) (Figure 4.21a). 
Unlike laws, policies are more likely to promote fully 
inclusive environments. As of 2025, 56% of countries have 
policies for inclusive education, again led by Oceania (88%) 
(Figure 4.21b).
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FI GURE 4.21: 
Inclusive education legislation is being widely adopted
Distribution of countries by school organization for students with disabilities, 2025

a. In laws b. In policies
Segregation Combination Integration Inclusion
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Among countries that have recently passed laws 
promoting full inclusion for students with disabilities 
include Cabo Verde, which shifted from a 2010 law based 
on integrating students with special needs in mainstream 
classes to mandating full inclusion in 2024 (Cabo Verde 
Government, 2024), and Kyrgyzstan, which amended 
a law that allowed separate or home study to now 
guarantee inclusive education for all students (Kyrgyzstan 
Government, 2017, 2023). Ethiopia, which did not have 
prior legislation, now ensures students with special 
needs have equal access on the same basis as other 
students (Ethiopia Government, 2024). Madagascar, 
Malawi and Uganda are other low-income countries with 
inclusive laws.

Moving students from special to mainstream schools is 
not automatically a solution unless the material resources 
exist to provide inclusive education effectively. Missing 
ramps, adapted toilets, accessible materials and tactile 
markers lead to the exclusion of children with disabilities. 
Universal design not only addresses these constraints 
but is a cost-effective solution: if included in the original 
design, it increases costs by roughly 1%, compared with 
more than 5% when retrofitted (UNESCO, 2020b). 

Material inputs beyond buildings include teaching and 
learning materials. Technology has opened a huge window 
of opportunity. On top of accessible textbooks in braille and 
large print formats, digital versions with text-to-speech, 
sign language, captions or adjustable display features 
drastically remove print barriers for students with visual, 
hearing, intellectual and other learning disabilities. 
Yet progress in the diffusion of these technologies remains 
slow. Until recently, most countries rarely prioritized 
accessibility features in open educational resources (Zhang 
et al., 2020).

However, the more substantive issue is human resources. 
Therefore, the third question asks how mentalities need 
to be transformed to create an inclusive environment. 
The shift away from a system that asks some children 
to adapt does not happen automatically, as it needs to 
challenge mindsets. An inclusive environment needs to 
ensure school engagement and prevent placements in 
special schools (Foreman-Murray et al., 2022).

Beyond disability, inclusive learning environments have 
also become more responsive in other respects. A major 
focus has been on overcoming gender barriers. In low- and 
lower-middle-income countries, especially in western 
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Kao, 2024). Education policy contributed to stabilization in 
several ways. For example, curriculum reforms introduced 
peace education and genocide history, alongside 
participatory pedagogies designed to foster dialogue and 
reconciliation (Manning and Paulson, 2024). 

The capacity of education systems to anticipate, 
withstand and recover from disasters is becoming 
increasingly important. Over the past two decades, 
schools were closed in at least 75% of extreme weather 
events affecting 5 million people or more in low- and 
middle-income countries, contributing to dropout 
(UNESCO and MECCE, 2024). In Mozambique, Cyclone Idai 
destroyed 3,400 classrooms in 2019, depriving more than 
300,000 children of schooling (United Nations, 2019). 
About 70% of schools are in high‑risk areas due to one or 
more hazards. In 2018, it was estimated that there was 
more than USD 2 million damage in infrastructure on 
average per year, which corresponds to 540 classrooms 
and 57,000 students affected annually (Hove et al., 2025). 
The country introduced mandatory climate-resilient 
construction standards for all new and existing schools in 
2021 (UN Habitat, 2022). 

A regional assessment of over 6,000 school buildings in 
Samoa, Tonga and Vanuatu found that 50% to 90% may 
not withstand a strong cyclone or earthquake (World 
Bank, 2022). Globally, for every USD 1 invested in 
climate-resilient infrastructure, USD 87 was spent on 
infrastructure that does not integrate resilience principles, 
leading to reactive rather than preventive approaches 
(Padmanabhi et al., 2022). In 2022, 32.6 million people 
were displaced by disasters, which often raised barriers to 
schooling linked to documentation, residency requirements 
and financial constraints (IDMC, 2023).

Disaster risk reduction in education combines structural 
interventions (e.g. hazard-resilient school design) with 
non-structural measures (e.g. contingency planning, 
teacher training in emergency response, school-based 
preparedness protocols). Countries that embed education 
within national disaster risk reduction frameworks show 
greater preparedness (Tyas et al., 2025). The Global 
Alliance for Disaster Risk Reduction & Resilience in the 
Education Sector launched in 2022 a Comprehensive 
School Safety Framework to support governments. 
Indonesia has implemented the framework in more than 
35,000 schools, combining multisectoral coordination 
with school-based preparedness (GADRRRES, 2023). 
Disaster risk reduction is integrated into social studies, 
science and physical education at each grade, with content 

and methods adaptable to local contexts (Teixeira and 
Crawfurd, 2022). In Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, 
the climate change mitigation and adaptation and disaster 
risk reduction curriculum, developed by the Ministry of 
Education in 2019/20, employs interactive, participatory 
and experiential learning modalities (Selby et al., 2020)

CONCLUSION
This section has presented a wide range of educational 
factors, organized roughly in three broad groups – 
institutional, demand-oriented and supply-oriented – 
for which evidence exists that they have contributed 
to primary and secondary education expansion in the 
past 25 years. Such impact comes on top of broad 
social, economic, political, historic and demographic 
factors – which may have fuelled or dampened educational 
development. Educational policies and programmes 
may have also simply accelerated a process of education 
expansion that had its own inexorable internal dynamic 
or logic. For instance, many of the countries featured in 
case studies were recovering from the legacy of conflict 
and, through recovered stability, may simply have been 
returning to a long-term, steady state of enrolment 
growth. Countries set their destiny, but they are also 
unlikely to veer off too much from long-term dynamics that 
have been observed in the last decades.

 

Single-dimension explanations of what works 
risk oversimplifying the much more complex 
long-term evolution of education systems

The broad canvas of this section serves as a reminder 
that single-dimension explanations of what works risk 
oversimplifying the much more complex long-term 
evolution of education systems – and also risk brushing 
over a variety of contexts with their own characteristics 
and considerations. Individual studies that have 
attracted a lot of interest and debate over the years 
tend to privilege particular narratives through which 
researchers try to draw the attention of policy makers. 
While this is important, it should not distract debate 
from the issues that matter. Few studies have tried to 
explain long-term trends. Most are content to explain the 
impact of interventions. However, interventions are not 
institutions – and it is the latter that determine the course 
of development, including in education.
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FI GURE 5.2: 
Tertiary attainment rates have increased across generations
Share of 25- to 34-year-olds and of 45- to 54-year-olds with tertiary education, 2024 or more recent year
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The gap between enrolment and graduation ratio levels 
is explained by two factors. First, the graduation ratio 
indicator does not include short-cycle or non-first-degree 
programmes. Enrolment in these programmes accounts 
for some 15% of total tertiary enrolment and the trend 
has been slightly decreasing over the past 10 years, 
as explained in the last section of this chapter. Therefore, 
this can factor at most for one quarter of the gap. Second, 
many students who enrol do not complete their studies. 
As the gap between participation and graduation ratios 
has been growing, this may suggest that the dropouts 
have risen as more young people enter tertiary education.

Another way to analyse the relationship between tertiary 
education participation and completion is through 
attainment data, the share of the population with a tertiary 
education degree. Such data are available from household 
surveys and in particular labour force surveys, which 
report attainment data in 10-year age groups. Attainment 
data capture tertiary education participation growth with 
a considerable lag. For example, the attainment rate of 
25- to 34-year-olds in 2024 reflects the participation of 
young people who entered tertiary education in the 2010s, 
while the attainment rate of 45- to 54-year-olds reflects 
the participation of young people who entered tertiary 
education in the 1990s. This lag may be even longer 
as many students often take longer to complete their 
studies, while data from some countries may be older than 
from 2024. 

 

Globally, tertiary education attainment rises 
from 15% among 45- to 54-year-olds to 24% 
among 25- to 34-year-olds (Figure 5.2), or 
by 9 percentage points

Globally, tertiary education attainment rises from 
15% among 45- to 54-year-olds to 24% among 25- to 
34-year-olds (Figure 5.2), or by 9 percentage points, 
which is much lower than the increase in the tertiary 
gross enrolment ratio between 1994 and 2014, which was 
20 percentage points (from 16% to 36%). This confirms the 
assumption that there is a considerable dropout issue in 
tertiary education. For instance, the share of bachelor’s 
students who drop out within the first year of study is 
15% or higher in high-income countries such as Australia, 
Denmark, Iceland, Slovenia and Poland. In many Latin 
American countries, including Brazil, Colombia and Peru, 
it exceeds 20% (OECD, 2025).

MORE COMPARABLE MEASURES OF 
TERTIARY EDUCATION ARE NEEDED

While the gross enrolment ratio is helpful in assessing the 
overall capacity of an education system, it has significant 
comparability limitations at all levels of education, 
but particularly at the post-secondary level. 

THE TERTIARY GROSS ENROLMENT RATIO HAS 
LIMITED COMPARABILITY
One of the primary challenges of the gross enrolment ratio is 
that it does not consider differences in programme duration, 
which varies widely by country, tertiary education level and 
field of study. Whereas in Luxembourg the nominal duration 
of a bachelor’s programme can be as low as two years, some 
programmes take six years to complete in Brazil, Chile and 
Colombia (OECD, 2025c). 

Moreover, the de facto duration of studies at the tertiary 
level can vary significantly depending on the prevalence 
of part-time studies and periods of inactivity during which 
students remain enrolled. Countries with longer typical 
programme durations or where students take longer to 
graduate have higher enrolment ratios, even if they are not 
actually providing broader access to tertiary education.

Unlike at earlier levels, students may also pursue more than 
one tertiary programme, which inflates the gross enrolment 
ratio in two ways. First, individuals who are simultaneously 
enrolled in different programmes, whether at the same 
or different institutions, may be counted more than once. 
Second, those who return to education after completing a 
first tertiary degree are also included again in the ratio, even 
though they do not increase the share of the population 
with tertiary qualifications. This is particularly relevant in 
high-income countries. According to OECD data, the share 
of bachelor’s graduates who already have another tertiary 
degree is about 25% in Chile, Hungary, Iceland, New Zealand 
and the United States, and over 40% in Austria and Poland.

The assumption embedded in the gross enrolment ratio – 
that the main age group for tertiary education is the five 
years immediately following upper secondary school 
(usually 19 to 23 years) – is increasingly unrealistic in many 
countries. Tertiary education systems are more flexible than 
this, with opportunities for adult learners to enter and exit 
education throughout their lives. 

Finally, the prevalence of international students at the 
tertiary level can inflate gross enrolment ratios for countries 
with high inbound mobility. In at least 40 countries, over 
10% of tertiary students are international mobile students. 
The share reaches 20% in Canada, Switzerland and the 
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United Kingdom, 27% in Australia, and over 40% in Qatar and 
the United Arab Emirates.

COMPLETION RATES ARE A MORE TRANSPARENT 
COMPARABLE MEASURE
Tertiary education is also monitored through the SDG 
thematic indicator 4.4.3 of adult education attainment rates. 
The rate is calculated as the distribution of adults aged 
25 years by level of education attained and is measured 
through household surveys, in most cases labour force 
surveys. The tertiary attainment rate avoids many of the 
challenges associated with the gross enrolment ratio. 
It reduces the impact of factors like different durations, 
part-time study and delayed graduation. It counts those who 
have attained tertiary education only once, regardless of the 
number of degrees. And because the measure focuses on an 
older age group, it is less affected by short-term fluctuations 
or discrepancies in tertiary systems and offers a smoother 
picture of the trends in access to tertiary education.

At the same time, this last advantage is also a disadvantage, 
as a big age group does not provide an up-to-date picture 
of tertiary education development. To be informative, 
age groups would need to be younger, capturing a time 
shortly after the official graduation age, in the same way as 
the primary and secondary education completion rates are 
estimated for the age groups three to five years above the 
official graduation age. They would also need to be smaller 
age groups, extending at most to 5 instead of 10 years, to be 
more informative about whether recent policy changes are 
having an impact. 

The European Union monitors the attainment rate of all 
tertiary education degrees, from ISCED 5 level upwards, 
as the European Education Area includes the target that the 
share of 25- to 34-year-olds with a tertiary qualification 
should be at least 45% by 2030, after having achieved the 
earlier target of 40% in the previous decade when the rate 
increased from 32.2% in 2010 to 40.7% in 2020. Analysis of 
the attainment rate in the 27 member states for different 
age groups reveals various facts (Figure 5.3). First, 
the attainment rate is highest among 30- to 34-year-olds, 
as a small gap between them and 25- to 29-year-olds 
opened after 2010, suggesting either that slightly older 
adults have been attracted to tertiary education, possibly 
as a result of efforts to make pathways more flexible, 
or that young people are delaying their graduation. Second, 
tertiary attainment among 20- to 24-year-olds has doubled 
from 10% in 2002 to 19% in 2024, which probably reflects 
the impact of reforms to introduce three-year bachelor’s 
programmes under the so-called Bologna process, which 
enable more young people to obtain certificates earlier. 

According to the ISCED 2011 manual, short-cycle tertiary 
programmes typically last two years, while bachelor’s 
programmes usually span three to four years. Given a typical 
upper secondary graduation age of 18, the 25–29 age group 
provides a reasonable timeframe for measuring tertiary 
attainment, as it allows for delays of up to nearly double the 
theoretical duration of most programmes. This approach 
is also consistent with the OECD completion rate measure, 
which records completion up to three years beyond the 
theoretical programme duration. The 30–34 age group 
may be considered an ‘ultimate completion’ window. This 
would mirror the ‘ultimate’ upper secondary completion rate 
indicator, which is calculated by the GEM Report and UIS 
over young people up to eight years above graduation age, 
to supplement the SDG 4 completion rate indicator, which 
is calculated over the age group three to eight years above 
graduation age.

Another finding is that the tertiary attainment rate of 25- to 
34-year-olds in any given year consistently represents only 
some 60% of the gross enrolment ratio 10 years earlier, 
which confirms that the gross enrolment ratio provides 
an inflated sense of the number of those with tertiary 
certificates. Comparing the tertiary attainment rate of 25- to 
34-year-olds with the gross enrolment ratio for all countries 
with data further confirms that the ratio of attainment to 
enrolment is in the order of 60% (Figure 5.4).

F IG U R E 5.3: 
In the European Union, the highest level of tertiary 
attainment is observed among adults aged 30 to 34
Tertiary education attainment rate, by age group, European 
Union 27 member states, 2002–24
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Note: Eurostat notes breaks in the time series in 2014 and 2021.
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig5_3
Source: Eurostat.
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FI GURE 5.4: 
The gross enrolment ratio is a biased measure of tertiary 
attainment 
Tertiary attainment rate for 25- to 34-year-olds and the 
gross enrolment ratio in tertiary education
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig5_4
Source: Gross enrolment ratio: UIS. Tertiary attainment rates: ILO.

Measuring the precise rate at which students who enter 
tertiary education complete their studies and the time it 
takes them to do so requires individualized data. National 
information systems need to be able to track students 
throughout their studies, either through individual student 
records or regular longitudinal surveys. Such data already 
exist for many upper-middle-income and high-income 
countries. Results show substantial variation between 
countries in the share of students who entered and 
completed a course by a specific time, For example, within 
three years of the official graduation time, more than 80% of 
students have finished their course in Canada, Switzerland, 
Türkiye and the United Kingdom but less than 50% in Brazil, 
Colombia and Peru. Among those who had finished, just 
22% did so on time in Chile but 94% in Romania. On‑time 
completion ranges from 13% in Chile to more than 65% in 
Ireland and the United Kingdom. (Figure 5.5).

Two outlier countries offer insights into the difficulties of 
comparisons, because of different factors. In Luxembourg, 
attainment rates greatly exceed enrolment rates. While 
this partly reflects the short duration of programmes 
as described above, the main reason is that many 
tertiary-educated individuals obtain their degrees 
abroad. In 2023, 78% of national tertiary students from 
Luxembourg were enrolled abroad and would therefore 
not count towards the gross enrolment ratio (OECD, 
2025b). In Greece, the opposite is observed because, 
while many students are inactive, they remain enrolled, 
referred to as ‘perpetual’ students (OECD, 2018; Prokou 
et al., 2025). All students are enrolled in public institutions, 
which are tuition free for first-degree programmes and 
not subject to expulsion (OECD, 2025a; Zachariadi, 2024). 
A law introduced in 2025 has put an end to this situation, 
removing 280,000 people from student registries and 
granting another 35,000 a final extension, accounting 
for 45% out of a prior population of 704,000 students 
(ProtoThema, 2025).

F IG U R E 5.5: 
Students graduate tertiary education with significant 
delays
Completion rates of new entrants into bachelor’s 
(or equivalent) programme, by time frame, 2023
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FI GURE 5.6: 
Tertiary student age distributions vary widely between 
countries
Shortest age group encompassing 75% of students enrolled 
in tertiary education, 2024 or latest year
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Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database.

This type of detailed data makes it possible to analyse 
students’ progression over time and to determine, 
for example, whether those who have not graduated are 
still enrolled or have dropped out. It may also be possible 
to examine how often students who enter a given tertiary 
level (in this case, a bachelor’s or equivalent programme) 
transfer and graduate by field or level of study. However, 
this kind of detailed student-level data is unlikely to be 
feasible on a global scale. 

THE AGE DISTRIBUTION OF STUDENTS 
REVEALS PARTICIPATION PROFILES
The main limitation of using the attainment rate as the 
focal monitoring indicator in tertiary education is that it 
captures development only through the lens of completion. 
Complementing attainment data with alternative enrolment 
analysis, notably the age distribution of students, 
can provide additional insight into students’ trajectories 
between entry and graduation.

 

Complementing attainment data with 
alternative enrolment analysis, notably the age 
distribution of students, can provide additional 
insight into students’ trajectories between 
entry and graduation

Analysis of the age distribution of enrolled students reveals 
a wide variety of profiles between countries (Figure 5.6). 
A share of 75% of students are between 18 and 22 years in 
Malaysia but, for the reasons mentioned above, between 
18 and 35 years in Greece. A broader age distribution may 
reflect a more flexible system that accommodates part-time 
students and older learners, or it may signal inefficiencies 
if students remain enrolled much longer than expected. 
Conversely, a narrower age distribution typically indicates 
a system focused on full-time, shorter programmes that 
primarily serve recent upper secondary graduates. 

Comparing the age distribution of tertiary students between 
countries helps place other measures of participation 
in context (Figure 5.7). For example, Brazil has a higher 
gross enrolment ratio (60%) than Mexico (46%) but tertiary 
attainment among 25- to 34-year-olds is higher in Mexico 
(29%) than Brazil (27%). This apparent contradiction is largely 
explained by differences in student profiles. In Brazil, 50% of 
tertiary students pursue distance education programmes 
and another 28% attend evening classes, both of which are 
modalities geared towards older adults, who already work, 
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have other responsibilities and prefer to study with more 
flexibility (Instituto Semesp, 2025; Palhares and Santos, 
2025). Only 38% of tertiary students in Brazil graduate within 
the nominal duration of their programmes (OECD, 2025c). 
In Mexico, the system is still mostly designed for full-time 
students leaving upper secondary education. The share of 
students in ‘non-school-based’ programmes, which include 
distance, virtual, open and hybrid education modes, more 
than doubled over the past decade, but still only made up 
20% of tertiary students in 2023 (Mexico Ministry of Public 
Education, 2023).

A wider age distribution may also reflect different 
entry points into tertiary education. In Sweden, there 
is a strong emphasis on lifelong learning. About half of 
tertiary students are adults returning to study part-time, 
the highest share among high-income countries (OECD, 
2025c). The United Kingdom has a considerably narrower 
age distribution, but very similar tertiary attainment 

rates (around 55% among 25- to 34-year-olds) and gross 
enrolment ratios (around 81%).

Comparing the age distribution of different types of 
tertiary programmes further highlights their different 
roles and how they cater to different groups across 
countries (Figure 5.8). Short-cycle vocational programmes 
in Australia and New Zealand attract adults across the life 
course. In Australia, for example, vocational qualifications 
are predominantly offered as post-school options, rather 
than being embedded in the standard school system 
(OECD, 2022). These programmes provide short, practical, 
industry-focused training that enables adults to upskill, 
reskill or change careers (Australian Trade and Investment 
Commission, 2025). In contrast, in France and Israel, 
short-cycle vocational programmes have a narrower and 
younger age distribution than bachelor’s programmes. This 
suggests that such programmes are primarily oriented 
toward students seeking practical qualifications when 
transitioning directly from upper secondary education.

FI GURE 5.7: 
Even countries in the same region may have vastly different student age profiles
Single-year age distribution of students enrolled in tertiary education, selected countries, 2023
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig5_7
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database.
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FI GURE 5.8: 
Age profiles highlight differences in short-cycle programmes across countries
Single-year age distribution of students enrolled in tertiary education, by level, selected countries, 2023
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Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database.

194 C H A P T E R   5  •  P ost  -secondary      

5



CONCLUSION

Enrolment ratios have grown faster in higher education 
than in other levels of education. But while countries 
have reached a broad consensus on achieving universal 
completion of primary and secondary education, setting 
an international target for tertiary education is far more 
challenging. National targets linked to policy priorities 
are important. In 2024, Brazil’s Ministry of Education 
submitted a new 10-year National Education Plan to 
Congress, proposing to increase tertiary attainment 
among 25- to 34-year-olds from 27% in 2024 to 
40% by 2034 (Brazil Ministry of Education, 2024). In India, 
the National Education Policy 2020 set a target to raise 
the gross enrolment ratio in higher education from around 
24% in 2024 to 50% by 2035 (India Ministry of Education, 
2020). More than at any other level of education, it would 
be necessary to base any future global target on an 
aggregation of national targets.

The international community can agree on whether those 
who wish to pursue higher education can do so (access) 
and whether they are able to successfully complete their 
studies (participation). This would be more in line with 
the phrasing of the SDG targets, which call for universal 
completion of primary and secondary education (4.1), 
but only for equal access to quality tertiary education (4.3).

Complementary insights can be gained through policy 
indicators that capture the incentives and structures 
influencing completion, for example, whether the financing 

of tertiary institutions or the financial support provided 
to students, such as through loans or grants, is linked in 
any way to completion rates or the duration of studies. 
Such policy-based measures can offer a valuable proxy for 
understanding how national systems encourage timely 
completion.

 

Developing and refining monitoring 
frameworks that capture the full diversity of 
tertiary participation is essential

Finally, as participation in distance and online learning 
grows and tertiary pathways become more flexible 
(e.g., recognition of prior learning, micro-credentials), 
monitoring of tertiary education must evolve accordingly. 
Even before the COVID19 pandemic, significant shares 
of tertiary students were enrolled in open and distance 
education, reaching over 15% in some of the world’s 
largest systems including Australia, Brazil, China, India, 
the Russian Federation, South Africa, Türkiye and the 
United States (Qayyum and Zawacki-Richter, 2019). These 
numbers have likely surged after the pandemic. The lack 
of globally comparable data on different modes of study 
obscures important differences in access, progression and 
outcomes. Developing and refining monitoring frameworks 
that capture the full diversity of tertiary participation is 
therefore essential.
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Belarus saw a rapid expansion in tertiary education 
participation in the 1990s and 2000s, although it 
started from a much higher starting point than other 
upper-middle-income countries, with tertiary participation 
levels closer to that of other European countries. Gross 
enrolment ratios in tertiary education in Belarus rose 
from 48% in 1991 to 96% in 2013, with a slight contraction 
immediately following its independence in 1991. 
In comparison, the average across upper-middle-income 
countries rose steadily from 9% to 38% in the same 
period. This period of expansion in tertiary enrolment 
translated into a rise in tertiary attainment among young 
adults (aged 25 to 34), from around 30% in 2009 to 
41% in 2018. Thereafter, growth in attainment slowed 
markedly, reaching only 43% by 2024 (ILO, 2025). While 
both upper-middle-income and European countries have 
continued to expand participation in tertiary education, 
Belarus has been experiencing a marked contraction since 
the mid-2010s. The country’s current tertiary enrolment 
ratio (70% in 2024) fell by 25 percentage points over the 
past decade and is converging towards the average – 
65% – of other upper-middle income economies (Figure 1).

This recent period has also been marked by a large 
absolute decline in the country’s tertiary population. 
According to data from the National Statistical Committee 
of the Republic of Belarus, the number of students in the 
first phase of tertiary education, broadly equivalent to 
students enrolled in short-cycle (ISCED 5) and Bachelor’s 
(ISCED 6) programmes, dropped from 261,000 in 2019 to 
119,000 in 2024, or by 54% in just five years. This is partly 
explained by a demographic transition. Low fertility rates 
and net emigration trends have meant that the youth 
population aged 15 to 24 has nearly halved in 40 years, 
from 1.66 million in 1983 to 0.89 million in 2023. 

A parallel development worth noting, which is indirectly 
linked to the expansion and contraction of the national 
tertiary education system, is the trend in the number 
of outbound internationally mobile tertiary students 
from Belarus studying abroad. From a modest and 
constant 7,000 students in the early 2000s, their 
number began increased by more than five times 
between 2003 and 2011, reaching 41,000. It then fell by 
46% to 22,000 by 2017, a level which it has more or less 
maintained. However, in relative terms, given the decline in 
the number of domestic students, the outbound mobility 
ratio has been increasing since 2017 reaching a historic 
high of 9% in 2023. 

F IG U R E 1: 
After rising in the transition years, participation in 
tertiary education has fallen in the past decade in 
Belarus
Tertiary education gross enrolment ratio, Belarus, Europe and 
upper-middle-income countries 1985–2024
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Belarus_fig1
Source: UIS database. 

Belarus’s tertiary education system was deeply shaped 
by the country’s Soviet legacy. Between 1919 and 1991, 
the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic created 
33 tertiary education institutions. These institutions 
primarily offered professional training to meet the needs 
of a planned economy and reproduce the ideological elite 
(Gille-Belova and Titarenko, 2018). By expanding the 
number of free study places and removing barriers to 
participation, the Soviet system succeeded in significantly 
increasing tertiary enrolment, including among previously 
underrepresented groups, such as women.

Upon independence, a new Law on Education in 
1991 authorized the creation of private institutions, 
the introduction of new programmes and curricula and the 
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introduction of tuition fees in public institutions. The law 
began steering Belarus toward a more European-style 
system (Gille-Belova and Titarenko, 2018). However, this 
transition was never fully realized, and Belarus’s tertiary 
education system has kept many of its Soviet features, 
notably including a small core of prestigious and highly 
selective public universities; limited institutional autonomy, 
even within the private sector; and a compulsory two-year 
work placement for students who attend public tertiary 
education for free, once they graduate. These structural 
legacies have shaped participation in tertiary education in 
the post-Soviet period.

The adoption of the 1991 Law on Education triggered 
unprecedented expansion. By authorizing the creation 
of private institutions and new programmes, the law 
substantially increased the supply of tertiary education 
opportunities. Demand also rose, fuelled by expectations 
that Belarus would transition toward a more market-based 
economy and that new professions and sectors would 
emerge (Gille-Belova and Titarenko, 2018). These factors 
help explain the rapid rise in enrolment during the 1990s 
and 2000s.

As elsewhere in Central and Eastern Europe, the private 
tertiary sector expanded quickly after the dissolution 
of the Soviet Union (Gille-Belova and Titarenko, 2018; 
Smolentseva, Huisman and Froumin, 2018; UNESCO, 
2022). The first private university in Belarus opened 
in 1994 and by 1996/97 the country counted around 
20 private institutions, roughly one third of all tertiary 
institutions at the time. These institutions offered 
programmes in new and highly demanded fields such 
as management, economics, law and the humanities. 
Admission was generally non-selective and tuition fees 
relatively low, enabling strong absolute and relative growth 
in enrolment. However, after peaking in 2004, the share 
of students enrolled in private institutions fell from 15% to 
6% in 2022 (Figure 2). Similar patterns have been observed 
in the Russian Federation and Ukraine, while Poland’s 
private sector continues to expand.

Two factors help explain the contraction of the 
private tertiary sector in Belarus. First, the economic 
expectations of the 1990s did not materialize for the 
most part. A mismatch emerged between tertiary 
provision and labour market demand: 33% of Belarusian 
tertiary graduates were employed in jobs requiring lower 
qualifications, and higher education did not consistently 
lead to higher earnings (Dounaev, 2018; World Bank, 2020). 
This eroded the perceived returns to tertiary education and 
weakened demand for programmes in new fields.

F IG U R E 2: 
The private tertiary education sector has shrunk in 
Belarus 
Percentage of enrolment in tertiary education in private 
institutions, Belarus and selected Eastern European 
countries, 2000–22
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Belarus_fig2
Source: UIS database.

Second, the government introduced stricter quality 
assurance requirements for institutions seeking initial or 
renewed accreditation (Gille-Belova and Titarenko, 2018). 
Many private institutions, explicitly the main targets of 
these reforms, failed to meet the new standards and 
were closed. 

These changes were part of a broader effort to reassert 
state control over tertiary education institutions, 
for example over key appointments (Gille-Belova and 
Titarenko, 2018). State control has also increasingly 
extended to students. One of the clearest examples is 
the reinstatement of mandatory post-graduation work 
placements. Introduced in 2000 for students whose places 
were state-funded, this policy requires graduates to accept 
state-assigned jobs for two years (and up to five for some 
vocational programmes in critical skills), often in locations 
they do not choose. Authorities have also intensified 
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Latin America and the Caribbean have been at the 
forefront of higher education expansion, with enrolment 
rising from 4 million students in 1970 to 31 million in 2024. 
Chile represents one of the most striking cases of this 
transformation, with the gross enrolment ratio rising from 
35% in 2000 to 110% in 2024, alongside Argentina, which 
also passed the 100% mark in 2021. The gross enrolment 
ratio in Chile has been growing at 3.1 percentage points 
per year, or twice the rate of the Latin America and the 
Caribbean region, whose average increased from 23% in 
2000 to 61% in 2023 (Figure 1). 

However, enrolment does not always translate into 
graduation and attainment of a tertiary qualification. 
In Chile, the dropout rate for first-year undergraduate 
students is 14%. Only 13% of new students complete 
their undergraduate degree within the programme's 
expected duration. Some 38% graduate one year late 
and 60% graduate within three years after the expected 
timeframe (OECD, 2025). Nevertheless, the gains in 
tertiary enrolment are eventually reflected in progress in 
attainment: in 2023, around 34% of 25- to 34-year-olds 
had completed a degree compared to 14% of 55- to 
64-year-olds (ILO, 2025). 

Unlike the more common regional model of state-led, 
tuition-free public universities, as in Argentina, Chile’s 
expansion has been driven largely by market-oriented 
reforms, including selective admissions, institutional 
diversification and large-scale student loans (García 
de Fanelli and Adrogué, 2019). Following the reforms 
introduced in the 1980s, the Chilean higher education 
system diversified rapidly (Brunner, 2015). In 2015, there 
were 16 state universities and 9 private universities 
belonging to the Council of Chilean Universities (Consejo 
de Rectores de las Universidades Chilenas, CRUCH), 
35 independent private universities, 43 professional 
institutes (IP) and 54 technical training centres (CFT) 
(García De Fanelli and Adrogué, 2019). 

Admission practices differ sharply across Chilean 
institutions. Professional institutes and technical training 
centres generally offer open or less selective entry, allowing 
large numbers of students to access post-secondary 
education. In contrast, universities belonging to the CRUCH 
and a small number of private universities operate a 
centralized and highly selective admission system based 
on the national standardized test (Prueba de Admision 
a la Educacion Superior, PAES) and secondary school 
performance (García de Fanelli and Adrogué, 2019). 

F IG U R E 1: 
Chile has expanded tertiary education participation at 
twice the pace of the rest of Latin America
Tertiary gross enrolment ratio, Chile and selected 
Latin American countries, 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Chile_fig1
Source: UIS database.

This dual structure has allowed Chile to expand access 
rapidly – with nearly 1.4 million students enrolled in 
higher education institutions in 2024 – while preserving 
strong selectivity in elite universities. However, it has also 
contributed to institutional stratification. Students from 
more affluent families are disproportionately represented 
in selective universities, while students from lower-income 
backgrounds and first-generation backgrounds are 
more likely to enrol in less selective institutions 
and non-university institutions, including technical 
programmes (Chile Ministry of Education, 2024; Quaresma 
et al., 2022; Villalobos et al., 2025). 

In Chile, tuition fees became universal, yet public funding 
to institutions, particularly those in the CRUCH network 
remained significant, consisting of a combination of 
institutional subsidies and student-based funding. In 2015, 

POST-SECONDARY

2026 •  GLOBAL EDUCATION MONITORING REPORT 201C H A P T E R   5  •  P ost  -secondary      

5

C H A P T E R   5  •  P ost  -secondary      

Chile: MARKET-DRIVEN EXPANSION AND THE CHALLENGE OF EQUITY



the government allocated CLP 363 billion (USD 545 million) 
in direct transfers to institutions, of which 63% was 
delivered as base funding, almost entirely through 
the Direct Fiscal Contribution (Aporte Fiscal Directo, 
AFD), and the remainder through competitive funds. 
The AFD continues to structure the system, despite the 
historical inequities in its distribution noted by reviews 
by international organizations (OECD, 2017). The result is 
a hybrid model: strong, enduring subsidies to institutions 
complemented by a substantial expansion of scholarships 
and loans for students.

The State-Guaranteed Student Loan (Crédito con Aval del 
Estado, CAE), launched in 2006, became a cornerstone of 
Chile’s massification. It provided low- and middle-income 
students with bank loans backed by state guarantees, 
conditional on minimum academic performance. CAE enabled 
rapid expansion, from 663,000 students in 2005 to over 
1.2 million by 2015. However, this expansion came at the cost 
of deep privatization and growing student debt. 

By 2015, scholarships and loans absorbed over 70% of 
public higher education spending. Total public expenditure 
rose from 0.93% to 1.38% of GDP between 2010 and 
2016, with overall public and private spending combined 
reaching 2.5% of GDP, among the region’s highest (García 
de Fanelli and Adrogué, 2019). Private universities, 
which enrolled two thirds of CAE beneficiaries, used the 
influx of funds to expand enrolment and raise tuition, 
while lowering academic standards to avoid dropouts 
(Villalobos et al., 2025). In response, the Tuition-Free 
Programme (Gratuidad) was introduced in 2016, covering 
students from the lowest 60% of households enrolled in 
accredited institutions. By 2023, 53% of institutions of 
higher education participated in the Gratuidad programme, 
and 38% of total enrolment benefited from the policy 
(Zamorano Figueroa and Santori, 2025). 

In 2025, a new financial mechanism was proposed in 
Congress, the Public Fund for Higher Education (Fondo 
de Educación Superior, FES), which would have replaced 
the CAE student loan scheme and enabled students to 
repay loans only once employed, based on their income 
(Chile Ministry of Education, 2025). Together with the 
Tuition-Free Programme, these programmes would have 
reoriented Chile’s market system towards redistributive 
equity, replacing debt with direct public financing for eligible 
students. However, the newly elected administration has 
withdrawn support for the FES proposal. While the bill 
remains under discussion in Congress, the government will 
instead prioritize the recovery of unpaid CAE debt, which 
has reached significant levels (Cooperativa, 2026).

The expansion of higher education in Chile raises 
important questions not only about who accesses but 
also who benefits from expansion and who ultimately 
completes their studies. Chile has substantially expanded 
tertiary access for young people from all levels of income. 
In 2000, just 13% of young people from the poorest 
20% of households attended higher education. The rate 
increased by 2 percentage points per year until 2011, when 
it reached 36%. But the progress accelerated at a rate of 
3.5 percentage points per year between 2011 and 2020, 
while 67% of the poorest youth were attending higher 
education, a remarkable achievement (Figure 2). 

This progress should also be assessed in light of two other 
developments. First, while the gap between the bottom 
(poorest) and the three middle quintiles was reduced, all four 
quintiles saw the gap increase relative to the top (richest) 
quintile, whose attendance increased faster than all the 
other quintiles in both periods. Second, as described above, 
the gaps are not only quantitative but also qualitative due to 
the stratification of the higher education system.

F IG U R E 2: 
In Chile, the poorest youth reduced the gap in higher 
education participation, especially after 2010
Tertiary education gross attendance rate, by income quintile, 
Chile, 2000–20
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Chile_fig1
Source: UIS database.
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In 1974, the tertiary gross enrolment ratio in China was 
0.3%. It took 25 years to reach 7% in 1999 and another 
25 years to reach 77% in 2024. China exceeded the average 
of low-income countries in 1995, of lower-middle-income 
countries in 2003 and of upper-middle-income countries 
in 2015. At the current rate of expansion, it will exceed the 
high-income country average in 2028 (Figure 1). The share 
of young people under 24 who held a tertiary qualification 
increased from 6% in 2000 to 41% in 2020 (ILO, 2025). Most 
enrolled students complete their degrees without significant 
delays, which is remarkable considering that the pace of 
expansion has included students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds. In 2024, the gross graduation ratio was 38% in 
upper-middle-income countries and 45% in high-income 
countries, while in China it was 53%. 

China’s education expansion began with the 1998 Action 
Plan for Education Revitalisation in the 21st Century, which 
framed higher education as a tool to serve the national 
economic strategy, providing skilled personnel to sustain 
growth and boost domestic consumption in the aftermath 
of the Asian financial crisis (Xu, 2021). The Ministry of 
Education announced an increase in university places 
by 47% in 1999, followed by further increases by 38% in 
2000 and 22% in 2001 respectively (Huang et al., 2022). 
The opening of more places was supported by an increase 
in higher education programmes and institutions, helping 
kickstart the growth in participation.

National data confirm a rapid acceleration from 
1998 onwards. The percentage of upper secondary school 
graduates who transitioned into tertiary education increased 
dramatically. The official transition rate, i.e. the share of 
‘regular’ senior secondary school graduates who enrolled 
in higher education institution the following academic year, 
increased rapidly from 27% in 1990 to 50% in 1995 and 
84% by 2002. The Ministry of Education stopped reporting 
this rate in 2016, as graduates of vocational secondary 
schools had in the meantime also been able to enrol in 
higher education institutions. Defined over both regular 
and vocational secondary school graduates, the transition 
rate doubled from 45% in 2009 to 88% in 2022 (Figure 2a). 
The expansion of the transition rate followed the rapid 
increase in the percentage of youth completing upper 
secondary school by 2.5 percentage points per year between 
2000 and 2024. 

Enrolment in higher education grew from 3.9 million in 
1990 to 7.4 million in 2000, 31 million in 2010 and 61 million 
in 2024. In recent years, about 43% of total enrolment is 

from short-cycle tertiary (ISCED 5), 51% from bachelor’s 
programmes (ISCED 6) and the remaining 6% from 
postgraduate programmes (ISCED 7–8) (Figure 2b). Total 
enrolment increased in double-digit rates for much of 
the 1980s (albeit from a very low base), in 1994–1995, 
in 2000–2006 and in 2014, while the growth in the number 
of graduates tended to happen a few years later (Figure 2c). 

Massification did not mean uniformity; rather, there was a 
deliberate strategy to expand through diversification and 
stratification. In 2023, enrolment was shared between 
regular undergraduate (34%), vocational (29%), adult (17%), 
web-based (13%) and postgraduate programmes (7%).

China’s tuition policy for public universities was 
introduced in 1989 and implemented nationwide in 1997. 
Two developments have since characterized higher education 
funding. First, the central government reduced its share of 
public spending on higher education from 60% in 1998 to 
34% in 2006 (Figure 3a). Second, the share of government as 
a source of higher education funding fell from 70% in 1995 to 
45% in 2005, largely replaced by fees. Regulatory caps later 
slowed fee increases and the share of government funding 
increased back to 68% by 2015 (Figure 3b). 

F IG U R E 1: 
China’s tertiary expansion is unprecedented
Tertiary gross enrolment ratio, China and country income 
group averages, 1970–2024
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FI GURE 2: 
Enrolment growth in undergraduate and vocational institutions is rapid 
Selected measures of enrolment in higher education, China, 1990–2024

a. Transition rate from upper secondary 
to tertiary education

b. Enrolment in higher education institutions, 
by level

c. Enrolment growth rate in higher 
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FI GURE 3: 
In China, the structure of higher education financing was affected by the expansion 
Distribution of higher education financing, China, 1995–2016
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The central government has concentrated its spending 
on a small group of top-tier universities whose enrolment 
initially grew very slowly from 1.4 to 1.6 million between 
1997 and 2005. Its key excellence initiatives included 
Project 211 in 1995 (115 universities) and Project 985 in 
1999 (39 universities) (Yang, 2023). In 2015, the Double 
First-Class University Plan was established. Initially, 
it included 42 universities and 465 disciplines spread 
across 140 universities in 31 provinces, and expanded to 
150 universities in 2022 (China Education Daily, 2024). After 
2016, these universities trained more than 50% of master’s 
degree holders in the country, 80% of doctoral degree 
holders, and 90% of degree holders in the fields prioritized by 
the plan (Zha, 2020). Between 2012 and 2021, the number 
of universities under the Ministry of Education’s direct 
supervision was consolidated, but the funding for higher 
education, primarily directed to these universities, doubled 
from USD 92 to USD 179 billion (Fedasiuk et al., 2022).

The expansion was achieved by shifting responsibility to 
subnational governments. Provincial authorities were 
granted autonomy to establish institutions and enrolment 
expanded from 1.8 million to nearly 12 million between 
1997 and 2005 (Zha, 2020). As of 2020, out of 827 public 
undergraduate universities, 14% were run by central 
authorities and 86% by provincial authorities; of the latter, 
90% were run by provincial ministries of education and the 

rest by other departments. Vocational education at the 
provincial level absorbed much of the growth (Yu et al., 
2024). There are 1,128 public vocational institutions, of which 
25% are run by provincial departments of education and 
28% by other provincial government departments. In 2014, 
more than 600 four-year institutions were converted into 
vocational colleges (Han et al., 2023). As of now, there are 
102 four-year vocational colleges.

Centrally administered universities and more generally 
academically oriented institutions offering undergraduate 
degrees are concentrated in Beijing and Shanghai and 
are relatively more common in the eastern provinces. 
By contrast, the western provinces expanded relatively 
more through vocational institutions (Figure 4). Just as 
the central government has been redirecting resources 
through targeted programmes, including the Central and 
Western Higher Education Revitalization Plan from the 
eastern provinces to the central and western provinces 
(e.g. about half of central funding for provincial universities 
went to these provinces in 2024), recent growth has been 
concentrated mainly in vocational institutions. For example, 
the Ministry of Education approved 47 new universities 
and colleges in 2025, of which 29, or 62%, are located in 
the central and western regions, most of them vocational 
colleges (Alimire and Li, 2025).

FI GURE 4: 
Vocational colleges are relatively more common in the western than in the eastern provinces of China
Distribution of higher education institutions, by province and type, 2022
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China
A student from rural China’s story about the new opportunities  

given to girls like her to go to university in the city

I grew up in the southern part of Shaanxi Province, 
in a nationally designated poverty area. Surrounded by 
mountains, my hometown felt geographically remote 
and, for many years, higher education seemed distant 
and almost unattainable. For a long time, I believed that, 
no matter how hard I studied, students from major cities 
would always have an advantage. 

Like many students from less-resourced regions in China, 
I completed my entire primary and secondary education in 
local schools. Our teachers were dedicated, but resources 
were limited. We did not have access to good classroom 
facilities, extracurricular tutoring, or the kind of academic 
guidance that students in large cities often have access 
to. Still, education was the only path I saw to change my 
future. 

What truly changed my trajectory was China’s National 
Special Admission Programme, a policy designed to expand 
access to higher education for students from nationally 
designated poor areas. As part of China’s broader poverty 
alleviation strategy, this programme targets students from 
regions facing long-standing structural disadvantages, 
including both rural villages and small towns. Its purpose is 
simple but powerful: to ensure that talented students from 
these areas are not excluded from top universities because 
of disadvantages. 

Under this policy, key national universities are required to 
reserve a certain number of admission places each year 

for eligible students from nationally designated poverty 
areas. Applications are submitted through a separate early 
admission process, which allows those students to be 
evaluated within a separate pool, rather than competing 
directly with students from larger cities who often benefit 
from better schools and private tutoring. Admission is 
still based on Gaokao exam results, but this adjusted 
evaluation process significantly improves our chances of 
entering good universities and competitive majors. 

For me, the programme did more than just increasing my 
likelihood of admission and allowing me to pursue better 
majors. It gave me confidence. Knowing that there was a 
pathway designed specifically for me to set higher goals 
and believe that they were achievable. As I say, this policy 
gives students from those poor areas hope and, more 
importantly, a clear and attainable goal. 

My own experience shows that targeted public policy can 
make a real difference. The National Special Admission 
Programme has opened doors that once seemed closed to 
students from less-resourced regions. It demonstrates that 
with thoughtful institutional design, talent from poor areas 
can reach China’s most prestigious universities, and begin 
to reshape not only individual lives, but also broader 
patterns of educational inequality.

Liu Yanjing
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Tertiary education enrolment in Fiji has seen remarkable 
progress since the early 2000s. The gross enrolment ratio 
increased from just 14% in 2005 to 69% by 2014. Growth 
continued steadily, peaking at nearly 84% in 2020 before 
declining in 2021, coinciding with the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As of 2024, the latest year for which 
data are available, the gross enrolment ratio stood at 75%. 
Female participation in tertiary education has consistently 
outpaced that of males and, at its peak in 2020, the gap 
reached 21 percentage points (94% vs. 73%). Among Pacific 
Island countries, Fiji stands out with the highest tertiary 
gross enrolment ratio. It is followed by Palau (72%), Tonga 
(43%) and the Marshall Islands (38%). Fiji’s participation rate 
is currently about on par with New Zealand (77%) (Figure 1). 
Labour force survey data confirm this substantial tertiary 
education expansion in Fiji. The share of young adults aged 
25 to 34 who have attained tertiary qualifications has risen 
from just 3.5% in 2005 to 30% in 2024. 

As a high-cost public service, higher education is especially 
difficult to sustain in small, geographically dispersed island 
nations that often lack the financial stability and scale 
to support comprehensive, internationally competitive 
institutions. To address these limitations, Pacific 
governments took the bold step in 1968 of founding the 
University of the South Pacific (USP), a shared regional 
university serving 12 Pacific Island countries with its 
main campus based in Fiji. This collaborative model was 
designed to pool resources and offer higher education 
opportunities that no country could afford individually.

Over time, however, national ambitions began to grow. 
As education systems across the region matured, so too 
did interest in building domestic tertiary institutions. 
This shift became evident in countries like Samoa and 
Solomon Islands, both of which went on to establish their 
own national universities (Groves, 2019).

F IG U R E 1: 
Fiji’s tertiary enrolment has grown rapidly in recent years
Tertiary education gross enrolment ratio, by sex, Fiji and New 
Zealand, 2003–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Fiji_fig1
Source: UIS database.

Similar developments took place in Fiji. In 2004, 
the unexpected creation of the University of Fiji by 
a private, faith-based organization prompted the 
government to establish a formal regulatory framework 
by creating the Fiji Higher Education Commission in 2008. 
A year later, it launched the Fiji National University, formed 
through the merger of several public institutions, including 
the Fiji School of Medicine, the oldest tertiary institution 
in the Pacific, and the Fiji Institute of Technology, then 
the region’s largest provider of technical and vocational 
education and training (Figure 2). Alongside USP, 
the University of Fiji and Fiji National University, a number 
of local and international providers offer franchised 
programmes (Chandra, 2011). This has created a uniquely 
crowded higher education landscape in a country with 
fewer than 1 million people.
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FI GURE 2: 
Three higher education institutions compete for Fiji’s 
students
Enrolment, by university, Fiji, 2010–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Fiji_fig2
Sources: Goundar (2019) (on enrolment by university), UIS database (on 
total enrolment) and UN Population Division (on age group 19 to 23).

Cook Islands, there are 17 students studying abroad for 
every student at home. 

Strong national policy commitments have driven the 
expansion of access to tertiary education in Fiji. Over the 
years, the government has introduced a comprehensive 
package of financial support measures to help achieve this 
goal. For Fijian citizens, higher education is effectively free 
at the point of use, with costs covered through a mix of 
grants and income-contingent loans (Healey, 2017, 2018). 

The National Toppers Scholarship (NTS), a merit-based 
scheme, covers full tuition and living costs, locally and 
abroad, for top-performing students in priority fields 
such as engineering and information technology. All other 
students can access the Tertiary Education Loans Scheme 
(TELS), which offers interest-bearing loans for tuition 
and living expenses, with repayment set at 20% of gross 
income once graduates begin working (Healey, 2017). 
The creation of the Tertiary Scholarships and Loans Service 
(TSLS) in 2014 to administer these schemes coincided with 
a peak in tertiary enrolment.

All higher education institutions are directly subsidized, 
with the government covering the gap between tuition 
fees and the full cost of provision (Healey, 2018). As a 
result, around 70% of students completing Year 13 make 
the transition into higher education via NTS scholarships 
or TELS loans (Healey, 2017, 2018). For those who do not 
proceed to Year 13, the Technical College of Fiji offers an 
alternative route, serving roughly 30% of Year 12 graduates 
(Healey, 2018).

While financial support has expanded access to higher 
education for a significant share of the Fijian population, 
it has also exposed tertiary institutions to vulnerabilities. 
During the COVID-19 pandemic, Fiji’s economy, heavily 
reliant on tourism, suffered a severe recession, which 
in turn forced the government to reduce funding for the 
TSLS and cut capital grants to universities (Healey, 2022; 
USP, 2020).

Enrolment expansion has also been enabled by advances 
in distance learning, which have helped address the 
country’s geographic and infrastructural challenges. 
All major providers in Fiji have embraced digital delivery to 
improve access and continuity. Between 2016 and 2020, 
Fiji National University focused on improving accessibility 
through broadband provision, campus-wide Wi-Fi, 
online modules via the Virtual Learning Environment, 
and digitized library resources (Healey, 2022). 
The University of Fiji has shifted fully to online delivery, 
offering all courses in digital mode (The University of 
Fiji, 2020).

Beyond inspiring national developments, Fiji’s position 
in the regional arrangement has brought it distinct 
advantages. As the host of USP’s main campus and 
headquarters, it is the largest government contributor, 
providing 73% of the total funding (USP, 2023). But it 
also reaps the greatest benefits. Donors have generally 
preferred to channel their support through a single, 
regional university rather than to separate national 
institutions (Groves, 2019). Fijian nationals account for 
58% of full-time equivalent enrolments (USP, 2023). 
Hosting the regional hub also brings broader economic 
advantages, from student fees to the presence of a 
large, internationally connected institution that anchors 
knowledge, infrastructure and opportunity in the country.

Although data are very incomplete, the available evidence 
on internationally mobile students highlight the situation 
of Fiji relative to other Pacific nations. While only 
3.5% of Fijian students were outwardly mobile in 2019, 
the corresponding rates were 23% for the Marshall Islands 
(in 2022), 27% for Tonga and 39% in Samoa (in 2023). In the 
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In the decade that began in 1999, the tertiary education 
gross enrolment ratio in Saudi Arabia stagnated, falling 
from 28% to 25% in 2009, having also fallen below the 
global average three years earlier. But in the next decade, 
the ratio shot up to 78%, increasing by more than five 
percentage points per year, and equalling the high-income 
country average (Figure 1). This is a remarkable 
achievement funded by the country’s natural resource 
wealth. The modern education system was only formally 
established in the 1950s, with King Saud University being 
founded in 1957. In 1971, there were just 8,000 university 
students and the gross enrolment ratio was below 
the low-income country average. By 2025, 46% of 
25- to 34-year-olds had completed higher education 
(Saudi Arabia Government, 2025), which corresponds to 
65% of Saudi nationals and 35% of non-Saudis (Saudi Arabia 
General Directorate for Statistics, 2025).

FI GURE 1:
In the 2010s, the tertiary gross enrolment ratio grew by 
five percentage points per year
Tertiary education gross enrolment ratio, Saudi Arabia and 
country income groups, 2000–24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Saudi_Arabia_fig1
Source: UIS database. 

Indeed, the growth is much stronger if considering the 
country’s particular demographic characteristics as a major 
migrant destination and the difficulties that Saudi Arabia 
and its fellow member states of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) have faced in accurately estimating those 
populations historically (ILO, 2022). Changing government 
immigration policies and the individual migration 
trajectories of young adults in and out of the GCC 
countries make it difficult to interpret actual tertiary-age 
populations. However, even setting aside the population 
bulge reported between 2000 and 2020 (Figure 2a), 
the tertiary-age population of 2.38 million reported 
by the UNESCO Institute for Statistics for 2023, which 
corresponds roughly to the age group 18 to 22 years 
and is informed by the 2022 national population census, 
is certainly inflated. A breakdown of the population by 
nationality shows that the number of Saudi nationals aged 
20 to 24 is 1.73 million. In the Saudi population aged 20 to 
24, 20% of women and 50% of men are foreign nationals 
(Figure 2b). 

As the population denominator of the gross enrolment 
ratio is therefore smaller by at least 25%, tertiary 
education participation would be almost universal, 
as tertiary enrolment in 2022 was 1.57 million. The number 
of foreign students according to the UIS database peaked 
at 80,000 in 2016 and was standing at 65,000 in 2022 (of 
which 57% were from other Arab States). This accounts 
for just 4% of the total tertiary education enrolment and 
therefore does not exert a major influence on the tertiary 
gross enrolment ratio. 

Conversely, for much of the past 20 years, there were 
more Saudi students studying abroad (more than half of 
whom are in the United States) than the number of foreign 
students in Saudi Arabia, not least encouraged by the King 
Abdullah Scholarship Program (KASP) introduced in 2005, 
which contributed to the gap reaching its maximum point 
in 2010. Mobility patterns changed markedly after 2016, 
driven by a combination of tighter KASP eligibility criteria, 
geopolitical dynamics and the expansion of domestic 
higher education capacity. The steepest declines were 
recorded in business administration, information and 
communications technology (ICT) and health disciplines, 
with enrolments abroad falling by 44% for bachelor’s and 
42% for master’s programmes. This gap was reversed in 
2019 (Figure 2c). 
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FI GURE 2:
The population structure impacts education indicators in large immigrant-receiving countries such as Saudi Arabia
Selected demographic indicators, Saudi Arabia

a. Saudi Arabia tertiary age population 
and enrolment, 1970–2024

b. Saudi Arabia population, by sex,  
age group and nationality, 2023

c. Inbound and outbound student mobility 
rate, 2000–24
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Source: Saudi Arabia General Authority for 
Statistics (2024). Source: UIS database.

In 2005, the government of Saudi Arabia announced its 
expansion strategy, which sought to widen education 
access and address regional disparities. Among various 
measures, seven new universities were established in 
underserved regions, while a range of free or low-cost 
tertiary options were introduced, including community 
colleges, women’s colleges, and technical and vocational 
training institutions (Saudi Arabia Ministry of Economy and 
Planning, 2005; Saudi Arabia Ministry of Higher Education, 
2009). Tertiary enrolment grew by almost 1 million in 
10 years, from 640,000 in 2006 to 1,620,000 in 2016. 
Launched in that year, Vision 2030 explicitly positions the 
tertiary education sector as a key driver of the transition 
from an oil-based to a knowledge-based economy 
through diversification and innovation (Saudi Arabia 
Government, 2025). 

The 2019 Universities Law marked a governance turning 
point, granting public universities more financial and 
administrative autonomy to better align with Vision 2030. 
It aims to enable institutions to design accredited curricula, 
establish their own policies, diversify funding sources and 
create specialized programmes tailored to sector needs 

such as health sciences, ICT, engineering and hospitality 
(PwC, 2019; Saudi Arabia Council of Universities’ 
Affairs, 2020). 

Between 2009 and 2020, the distribution of graduate 
by field has not changed significantly between scientific 
and other fields. However, there have been shifts within 
these two broad categories. The share of graduates in 
engineering increased from 4% to 11% and in ICT from 6% to 
10%, at the expense of science and mathematics. The share 
of graduates in business administration increased from 
7% to 34% at the expense of arts and humanities. These 
shifts have increased gender specialization: only 2% of 
women graduate from engineering compared to 19% of 
men; conversely, 30% of women graduate from education, 
arts and humanities, compared to 13% of men (Figure 3a). 
Relative to other countries in Northern Africa and 
Western Asia, Saudi Arabia has twice as many graduates 
in ICT as Egypt, less than half as many graduates in 
engineering as the Islamic Republic of Iran, and almost 
twice as many graduates in business administration as 
Türkiye (Figure 3b).
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FI GURE 3: 
In Saudi Arabia, some steps have been taken to raise enrolment in scientific fields
Distribution of graduates by field of study

a. Saudi Arabia, by sex,  
2009 and 2022

b. Egypt, Islamic Republic of Iran and Türkiye, 
2022
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The gender gap in choices of field is in the context of 
one of the largest gender gaps in tertiary enrolment in 
the world, an artificial consequence of the particular 
population structure. At its peak in 2006, there was a gap 
of 20 percentage points: 37% of women and 17% of men 
were enrolled in tertiary education. The gap started closing 
in 2016, reaching five percentage points in 2022 and some 
evidence suggests that it may have even been eliminated 
in 2024 (Figure 4). Even so, women face obstacles to higher 
education participation that recent advances in blended 
and online learning have helped remove. Female enrolment 
at Saudi Electronic University, the first to provide higher 
education through a blended learning model, nearly 
doubled between 2018/19 and 2023/24 (Saudi Arabia 
Electronic University, 2025). 

In 2023, Saudi Arabia allocated SAR 189 billion to 
education (USD 50 billion), or 17% of its total public 
expenditure, of which 42% is allocated to higher, technical 
and vocational education and training (George, 2024). 
The share of private institutions in total higher education 
enrolment has been consistently lower than in its GCC 
peers. In 2020, they accounted for 5% of total enrolment, 
compared to 24% in Qatar, 29% in Bahrain, 30% in Kuwait 
and 46% in Oman, although in three of these countries 
with trend data there has been in a process of lowering the 
share of private institutions in recent years (Figure 5). 

F IG U R E 4: 
A large gender gap in Saudi higher education has 
narrowed
Tertiary education gross enrolment ratio, Saudi Arabia and 
world, by sex, 2000–24
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FI GURE 5: 
In Saudi Arabia, public institutions lead higher education 
provision
Share of private institutions in tertiary education enrolment, 
selected Gulf Cooperation Council countries, 2007–24
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Source: UIS database. 

Still, in the context of a rapid expansion of the higher 
education system, the number of students in private 
institutions increased fivefold from 20,000 in 2007 to 
104,000 in 2022. The first private university opened 
in 1998 (Saudi Arabia Ministry of Education, 2025) 
and the number of private universities increased to 57 by 
2024 (Saudi Arabia Council of Universities’ Affairs, 2024). 
Part of that expansion is attributed to labour market 
demands for practically trained graduates, which public 
universities have been considered not to adequately meet 
(Al-Dali et al., 2013).
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In 2024, the five most populous South-eastern Asian 
countries had converged to an average tertiary gross 
enrolment ratio of just over 40%, after having experienced 
very different expansion trajectories in the previous 
50 years. In 1970, when four of the five countries had an 
enrolment ratio of less than 3%, the Philippines had a ratio 
more than five times higher. In 1998, Thailand surpassed 
the Philippines; over the next 25 years, its gross enrolment 
ratio increased by 1.6 percentage points per year, reaching 
the peak of its tertiary education expansion in 2011 at 53%. 
It was a period during which students had opportunities 
to enter higher education well beyond the traditional elite 
institutions (Crocco, 2018; Salmi and Hauptman, 2006). 

But since 2011, the gross enrolment ratio has 
been declining, reaching 43% in 2020; it was 45% in 
2024 (Figure 1). Tertiary attainment mirrors this evolution. 
The share of 25- to 34-year-olds with a tertiary education 
qualification increased sharply from 9% in 2000 to 
25% in 2014, but remained at that level, a decade later, 
in 2024 (ILO, 2025).

In absolute enrolment terms, the number of students fell 
from 2.5 million in 2011 to 2 million in 2024, a decline of 
20%. The root cause of this downward trajectory in both 
absolute and relative terms appears to be demographic. 
Since 1970, the number of births in Thailand has fallen by 
54%. In contrast, the other countries in the region have 
followed the global average and have only recently seen 
a decline after COVID-19 (Figure 2a). The consequences 
of these divergent demographic trajectories started 
becoming apparent in the tertiary education age group 
20 years later in 1990. The size of that cohort has since 
declined by 22% in Thailand but has increased by about 
20% in Indonesia and Viet Nam and by more than 70% in 
Malaysia and the Philippines (Figure 2b). This trend in 
Thailand will continue, as the tertiary-age population is 
expected to shrink relative to 2023 by 25% in 2040 and 
54% in 2060. 

FI GURE 1: 
After peaking in 2011, tertiary enrolment has declined in Thailand 
Tertiary gross enrolment ratio, Thailand and selected South-eastern Asian countries, 1970–2024
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FI GURE 2: 
Thailand has experienced a drastic demographic transition that affected its tertiary education sector
Population indicators, Thailand and selected South-eastern Asian countries, 1970–2023 

a. Population of newly born 
(under 1) (1990 = 100)

b. Population of tertiary education age  
(19- to 23-year olds) (1990 = 100)

0

   20

   40

   60

   80

   100

   120

   140

   160

   180

   200

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020

%

Indonesia

Malaysia

Philippines

Thailand

Viet Nam

World

1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 2020
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Thailand_fig2
Source: 2024 World Population Prospects.

The size of the demographic adjustment explains how 
absolute changes (i.e. the sharp contraction in university 
intake) also affect relative changes (i.e. the gross 
enrolment ratio). This impact operates through direct and 
indirect channels. 

In terms of direct impact, all universities have gradually 
found themselves in a situation where they have more 
seats than applicants, a factor that raises costs and 
negatively affects efficiency. Private universities were 
particularly affected. The expansion of higher education 
in the 1990s was associated with the expansion of 
private provision whose share in total enrolment reached 
21% in 2001. That growth was interrupted in the 2000s. 
This was partly attributed to public universities enjoying 
some privileges in branch campuses and admission 
processes, while a reform that granted some public 
universities autonomy in 2003 also made them more 
agile (Praphamontripon, 2015). Yet despite these adverse 
conditions, the number of private higher education 
institutions continued to increase rapidly, from 73 in 
2010 to 455 in 2017, just as public institutions were 
consolidating from 98 to 66 (Atherton et al., 2018). These 
numbers are deceptive. The share of private institutions 

in total enrolment remained constant (19% in 2024), 
which means that private universities were weakened 
by competing for an ever smaller market due to the 
demographic change. Attempts to internationalize higher 
education to fill the gap have not been very effective, 
as the inbound mobility rate has only increased from 
0.8% in 2011 to 2.3% in 2025.

An indirect impact of demographic change was labour 
scarcity, which was one of the main causes of the relative 
stagnation in economic growth rates, a phenomenon 
known as the middle-income trap of which Thailand 
came to be known as a characteristic example (Jitsuchon, 
2012). Compared to 2010, income per capita grew more 
slowly in Thailand (30%) than in the other South-eastern 
Asian countries (from 50% in Malaysia to 100% in Viet 
Nam). In this context, the contraction of higher education 
was both a result and a cause of economic slowdown. 
On the one hand, worsening economic conditions reduced 
individual incentives to pursue higher education. Analysis 
of quarterly labour force survey data shows that the 
wage premium of those with university over those 
with secondary education declined constantly between 
2010 and 2024 (Leawsakul, 2025). On the other hand, 
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deeper questions have been raised about the higher 
education system’s relevance, quality and adaptability 
(Lao, 2017) and its ability to bring innovation to the Thai 
economy. A survey of 1,029 Thai employers revealed 
dissatisfaction with the level and quality of graduates’ 
skills (Khampirat, 2016).

These concerns have been expressed for some time. 
An analysis of links between enterprises and universities 
in the early 2000s had shown them to be limited, with few 
incentives for universities to engage in contract research 
and the administration’s weak capacity to facilitate 
and build on the few strong links between universities 
and industry (Brimble and Doner, 2007). In 2017, 
the government launched its major development strategy, 
Thailand 4.0, which aims to transform the economy 
through a focus on technology. Higher education has a 
critical role to play to foster the required levels of creativity 
and innovation. But major social and cultural changes are 
needed at all levels to improve teaching processes, develop 
learning networks and strengthen links with industry 
(Buasuwan, 2018; Chaemchoy et al., 2021). More than 
20% of higher education courses at both public and private 
universities were found by the Auditor General not to meet 
quality standards (Lamubol, 2017). 

In response to these multiple challenges that have reduced 
the attractiveness and effectiveness of higher education, 
the government has been taking various measures. 
First, it has tried to strengthen the pipeline into higher 
education. The Thai University Central Admission System 
(TCAS) was introduced in 2018 to remove bottlenecks 
in the transition from secondary to tertiary education. 
However, its structure remains complex with multiple 
rounds, frequent changes in rules and varied testing 
requirements that have been disproportionately affecting 
disadvantaged students. In 2022, only 13.5% of nearly 
150,000 underprivileged students who had received 
targeted educational support at the lower secondary 
level in 2018 secured university offers through TCAS 
(Equitable Education Fund, 2022, 2024; Thailand Council 
of University Presidents, 2022). This challenge should also 
be seen in the context of a declining share of students 
who achieve minimum proficiency in secondary education, 
as evidenced by the results from Thailand’s participation in 
the Programme for International Student Assessment: in 
reading, the share fell from 63% in 2000 to 41% in 2018; in 
mathematics, it fell from 54% to 47%. These international 
results are also reflected in the national Ordinary National 
Educational Test. Between 2017 and 2024, grade 
12 students’ scores fell by 14% in reading and by 11% in 
mathematics (Thailand National Institution of Educational 
Testing Service, 2024).

Second, the government has tried to increase demand for 
higher education by easing financial constraints for young 
people from low-income families. The Student Loan Fund, 
introduced 30 years ago, lent approximately USD 5.7 billion 
to 2.6 million students between 1996 and 2006. However, 
an evaluation found that one in five beneficiaries 
were not poor, disbursements faced an average of a 
three-month delay, borrowers were repaying only between 
36% and 67% of the amount borrowed, and recovery 
rates ranged between 22% and 51% (Tangkitvanich and 
Manasboonphempool, 2010). Changes brought by the 
2017 law and an amendment in 2023 eased repayment 
terms and removed guarantor requirements, which further 
weakened the fund’s financial situation. A key provision to 
introduce an income-contingent loan system (Krongkaew, 
2018) was not followed upon. While disbursements 
have declined to USD 1.2 billion for just over 0.6 million 
students (Thailand Ministry of Finance, 2023), problems 
continue. Some 100,000 borrowers are facing lawsuits for 
non-payment and non-compliance with debt restructuring, 
while at the same time the fund faces a liquidity crisis 
and needs the government to replenish it (The Nation, 
2026). This is in the context of government expenditure on 
tertiary education falling from over 1% of GDP in 2000 to 
0.58% in 2023. 

Third, the government has been trying to strengthen 
vocational education and training, beginning with the 
10th National Economic and Social Development Plan 
in 2007 and followed by the National Strategy for 
Vocational Education and Training in 2017, which is 
aligned with the Thailand 4.0 vision. As a result, the share 
of post-secondary education students in vocational 
programmes increased from 14% in 2012 to 19% in 
2019 (OECD, 2021). 

Finally, the government is looking to increase the 
responsiveness of the skill acquisition and innovation 
system. The Ministry of Higher Education, Science, 
Research and Innovation, which was established in 2019, 
is trying to strengthen university–industry partnerships 
in selected engineering fields (Thailand National Higher 
Education, Science, Research and Innovation Policy Council, 
2024). It is also encouraging a shift away from traditional 
degrees towards alternative forms of certification that 
recognize prior learning. In this context, a National Credit 
Bank programme was piloted in 2023 by four universities 
to enable learners to accumulate credits from various 
subjects, courses or work experiences and eventually 
apply for a degree certificate or cumulative learning 
outcome report. However, such a reform will require a long 
time to bring the expected results (British Council, 2022; 
Prajuablap and Khomsod, 2025).
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Togo has seen a steady rise in tertiary enrolment, growing 
from 3% in 1998 to 6% in 2007 and 15% in 2020 (Figure 1). 
It moved ahead of the rest of sub-Saharan Africa and 
low-income countries in 2008. Between 1995 and 
2020, the gross enrolment ratio grew by an average of 
0.5 percentage points per year, while it grew by only 
0.2 percentage points per year in sub-Saharan Africa. 
The progress in the gross enrolment ratio is primarily 
driven by men’s enrolment, with a relatively stable gender 
gap of around nine percentage points which shows signs 
of narrowing in recent years (Figure 1). Among other 
low-income countries in sub-Saharan Africa, the gross 
enrolment ratio in Togo is higher by 10 percentage points 
than Uganda, by 6 points than Rwanda, by 5 points than 
Burkina Faso and by 2 points than the Gambia.

These administrative data are also confirmed by evidence 
from the 2021–22 Harmonized Living Conditions Survey, 
which shows that 11% of 20- to 29-year-olds had 
completed higher education (with an 8 percentage point 
gap between men and women) compared to 7% of 30- to 
39-year-olds, 3% of 40- to 49-year-olds and 2% of 50- to 
59-year-olds. 

The University of Lomé, which was the first public higher 
education institution, was established in 1970, while the 
second public university was the University of Kara, which 
opened in 2004 in the north of the country. As of 2025/26, 
four public universities are licensed, including the École 
Normale Supérieure in Atakpamé and the International 
Centre for Language Research and Studies, known as 
Village du Bénin. But there are also 93 privately owned 
accredited institutions, an increase by 14 from 2024 (Edoh, 
2025). Despite their large number, private institutions 
accounted for only 19% of total enrolment in 2020, 
according to the UIS database.

It was this rapid expansion of private providers that 
prompted the 2017 Law on the Orientation of Higher 
Education and Research, aimed at regulating higher 
education (Agboh et al., 2022). Despite the creation of 
a dedicated Ministry of Higher Education and Research 
in 2003 and clarifying decrees in 2012, higher education 
governance has been fragmented, with overlapping 
ministerial mandates and weak mechanisms to align 
education with employment policies (OECD, 2016). 
The absence of effective career guidance at the secondary 
level means that many students are channelled into 
general pathways with limited prospects, underscoring 
the need for a whole-of-government approach that can 
regulate student flows and ensure stronger links between 
education supply and labour market demand (Chitou, 2011; 
OECD, 2016; Togo Government, 2014). At the institutional 
level, public universities face governance and management 
constraints, with limited autonomy and capacity to adapt 
to rising enrolments and the growing role of private 
providers (Chitou, 2017; Togo Government, 2014).

The rising trend in tertiary enrolment reflects broader 
shifts in the education system, with more students 
entering school, advancing through grades and completing 
secondary education. These developments have unfolded 
gradually since the early 2000s and were reinforced by 
key policy measures, notably the abolition of tuition fees 
for public pre-primary and primary education in 2008. 
Enrolment has since increased across all levels, with 

FI GURE 1: 
In Togo, access to tertiary education has tripled in 14 
years
Tertiary gross enrolment ratio, by sex, Togo, sub-Saharan 
Africa and low-income countries, 1990–2020
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Source: UIS database.
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particularly sharp growth in secondary education. Between 
2000 and 2023, primary enrolment rose by about 80%, 
lower secondary by 220% and upper secondary by 390%. 
This expansion has naturally led to a growing pool of 
students eligible for tertiary education. The abolition of 
tuition fees for public secondary education in 2021/22 is 
expected to further accelerate this trend (Togo Ministry of 
Primary, Secondary, Technical and Vocational Education, 
2021). Already, Togo has made more progress expanding 
tertiary education, given its upper secondary completion 
rate, than Malawi or Rwanda. It had almost the same 
tertiary gross enrolment ratio as neighbouring Ghana 
(19%), which has twice as high an ultimate upper secondary 
completion rate (48%) as Togo (24%) (Figure 2).

An earlier report confirmed that higher transition rates 
from secondary to tertiary education were the main driver 
behind the increase in university enrolment, in other words, 
more students who complete secondary education now 
choose to continue their studies. (OECD, 2016). Tertiary 
access is relatively open in Togo. Admission to public 
tertiary institutions is guaranteed by right for students 
who have obtained their baccalauréat, with placement in 
specific programmes determined by candidates' academic 
records, including their grades in relevant subjects and 
their major (France Government, 2024).

Moreover, the financial cost of public higher education 
is substantially reduced by scholarships awarded with 
minimal eligibility criteria. In 2014, 90% of students 
received scholarships, and despite a substantial increase 
in enrolment over the years, the proportion of beneficiaries 
had remained largely unchanged at that time (Togo 
National Team et al., 2014). While such financial support 
has helped lower cost barriers, it may also threaten the 
sector’s financial sustainability in the long run. In 2017, 
scholarships represented the second largest expenditure 
item for the Ministry of Higher Education and Research 
(35%), behind personnel costs (50%) (Togo Government 
et al., 2019). Their share remained relatively stable in the 
following years and stood at 36% in 2024 (Togo Ministry of 
Higher Education and Research, 2025).

The sharp rise in access to tertiary education has 
not benefited all segments of the population equally. 
As already noted, boys have benefited more than girls. 
While the ultimate upper secondary completion rates have 
improved for both over the past 25 years, the gender gap 
has been growing, from 8.5 percentage points in 2000 to 
16 points in 2015 and 21.5 points in 2024. There are also 
clear patterns in programme choice by sex, with girls less 
likely to be represented in science fields (Agboh et al., 
2022; Togo National Team et al., 2014).

Wealth disparities are also stark. In 2014, 81% of tertiary 
students came from the top two wealth quintiles (Togo 
National Team et al., 2014), suggesting that the benefits 
of public subsidies are largely captured by students from 
more privileged backgrounds. Household contributions 
to higher education in Togo remain low, similar to those 
at the primary school level, which is likely due to the 
near-universal granting of scholarships regardless of 
income (Togo Government et al., 2019). In contrast, 
household contributions are highest in secondary 
education, where 34% of students enrolled in upper 
secondary education attend private institutions. This 
may discourage poorer students from reaching tertiary 
education in the first place. To contain the rising costs 
of funding tertiary education, the criteria for scholarship 

FI GURE 2: 
Togo has expanded tertiary education faster than peers 
with similar secondary completion rates
Ultimate primary, lower secondary and upper secondary 
completion rate and tertiary gross enrolment ratio, Togo and 
selected sub-Saharan African countries, 2020
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TABLE 5.1: 
Examples of financial instruments to increase demand for tertiary education

Instrument type Examples 

Tuition waivers Chile: free-tuition scheme for students in the lowest six income deciles
Ghana: No fee stress waiver for first-year students
Ireland: Fund for Students with Disabilities

Needs-based 
scholarships and 
grants

Brazil: PROUNI scholarships
Cambodia: special priority scholarships 
France: need-based grants
Indonesia: Bidikmisi / Smart Card for College (KIP) scholarship
Italy: income-based grants (e.g. right-to-study schemes)
Nepal: Dalit scholarships
United States: Pell Grants

Income-contingent 
loans

Australia: Higher Education Contribution Scheme/Higher Education Loan Program (HECS/HELP)
Colombia: ICETEX subsidized income-linked loans
Japan: Japan Student Services Organization (JASSO) loans
New Zealand: zero-interest income-contingent loans 
South Africa: National Student Financial Aid Scheme (NSFAS) (partial income-contingent loans)
United Kingdom: income-contingent repayment system in England

All the measures presented in this section directly support 
individual students and their households. An alternative 
approach that governments have pursued, mostly in 
high-income countries, is to fund higher education 
institutions under the condition that they meet policy 
goals, such as enrolling more disadvantaged students 
and ensuring they graduate (de Boer et al., 2015). A global 
review for this report, featured in the PEER country 
profiles, found that 18% of countries’ laws or policies 
incorporate conditional grants to institutions, of which 
most focus on poverty (64%), followed by geographic 
disadvantage (49%), disability or special educational needs 
(46%) and gender (26%). About one third of these countries 
also target indigenous and ethnic minority populations. 
Equity-focused institutional funding is more common in 
high-income countries (27%) than in lower-middle- (15%) 
and low-income countries (4%). 

 

18% of countries’ laws or policies 
incorporate conditional grants to institutions, 
of which most focus on poverty (64%), 
followed by geographic disadvantage (49%), 
disability or special educational needs (46%) 
and gender (26%)

In 2022, in the United States, 12% of operating funds of 
four-year institutions were disbursed based on some 
type of performance-based funding for institutions 
(Laderman et al., 2022). For example, 32 states linked 
funding to graduation targets (Education Commission 
of the States, 2020); 22 states specifically referred to 
African-Americans (Education Trust, 2021). However, 
these have not proven effective. An analysis of completion 
gaps by race in the states of Ohio and Tennessee found 
that performance-based funding not only did not narrow 
but even widened the gap, as institutions focused mainly 
on incentives to boost graduation rates regardless of 
the impact on equity. Universities enrolling students 
from under-represented groups were often historically 
under-resourced (Chan et al., 2023). As observed with 
outcome-based funding in other education levels, 
institutions sometimes respond to incentives in ways that 
contradict the original objectives, such as by restricting 
access (Ortagus et al., 2020, 2023).

Tuition fees
Tuition policy is politically potent and economically 
difficult. Of 147 countries, 40 have legal commitments to 
free higher education (UNESCO-IESALC, 2025a). In 1992, 
the Mohini Jain v. State of Karnataka (1992) court ruling 
declared fees unconstitutional in India. In South Africa, 
income-targeted free higher education was introduced in 
2018 after the 2015–17 Fees Must Fall movement. Similar 
targeted models emerged in Chile after the 2011 protests 
and in the Philippines under the 2017 Universal Access to 
Quality Tertiary Education Act.
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private university with more than 100,000 students, has a 
support programme for struggling first-year students, 
known as the Integrated Focus Model, which offers 
academic counselling, financial aid, psychological support, 
a life project course and remedial classes. It is supported by 
early warning systems, monitoring and impact evaluation for 
at-risk students (Salmi and Sursock, 2018; Uniminuto, 2025). 

Cultural factors often influence higher education access and 
progression, with issues as varied as accents, language, 
dress and religion shaping who feels they are accepted 
and belong. The role of social support networks is critical 
(Mishra, 2020). Support systems like mentoring, peer 
networks and transition programmes can reduce dropout 
rates by enhancing social capital. Some universities assign 
mentors or buddies to help new students adjust, reducing 
dependence on family cultural capital. A three-week 
orientation and mentorship programme at an engineering 
school in Chennai, India, helped rural first-generation 
students overcome social barriers, although participants 
remained concerned about their job prospects (Vijayakumar, 
2020). Peer-assisted study sessions in high-income 
countries have been associated with higher progression 
rates and a stronger sense of belonging, particularly for 
first generation students from under-represented groups 
(Dawson et al., 2014).

Another issue is that the use of English as language of 
instruction in higher education has grown around the world, 
usually in scientific or business fields but sometimes more 
widely (Macaro et al., 2018). While this is often in response 
to demand, at the same time it can exclude many (Rose 
et al., 2026). Challenges include difficulties with content 
comprehension, assessment, classroom language practices, 
code-switching, motivation, speaking anxiety, campus 
socialization and self-image (Alam et al., 2022). Official 
policies to deal with these challenges are still rare (Sahan 
et al., 2021). A systematic review found that using English 
as the medium of instruction in the Arab States poses 
challenges for student achievement (Alhamami, 2024), which 
tends to impact graduation. But in countries such as Thailand 
and Viet Nam, students expected to be taught in English and 
believed their skills would improve through an English-only 
environment (Sahan et al., 2025).

Moreover, access to counsellors and support programmes 
is needed to address cases of psychological distress. 
A systematic review found that psychological counselling for 
university students was effective in improving psychological 
functioning and in dealing with depression and anxiety, 
leading to improvements in academic performance but not 
in dropout (Pizzo et al., 2025). In Kerala, India, the Jeevani 
Mental Health Programme was launched by the government 
in 2019/20 to provide free, on-campus psychological 

counselling in public colleges to address increasing mental 
health issues. The programme deploys trained counsellors 
to offer early identification, brief interventions and referrals. 
An evaluation reported high student uptake and specialist 
referrals in a number of cases (Jaisoorya et al., 2023).

SUPPLY-SIDE POLICIES
Demand-side financing and support interventions open 
doors; supply-side measures determine what students 
find on the other side. Governments face important policy 
questions: how to increase tertiary education capacity; 
how to diversify education provision to attract different 
types of candidates while avoiding stratification; how 
to introduce flexible pathways; and how to organize 
admission to ease access barriers.

EXPANDING CAPACITY 
Establishing and funding higher education institutions is a 
challenge for most countries that seek to expand provision. 
Governments have followed different paths depending on 
the emphasis they have placed on private provision. 

 

The share of private institutions in total 
enrolment in all countries with observations 
in these years fell from 40% in 2000 to 35% in 
2010 and in 2020

Gaps in the UNESCO Institute for Statistics database, 
especially for some of the more populous countries, 
make it difficult to establish a clear trend on the share of 
private institutions in total tertiary education enrolment. 
The number of countries with observations in different 
years increased from 75 in 2000 to 129 in 2010 and fell 
to 119 in 2020. But data availability is very different when 
expressed as a share of the total tertiary enrolment: it rose 
from 41% in 2000 to 49% in 2010 and to 90% in 2020 because 
data for large countries, including China, India and the 
United States, are available for the first time. The share 
of private institutions in total enrolment in all countries 
with observations in these years fell from 40% in 2000 to 
35% in 2010 and in 2020. Focusing on the 54 countries with 
observations in each of the three years (which account for 
about one third of total enrolment but is less representative 
of low- and middle-income countries) shows that the share 
of private institutions in total enrolment has remained 
constant at 41% (Figure 5.9). 
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FI GURE 5.9: 
More than one in three students enrol in private higher 
education institutions but this share has remained 
constant 
Share of private institutions in total tertiary education 
enrolment, by country income group, 2000, 2010 and 2020
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Notes: Data refer to 2000, 2010 and 2020 (+2 years). There were 75 
countries with observations in 2000, 129 in 2010 and 119 in 2020. 
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig5_9
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database. 

Three tentative conclusions emerge. First, private 
provision is sizeable at 35% of total tertiary enrolment. 
Second, there has been no upward trend in that share; any 
growth seems to have happened before 2000 (Buckner, 
2021; Levy, 2018). Third, there is no clear pattern on the 
share of private institutions by country income group.

The fastest growing segment of non-state provision 
often consists of small, for-profit providers that expanded 
rapidly in response to unmet public demand (Levy, 2013; 
Welch, 2021, 2024). In Brazil, where non-state tertiary 
education was traditionally provided by Christian or elite 
secular institutions, smaller institutions emerged in the 
1960s to meet demand, subsequently supported by 
regulatory flexibility. Similar trends were also observed 
elsewhere in Latin America (Corbucci et al., 2016; Ferreyra 
et al., 2017). In anglophone sub-Saharan Africa, after 
post-independence nationalization, smaller non-elite 
institutions drove most of the increase in tertiary 
enrolment (Irene and Hussain, 2020). Non-state sector 

growth in Central and Eastern Europe was the result 
of market-friendly policies in the 1990s (Kwiek, 2016). 
A similar trend was seen in India after the reversal of public 
expansion strategies (Ravi et al., 2019; Varghese and 
Panigrahi, 2019).

Public
Several countries have expanded tertiary education 
a lot, while keeping the share of public provision high. 
In Argentina, the tertiary gross enrolment ratio exceeded 
100% in 2022, with public institutions accounting for about 
75% of enrolment and funding mainly from government 
sources. Public universities are tuition-free, receiving 
block grants that totalled around 1% of GDP in the 
mid-2010s. The creation of new national universities 
near Buenos Aires and in underserved areas helped 
lower geographic and financial barriers for low-income 
and first-generation students. The government strategy 
to promote equity mainly relies on public funding for 
institutions (and targeted student aid programmes for 
disadvantaged groups) (García de Fanelli and Adrogue, 
2019; Mendonça, 2020) rather than large-scale loans or 
market financing. While this approach allows broad access 
without privatization, it was affected by low completion 
rates and growing fiscal strain on public universities 
(CONEAU-OEI, 2023).

China has rapidly expanded tertiary education, while 
keeping its system largely public (Yang et al., 2024). 
After the 1998 Action Plan for Education Revitalization, 
the tertiary gross enrolment ratio increased from 8% in 
2000 to 72% in 2022. Expansion responsibility shifted 
to local governments, while central funding focused on 
elite universities. The central government’s share of 
total public expenditure on higher education spending 
dropped from 60% in 1995 to 34% in 2016, although total 
public investment grew from USD 92 to USD 179 billion. 
Cost-sharing via regulated tuition began in 1997, but public 
ownership prevailed, and private institutions mainly 
grew in vocational areas. A robust, state-led financial 
aid program was introduced and expanded, supporting 
enrolment growth without significant privatization.

In Ethiopia, the number of public universities grew from 
6 in 1995 to 49 in 2018, while the number of accredited 
private universities grew from 0 to 128 (Hunde et al., 
2023). Enrolment increased from 38,000 in 1990 to 
765,000 in 2023/24 (Tamrat and Teferra, 2018; Tareke 
et al., 2024), of which 36% was in private institutions 
(Ethiopia Ministry of Education, 2024). Sustained public 
financing has supported this expansion. Despite enrolling 
only around 3% of all students, tertiary education 
accounted for roughly two fifths of total public education 
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expenditure during the expansion period, reflecting 
significant capital investment in new public universities 
and high recurrent spending per student (World Bank, 
2022). The Higher Education Proclamation Act, ratified in 
2003 and amended in 2019, requires public institutions to 
receive federal or state funding via a block grant system 
based on strategic plan agreements (Ethiopia Ministry of 
Justice, 2019). 

The government has signalled the intention to halt the 
establishment of new public universities. The available 
options, for instance expand existing universities, 
use distance education or rely on private providers; 
have limitations. Public universities are operating at 
full capacity, online education is not well developed, 
and private institutions face quality and regulatory issues. 
Despite plans for public universities to raise their own 
income to 15% of their budgets, the share fell to 4% in 
2020/21 (Tamrat, 2022).

 

Many governments seeking to expand tertiary 
education face financial challenges, especially 
as public tertiary education expenditure 
as a share of GDP has in general remained 
constant or fallen since 2015

Many governments seeking to expand tertiary education 
face financial challenges, especially as public tertiary 
education expenditure as a share of GDP has in general 
remained constant or fallen since 2015. It fell by 0.3 and 
0.5 percentage points in Brazil, Mexico and Türkiye, 
although it has increased by the same amount in Pakistan, 
the Philippines and South Africa (Figure 5.10). 

FI GURE 5.10: 
Three times as many countries have decreased than increased public spending on tertiary education since 2015
Public expenditure on tertiary education as share of GDP, 2015 and 2022–24
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FI GURE 5.11: 
Within each income group, the share of private institutions in tertiary enrolment varies significantly – and has changed little 
over time 
Share of private institutions in total tertiary education enrolment, 2010 and 2020
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig5_11
Source: UIS database. 

In Chile, tertiary education expanded rapidly after reforms 
in 1981, which opened the sector to private universities, 
while reducing direct public provision (Brunner, 2015). 
The gross enrolment ratio grew from 8% in 1980 to 53% in 
2015 (Espinoza, 2017), with private institutions accounting 
for 85% of total enrolment (Delisle and Bernasconi, 2018). 
Privatization was also supported by the introduction of the 
State-Guaranteed Student Loan in 2006 (Villalobos et al., 
2025). Gratuidad, the tuition-free programme targeted 
at low-income students, introduced in 2016, covers 
households at the bottom 60% of the income distribution, 

shifting from loans to public funding to enhance equity 
(García de Fanelli and Adrogue, 2019). By 2023, 53% of 
institutions and 38% of those enrolled were part of the 
programme (Zamorano Figueroa and Santori, 2025).

In Tunisia, the 2000 Private Higher Education Law 
recognized private institutions for the first time, against 
a backdrop of rapid growth in demand for higher 
education and external influences, such as the World Bank 
USD 75 million Economic Competitiveness Adjustment 
Loan, which encouraged private sector participation in the 
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FI GURE 5.12: 
Short-cycle programmes have served tertiary education expansion in some countries 
Share of total tertiary education enrolment in ISCED 5 programmes, selected countries with high shares, by region, 2000–24

a. Eastern and  
South-eastern Asia

b. Eastern Europe, Caucasus  
and Central Asia

c. Latin America

Argentina

Chile
Colombia

0

25

50

75

2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2020 2024

%

Armenia
Rep. Moldova

Tajikistan
Ukraine

Kyrgyzstan

0

25

50

75

2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2020 2024

%

Indonesia

Rep. of Korea

Malaysia

China

0

25

50

75

2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2020 2024

%

d. Northern Africa  
and Western Asia

e. Sub-Saharan Africa f. Western Europe  
and Northern America

United Kingdom

Canada

France

United States

Spain

0

25

50

75

2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2020 2024

%

Ghana

Mauritius

Namibia

Côte d'Ivoire

South Africa

Rwanda

0

25

50

75

2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2020 2024

%

Algeria

Saudi Arabia

Türkiye

0

25

50

75

2000 2004 2008 2012 2016 2020 2024

%

 
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig5_12
Source: GEM Report team analysis based on the UIS database. 

Trends in participation at ISCED 5 level must be interpreted 
with caution. The implementation of ISCED 2011 led 
to the reclassification of many programmes in Europe, 
resulting in some abrupt shifts in reported enrolment 
after its adoption in 2013. In Germany, enrolment at ISCED 
5 exceeded 300,000 students in 2002 (the latest year 
available under the previous classification) but declined to 

around 11,000 in 2023. This sharp decrease reflects the 
reclassification of programmes, with some reassigned to 
post-secondary non-tertiary education (ISCED 4), including 
two- and three-year health-sector school programmes, 
and others, including Berufsakademien and some 
Fachschule programmes, reclassified as bachelor’s or 
equivalent (ISCED 6) (UNESCO, 2025).
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of university students increased between 1976 and 
2021 from 9.6% to 13.1% among Blacks (although down 
from 15% in 2010), from 3.6% to 20.6% among Hispanics, 
and from 1.8% to 7.9% among Asians (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2022). However, in 2023, the Supreme 
Court banned affirmative action in higher education 
admissions, citing violations of the equal-protection clause 
(Rios, 2023). No nationwide data have been reported 
following the ruling, although institution-level data from 
some prestigious universities reported a decline in the 
share of Black students (Thomas, 2025).

CONCLUSION
Post-secondary education has undergone a profound 
transformation globally over the past decades. 
Participation has grown rapidly, although this expansion 
has not translated proportionately into gains in terms 
of completion. In addition, unlike pre-primary, primary 
and secondary education, post-secondary education 
cannot be framed in terms of universal participation. It is 
not by chance that SDG target 4.3 emphasizes equity, 
affordability and quality instead. National objectives are 
tied to factors such as labour market structure, fiscal 
capacity and development strategies. In brief, expansion 
targets, gaps between enrolment and graduation, 
and large disparities in both participation and graduation 
are key policy challenges for all governments.

 

Expansion targets, gaps between enrolment 
and graduation, and large disparities in both 
participation and graduation are key policy 
challenges for all governments.

Robust causal evaluations of the effects of policies and 
programmes on expansion remain limited. The majority 
of studies document participation trends, student 
profiles and transition patterns rather than estimating 
the long-term impact of specific policies, whether on the 
demand side, such as loans, or on the supply side, such 
as admission mechanisms. Policy trade-offs between 
expansion, cost sharing, targeted aid and institutional 
accountability are unavoidable. Evidence reviewed in this 
chapter suggests that targeted financial support, whether 
through grants or income-contingent loans, tends to be 
more equitable and fiscally sustainable than universal 
untargeted subsidies.

Policy interventions which can have a positive impact on 
an equitable expansion of higher education opportunities 
include investments in quality, credit recognition and 
flexible pathways. Diversification – for instance through 
short-cycle programmes, open and distance learning – 
offers new opportunities but may also create hierarchies 
if mobility between different types of higher education 
institutions is not facilitated. Operational qualifications 
frameworks and credit transfer systems can play a 
constructive role in that respect. 
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Leaving no one behind is the ‘the central, transformative 
promise’ of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 

Development, representing a commitment to ‘eradicate 
poverty in all its forms, end discrimination and 
exclusion, and reduce inequalities and vulnerabilities’ 
(United Nations Sustainable Development Group, 2019; 
p. 12). To understand whether progress is being made, 
data on development outcome indicators need to be 
disaggregated by sex, wealth, location and a range of 
other characteristics – some of which may be comparable 
between countries and others which may only be relevant 
for comparisons within countries. With the exception 
of disparity by sex, the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) between 2000 and 2015 did not emphasize 
disaggregation, but the growing availability of survey data 
in the 2000s have allowed attention to turn to inequality 
and how to address it. 

The education sector was one of those sectors that used 
disaggregated data to shed light on large disparities. This 
commitment was expressed strongly in the 2010 EFA 
Global Monitoring Report on marginalization and the launch 
of the first version of what was to become the World 
Inequality Database on Education (WIDE), which helped 
visualize not only disparity by individual characteristics 
but also, critically, their intersection. Of course, there is 
much more to equity in education than disaggregated 
statistics on education outputs and outcomes: these are 
only manifestations of the impact of unequal resource 
distribution (e.g. allocating teachers) and biased structural 
processes (e.g. streaming students) that exclude and 
discriminate. Still, these statistics serve as a powerful 
summary of social injustice. 

With the benefit of hindsight, this section reviews the 
progress and limitations of monitoring education inequality 
over the past 25 years from a comparative perspective. 
It begins with a summary of the promise and perils of the 
belief that monitoring progress towards equity is possible 
and can yield unambiguous comparative insights between 
countries and over time. It discusses three key issues that 
have dampened that initial optimism. It then discusses 
selected findings that do emerge from internationally 
comparable data sources, documenting how disparity by 
sex, wealth and location have evolved over time. 

MONITORING EQUITY IN EDUCATION IS 
NOT STRAIGHTFORWARD
Household survey data sets already started demonstrating 
striking disparity between population groups in the 
1990s. Around the middle of that decade, three major 
multipurpose household survey programmes were 
consolidated and standardized: the World Bank Living 

Standards Measurement Survey (LSMS), the US-funded 
Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) and the UNICEF 
Multiple Indicators Cluster Survey (MICS). As their publicly 
available data sets accumulated, they started painting 
a broader picture of inequality. All surveys contained 
basic information on household members’ education 
participation and attainment that could be linked to 
individual characteristics. Some characteristics that were 
less commonly observed and previously hidden, such as 
ethnicity and religion, suddenly came to the forefront. 
This situation created optimism and led to the ‘leave no 
one behind’ principle in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, to targets (such as SDG target 4.5 on equity 
in education), and to a monitoring framework characterized 
by explicit references to equity. SDG target 17.18 on 
statistical capacity called on data to be disaggregated 
‘by income, gender, age, race, ethnicity, migratory status, 
disability, geographic location, and other characteristics 
relevant to national contexts’ (United Nations, 2015; p. 27).

Data disaggregation was also one of the nine principles of 
the Data Revolution for Sustainable Development initiative: 
‘No one should be invisible. To the extent possible and with 
due safeguards for individual privacy and data quality, 
data should be disaggregated across many dimensions 
… with due protections for privacy and human rights. 
Disaggregated data can provide a better comparative 
picture of what works, and help inform and promote 
evidence-based policy making at every level’ (Independent 
Expert Advisory Group, 2014; p. 22).

 

What matters more than global monitoring is 
encouraging, if not demanding, that countries 
put the monitoring of equity at the heart of 
their governance and policy frameworks

However, it is fair to say that the initial promise appears 
to have stalled, including in education. Three issues 
appear key from a global perspective: the relevance of the 
monitoring framework – and of global monitoring of equity; 
the availability of appropriate data; and the limitations of 
comparisons. Ultimately, what matters more than global 
monitoring – and where global actors can make the biggest 
contribution – is encouraging, if not demanding, that 
countries put the monitoring of equity at the heart of their 
governance and policy frameworks, respecting principles of 
data quality, integrity, timeliness, transparency, openness, 
usability, independence, capacity and rights.
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FI GURE 6.1: 
Lessons from the parity index on the level and trend of education inequality in countries are limited without contextual 
analysis
Wealth parity index of the upper secondary completion rate, all countries with data, 2000–24
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Note: The wealth parity index is the ratio of the indicator value (in this case, the upper secondary completion rate) for the poorest 20% of youth relative to 
the indicator value for the richest 20% of youth. Each dot represents a country-year observation. The red line shows the expected relationship between 
completion and wealth parity estimated using a regression. The shaded area indicates ±1 standard deviation around the expected parity level. 
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig6_1
Source: GEM Report team analysis of the UIS database. 

systematically lower than expected can vary and may not 
be strictly education related. It can be related to economics, 
history and geography or even with the sensitivity of the 
data set analysed to distinguish between groups (in this 
case, between the poorest and the richest). 

The same clear relationship between overall completion 
and the parity index is shown in the case of disparity 
between rural and urban areas. But there are also 

differences in the shape of this relationship. The increase 
of the ‘expected’ disparity line accelerates as the 
completion rate comes closer to 100% in the case of wealth 
but is constant or even slows down as the completion rate 
comes closer to 100% in the case of location. In fact, there 
are many countries with high rates of completion where 
more youth complete upper secondary school in rural areas 
than in urban areas (Figure 6.2).
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FI GURE 6.2: 
Rural–urban gaps narrow as upper secondary completion rises
Location parity index of the upper secondary completion rate, all countries with data, 2000–24
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Note: The location parity index is the ratio of the indicator value (in this case, the upper secondary completion rate) for youth in rural areas relative to the 
indicator value for youth in urban areas. Each dot represents a country-year observation. The red line shows the expected relationship between completion 
and location parity estimated using a regression. The shaded area indicates ±1 standard deviation around the expected parity level. 
GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig6_1
Source: GEM Report team analysis of the UIS database. 

There are at least two reasons for the observed 
differences in the evolution of disparity by wealth and 
by location. First, the characteristics being compared are 
different: on the one hand two equal-sized groups at the 
extreme end of the wealth distribution are being compared 
(the poorest fifth and the richest fifth), setting aside the 
middle 60%, and on the other two groups (rural and urban), 
which span the entire population, whose size is changing 
over time, as the urban group grows at the expense of the 
rural group due to internal migration. Second, sizeable 
wealth gaps may persist, reflecting multiple overlapping 
and complex barriers (e.g. direct costs, opportunity costs, 

household shocks, unequal access to quality services), 
while rural–urban gaps may be more positively impacted 
by interventions directly linked to service availability and 
distance: once schools and transport are in place in rural 
areas, parity can be achieved move rapidly.

Again, the core message remains that comparisons 
need to be made in context, comparing like for like. 
The fact that some countries with low upper secondary 
completion rate values (e.g. Lesotho, Nepal), medium 
values (e.g. Costa Rica, Uruguay) and high values 
(e.g. Slovenia, Spain) have systematically higher location 
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FI GURE 6.3: 
Disaggregated completion rate data have been reported by at most two thirds of countries on location and one half of 
countries on wealth
Number of countries with at least one reported data point on the lower secondary completion rate, by five-year periods, 2000–25 
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig6_3
Source: GEM Report team analysis of the UIS database. 

 

The number of data points is insufficient to 
provide inequality trends for most countries

Further analysis shows that the number of data points 
is insufficient to provide inequality trends for most 
countries. In the case of location, 24% of countries 
have no observations at all and 44% have no more 
than three observations in 25 years. In the case of 
wealth, 36% of countries have no observations at all 
and 62% have no more than three observations in 
25 years (Figure 6.4). Disaggregation of these statistics 
by region also shows that some regions are under- or 
over-represented. Sub-Saharan African countries are 
generally overrepresented among the countries with 
a sizeable number of observations (between 4 and 14) 
disaggregated by location and wealth because they 
are prioritized by international surveys programme; 
by contrast, Northern Africa and Western Asia and 
Oceania are overrepresented among the countries 
with zero or at most 1 to 3 observations. European and 
Latin American countries are the only ones with more than 
15 observations disaggregated by location – and only 
Latin American countries by wealth (Figure 6.5). These 
patterns are explained below but one conclusion is that the 
monitoring of education inequality is selective, as certain 
countries are less likely to be monitored.

F IG U R E 6.4: 
Since 2000, two thirds of countries have no more 
than three completion rate observations disaggregated 
by wealth
Number of countries by the number of reported data points 
on the lower secondary completion rate disaggregated by 
location and wealth, 2000–24 
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Source: GEM Report team analysis of the UIS database. 
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FI GURE 6.5: 
Latin America is the only region with long-term trends on completion rate inequality by wealth in the global database
Distribution of countries with reported data points on the lower secondary completion rate disaggregated by location and wealth, by 
region and by number of data points, 2000–24 
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It is important to note that while, in principle, countries 
should be reporting directly on SDG global indicator 4.5.1, 
the statistics are compiled by the UNESCO Institute for 
Statistics (UIS) and the Global Education Monitoring (GEM) 
Report, as part of their collaboration for the WIDE data set. 
They mainly draw on the publicly available DHS, LSMS and 
MICS microdata sets, which explains the high coverage rate 
in sub-Saharan Africa. They also carry out complementary 
efforts including: a collaboration between the UIS and the 
United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Latin 
America and the Caribbean to process the latter’s national 
household survey database (which explains the high 
coverage rate of this region); analysis by the GEM Report 
as part of research projects of resources such as the 
Luxembourg Income Study and the Eurostat Surveys of 
Income and Living Conditions and Labour Force Surveys; 
analysis of census data from the Integrated Public Use 
Microdata Series (IPUMS) International at the University 
of Minnesota; analysis of academic research survey data 
sets; and analysis of national household survey data sets 
upon direct requests to national statistical offices. 

This means that the data that are available is not what 
countries report directly but instead the result of some 
data sets being easily available for analysis to the UIS 
and the GEM Report – and additional efforts by the two 
entities to increase coverage by analysing additional 

available data sets, with a focus on those countries that 
are critical to be able to estimate reliable regional and 
global aggregates. 

Centralizing the analysis of such data is, to a large extent, 
necessary to ensure consistency, which each individual 
country cannot offer on its own. But the process is 
not as efficient as it should be. There is no systematic 
process by which countries make their data sets publicly 
available. In 2004, as part of the Marrakech Action Plan for 
Statistics, the International Household Survey Network 
and the Accelerated Data Program were launched to 
improve household survey programmes, including through 
standards and software tools to help national statistical 
offices produce, document, anonymize, archive and 
disseminate microdata (Ngo, 2015). National data archives 
that listed available microdata sets to which users could 
request access were established in 37 of 65 countries, 
although by the early 2010s many of the countries 
still had not activated the features which permitted 
downloading microdata (Thomson et al., 2013). As the 
programme wrapped up, many archives stopped operating, 
as resources were no longer available for their upkeep 
(Hoogeveen and Nguyen, 2019). The World Bank microdata 
catalogue is an important resource but much of the survey 
data sources critical for monitoring education inequality 
and which are used by the World Bank for other purposes – 
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People with disability are more likely to be comparable 
between countries than other groups discussed in 
this section. Although countries have varied in their 
identification of disability, ranging from medical and 
administrative to functional definitions based on activity 
limitations, standardized instruments based on the 
Washington Group questions have been recently adopted 
by 75 countries in their censuses and surveys and are 
expected to improve the availability of disaggregated, 
comparable data on education participation and 
attainment by disability status in the near future. Having 
said that, monitoring the education status of people with 
disability is also subject to a challenge common to some 
other groups, in that if they are too small a population 
group, they may not generate reliable statistics because 
they are not captured in surveys in sufficient numbers 
unless the sample size is large enough.

Surveys have been key in highlighting the relative 
education status of different groups. There is enormous 
value in recognizing and giving visibility to groups through 
statistics at the international level. However, this is not 
about monitoring the global situation, which can only be 
done impreciely. Rather, it is about encouraging countries 
and holding them accountable for ensuring that inequality 
issues feature explicitly in national education monitoring 
and policy agendas.

HOW HAS EDUCATION DISPARITY 
EVOLVED IN THE PAST 25 YEARS?
Having reviewed the benefits and challenges of monitoring 
education inequality, this final section summarizes 
aggregate trends, primarily using the parity index as a 
guide. Gender parity offers the highest level of conceptual 
clarity and data continuity, as it is the most comparable 
and stable individual characteristic. The expansion of 
schooling, combined with targeted policies to promote 
girls’ participation, has substantially reduced gender 
gaps in most parts of the world. Yet aggregate measures 
of parity, at the regional and global level, often conceal 
important differences between countries. To highlight 
this contrast, a balanced panel of countries was grouped 
into seven categories according to the level of the gender 
parity index, defined over participation (gross enrolment 
ratio) at five education levels (from pre-primary to tertiary) 
at three points in time (2000, 2015 and 2024). 

The analysis shows that the number of countries at parity 
has increased between 2000 and 2024, for example from 
42% to 57% in lower secondary and from 17% to 31% in 
upper secondary education. It also shows that the share 

of countries with high disparity at the expense of girls 
(fewer than 9 girls for every 10 boys enrolled) has fallen 
drastically, from 15% to 2% in primary, from 20% to 4% in 
lower secondary, and from 18% to 5% in upper secondary 
education. This is part of the general trend for young men 
to be less likely to be enrolled in upper secondary and, 
especially, tertiary education, which was already present in 
2000 (Figure 6.6).

While gender allows a broad, system-wide comparison, 
extending this analysis to location and wealth drastically 
reduces the number of countries for which this 
disaggregation can be compared over time. While findings 
should therefore be interpreted as indicative, the gaps 
visualized in this way are still strikingly pervasive. Between 
the mid-2000s and the early 2020s, the number of 
countries that achieved parity between rural and urban 
areas increased from 47% to 67% in primary, from 24% to 
45% in lower secondary, and from 5% to 19% in upper 
secondary education. While there is a tendency to close 
the gaps, the share of countries with extreme disparity at 
the expense of rural areas (fewer than 8 attending school 
in rural areas for every 10 attending school in urban areas) 
is still 16% in primary, 24% in lower secondary, and 43% in 
upper secondary education (Figure 6.7). 

 

The share of countries with extreme disparity 
at the expense of the poorest in the early 
2020s was 83% in pre-primary, 21% in primary, 
29% in lower secondary and 55% in upper 
secondary education

Disparity is strongest in relation to wealth. Between the 
mid-2000s and the early 2020s, only a handful of countries 
achieved parity in education between the poorest and the 
richest at any level. A comparative analysis also highlights 
a very large disparity remaining at the pre-primary 
education level, as documented earlier (Chapter 3), which 
declines somewhat at the primary and lower secondary 
level, before increasing again at the upper secondary 
level. The share of countries with extreme disparity at the 
expense of the poorest (fewer than 8 attending school 
among the poorest for every 10 attending school among 
the richest) in the early 2020s was 83% in pre-primary, 
21% in primary, 29% in lower secondary and 55% in upper 
secondary education (Figure 6.8). 
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FI GURE 6.6: 
Gender parity in access to education has improved, but gaps persist at higher levels
Percentage of countries by level of the adjusted gender parity index of the gross enrolment ratio, by education level, 2000, 2015 and 
2024
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FI GURE 6.7: 
Large disparities remain in secondary school completion between rural and urban areas
Percentage of countries by level of the adjusted location parity index of the net attendance rate, by education level, 2003–07, 
2013–17 and 2020–24
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FI GURE 6.8: 
Wealth-related gaps are largest at the pre-primary education level
Percentage of countries by level of the adjusted wealth parity index of the net attendance rate, by education level, 2003–07, 
2013–17 and 2020–24
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THERE HAS BEEN PROGRESS IN REDUCING 
INSTITUTIONAL SEGREGATION IN EDUCATION
As mentioned in the methodology (Chapter 2), the parity 
index has been used to select and showcase countries 
that have made progress towards eliminating gender, 
location and wealth inequality. But this approach would 
not have allowed the selection of countries that have 
made progress towards another critical area: disability 
inclusion. As explained above, there are simply not 
enough and reliable observations on trends in access to 
education for learners with disability to identify countries 
that have made progress in this area. However, inequality 
in education is not only about observed outcomes. It is 
also about processes that shape how education systems 
organize such access. Streaming students into different 
types of school is an often inequitable mechanism that 
characterizes some education systems. An extreme 
manifestation is assigning students with disability to 
special instead of mainstream schools. 

The Transformative Monitoring for Enhanced Equity 
(TransMonEE) database that UNICEF maintains 
for European and Central Asian countries compiles 

harmonized administrative and survey-based indicators 
on children, including children with disability, using as 
consistent as possible definitions and reporting protocols 
over time. While its geographic coverage is limited, 
it offers a rare opportunity for longitudinal analyses of 
various issues. For example, it is possible to observe how 
the enrolment of students with disability has grown in 
mainstream and special schools. In almost all countries, 
enrolment of students with disability has increased in 
mainstream schools, more than doubling since 2015 in 
Georgia, Latvia, North Macedonia, Poland and Türkiye. 
Trends in special school enrolment, however, have 
been more heterogeneous. In Armenia, Latvia and the 
Republic of Moldova, it has declined sharply, consistent 
with national inclusion policies. But in Tajikistan and 
Türkiye, it increased by more than half, and to a lesser 
extent in Kazakhstan, Poland and Slovakia, suggesting 
parallel expansion rather than a move of these students 
between school types (Figure 6.9). This may reflect 
improved identification of disabilities, demographic 
changes or institutional inertia, even as inclusive education 
frameworks gain prominence.
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FI GURE 6.9: 
Inclusion advances unevenly: enrolment of students with 
disability in regular and special schools
Relative change in number of students with disabilities 
enrolled in mainstream and special schools, selected 
countries, 2015 and 2023
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Source: GEM Report team analysis of the TransMONEE database. 

CONCLUSION 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development capitalized 
on the growing availability of household survey data that 
gained momentum in the 2000s. Such data fuelled interest 
in the disaggregation of development outcomes by groups 
defined on the basis of sex, location, wealth, disability, 
migration, displacement, ethnicity, language, religion, 
race and a host of other characteristics. The development 
of the World Inequality Database on Education was 
made possible by that rich source of data and also added 
the interesting – and crucial – view of intersecting 
characteristics. 

 

Agenda by committing to use their data 
more effectively, monitoring groups whose 
disadvantage matters in their societies, and 
holding themselves accountable

However, after the initial optimism fuelled by the striking 
visualization of inequality, a pause for consideration 
is needed, as noted in the stocktaking exercise in this 
section. The core indicator on education equity in SDG 4, 
the parity index needs to be analysed with care so it is 
clearly an indicator of equity rather than of progress of the 
indicator. Data availability has been a persistent challenge, 
even if existing sources could be analysed more efficiently. 
Last but not least, many of the characteristics which 
were expected to be used as a basis for disaggregation 
are not suited to international comparison. In conclusion, 
despite efforts at the international level, countries need 
to more actively embrace the education equity agenda by 
committing to use their data more effectively, monitoring 
groups whose disadvantage matters in their societies, 
and holding themselves accountable for reporting 
on progress. 
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In Armenia, the percentage of children with disabilities 
who attended a special school fell from 37.5% in 2015 to 
6.5% in 2023. This is the largest relative drop observed 
in Central and Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and 
Central Asia in this period, a region where many countries 
have been reforming their education systems to shed 
the legacy of educational segregation of children with 
disabilities, which was standard during the period of 
state socialism. Together with Georgia, Lithuania and the 
Republic of Moldova, Armenia reported fewer than 10% of 
children with disabilities still being enrolled in special 
educational institutions in 2023 (Figure 1).

FI GURE 1: 
The share of children with disabilities in special schools 
plummeted
Percentage of children with disabilities 0 to 17 years old in 
education who attended a special school, selected countries 
in Eastern and Central Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia, 
2015–23
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Armenia embarked on structural reforms of its public 
education system in the aftermath of the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, embracing inclusive education as a way to 
move beyond the former medical model of disability and 
moving towards a pedagogical-psychological approach 
that responds to diverse learner needs. The 2005 Law 
on Education of Persons with Special Education Needs 
introduced the concept of inclusive education and support 
for students with disabilities at three levels: the school, 
regional and national. In 2021, the Law on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities promoted accessibility and social 
inclusion and the Law on Functional Assessment regulated 
a psychosocial assessment of disabilities (UNICEF, 2022). 

Following a pilot inclusive education project in Tavush 
province between 2009 and 2012 (Bridge of Hope, 2023b), 
the general education law was amended in 2014 to pave 
the way to universal inclusive education (Nazaryan, 2021). 
In 2016, the Action Plan and Schedule for introducing 
an inclusive education system were approved, adopting 
a commitment to make all schools inclusive by August 
2025 (United Nations, 2022). 

Special schools were gradually converted into 
pedagogical-psychological support services, offering 
child and family support. In 2019, 10 of the 18 public 
special schools, most of them located in rural areas 
were converted. As a result, the number of students in 
segregated special schools fell by 75% between 2017 and 
2019, whereas enrolment of students with disabilities in 
public mainstream schools increased by almost five times 
between 2011 and 2023 (Figure 2). While all students are 
meant to be educated in regular schools (Human Rights 
Watch, 2021; Mullins et al., 2024), as of 2024, there were 
seven public special schools with about 500 students 
(Armenia Statistical Committee, 2024c). In 2020, universal 
inclusive education was extended to pre-primary 
institutions. The implementation was staggered in various 
regions with the aim of covering the entire country by 
2023 (Armenia Ministry of Education, 2021).

The process of identification and assessment has also 
been reformed to better target children with disabilities 
(UNICEF, 2022). Established in 2017, the Republican 
Pedagogical-Psychological Centre and its more 
than 20 territorial units are in charge of assessing 
disability. The mandate of the centre is to increase 
accessibility and efficiency in education through 
advocacy, training and monitoring activities (Republican 
Pedagogical-Psychological Centre, 2025). Upon family 
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request, a functional assessment is conducted by a 
group of three to five multidisciplinary specialists. 
The procedures have been refined over time to tailor 
intervention measures (Martirosyan, 2023). Improvements 
in the identification and assessment process and growing 
awareness among families have led to an increase by 
almost 30% in the identification of children with disabilities 
since 2011 (Armenia Statistical Committee, 2024b; 
UNICEF, 2022).

Civil society and non-governmental organizations have 
been central to the development and implementation of 
inclusive education. The Ministry of Education, Science, 
Culture and Sports involved them actively through a 
dedicated working group (OECD, 2024). Since early 2000, 
the NGO Bridge of Hope has influenced policy debate on 
inclusion. In collaboration with the education ministry, 
it piloted projects, provided pedagogical and psychological 
support to local schools and training courses to 
professionals, supported family and communities through 
support centres, and organized sensitization campaigns 
(Bridge of Hope, 2023a).

Nevertheless, despite considerable efforts and the 
near achievement of the target to universalize inclusive 
education by 2025, some children are reportedly still kept 
at home, even if they are officially registered in schools. 
Teachers may phone or visit them to provide basic literacy 
and numeracy education and occasionally administer 
examinations. Home education is legally permitted by 
health conditions. Yet many students end up only receiving 
a limited form of education on a long-term basis and 
cannot benefit from meaningful interaction with their 
peers (Human Rights Watch, 2017).

This is due to several reasons. First, mainstream schools 
have not been fully prepared for the transition. School 
buildings lack basic physical and reasonable accessibility 
features, such as ramps, lifts and accessible bathrooms 
(Human Rights Watch, 2017, 2021). In 2024, it is calculated 
that one in four public educational buildings would need 
some form of reparation (Armenia Statistical Committee, 
2024a). The now defunct US Agency for International 
Development funded a project between 2018 and 2021 to 
strengthen inclusive education that focused on making 
at least 100 educational facilities more accessible and 
equipping them with the necessary learning materials 
(UNPRPD, 2022). 

Second, segregation practices persist in mainstream 
schools. Many children with disabilities may be present in 
the classroom but not fully benefit from the curriculum. 
Their education often consists of a reduced schedule 
based on the availability of professionals (Human Rights 
Watch, 2017). Children attending mainstream schools are 

FI GURE 2: 
Children have been increasingly identified and enrolled in 
regular schools
Number of children with disabilities 0 to 17 years old in 
public regular and special schools and number of registered 
children with disabilities 0 to 17 years old, 2010–24
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Latin America is the region of the world with the highest 
level of income inequality. And yet the region has made 
a major effort to monitor household living conditions 
and to introduce social programmes aimed at reducing 
socioeconomic gaps. Few Latin American countries have 
made as rapid and impressive progress in narrowing 
educational inequality as Bolivia, even though there 
has been dramatic change in many countries. In 2000, 
only 31% of adolescents from the poorest households in 
Bolivia completed lower secondary school, compared to 
87% from the richest households. Within just five years, 
this 56-percentage-point gap was slashed by two thirds 
to 17 percentage points. As of 2021, 94% of the poorest 
adolescents were completing lower secondary school. 
Bolivia’s achievement matches that of the other Andean 
but much richer countries of Ecuador and Peru and far 
exceeds two Central American countries, Honduras and 
El Salvador (Figure 1).

Progress of a similar magnitude has also taken place in 
upper secondary completion. In 2000, only 10% of youth 
from the poorest households completed upper secondary 
school, compared to 87% from the richest households. 

Within just five years, this 57-percentage-point gap was 
cut by 40% to 35 percentage points. As of 2021, 65% of 
the poorest youth were completing upper secondary 
school compared to 88% of the richest youth. This is a 
more equitable outcome than what Ecuador, El Salvador 
and Peru have achieved. And in Honduras, just 21% of the 
poorest completed upper secondary school compared to 
77% of the richest. 

The expansion of access to lower secondary education has 
been accompanied by an increase in the repetition rate 
in lower secondary, which rose from 3% in 2000 to 6% in 
2021, a perhaps hard-to-avoid consequence of inclusion. 
As access expanded, a growing number of students from 
not only poor but also rural and indigenous households 
who might have been the first in their family to progress 
so far in education entered and remained in school. 
These newly included groups often face greater learning 
challenges and are more likely to repeat grades – but in 
just a few years they were repeating without dropping out. 
By 2020, only 8% of Bolivians aged 18 to 24 had left school 
early, one of the lowest figures in the region, compared 
with 19% across Latin America (Arias Ortiz et al., 2024).

FI GURE 1: 
Bolivia drastically reduced socioeconomic disparity in education in a very short time
Lower secondary completion rate, by wealth quintile, Bolivia and selected Latin American countries 2000–23
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Bolivia has turned one of the world’s most unequal 
education systems into one of its most inclusive. In a 
matter of few years, it eliminated wealth gaps in lower 
secondary access and completion, deeply linked to 
historical discrimination towards its majority indigenous 
people. Debt relief, resource nationalization and 
redistributive policies made education a central pillar 
of social inclusion. Bolivia has been allocating one of 
the highest volumes of public spending on education, 
exceeding not just the minimum (4% of GDP and 15% of 
total public expenditure) but also both the maximum 
(6% and 20%, respectively) international benchmarks 
throughout the period since 2006 (Figure 2). But there is 
a concern that spending inefficiency is high (Arias Ortiz 
et al., 2024) and that more needs to be done to strengthen 
vocational pathways to align education with the economy 
the country hopes to build (Andersen et al., 2020). 

FI GURE 2: 
Bolivia has been spending well above the two high 
international benchmarks in education
Public education expenditure as share of GDP and as share of 
total public expenditure, Bolivia, 2006–24

2012

2020

0

5

10

15

20

25

0 2 4 6 8 10

Pu
bli

c e
du

ca
tio

n e
xp

en
dit

ur
e a

s s
ha

re
 of

 to
ta

l p
ub

lic
 

Public education expenditure as share of GDP (%)

Minimum international benchmark: 15%

M
in

im
um

 in
te

rn
at

ion
al 

be
nc

hm
ar

k: 
4%

GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Bolivia_fig2
Source: UIS database.

2026 •  GLOBAL EDUCATION MONITORING REPORT 269C H A P T E R   6  •  E quity   

6



Ethiopia has long been one of the most educationally 
disadvantaged countries in the world. Prior to 1974, 
schooling was limited to a small urban elite (Teshome, 
2008). In 1974, a military junta seized power and 
established the Soviet-inspired Derg regime, which 
initiated the first major expansion of the schooling system. 
This saw the primary gross enrolment rate increase 
from 18% to 42% in 1983. But political repression and the 
ensuing famine in the mid-1980s ended this growth and 
ultimately led to the regime’s overthrow by the Ethiopian 
People's Revolutionary Democratic Front in 1991. In the 
mid-1990s, primary education began expanding rapidly 
and the completion rate increased from 22% in 1995 to 
68% in 2020, or by 1.9 percentage points per year, more 
than twice as fast as the rest of sub-Saharan Africa, 
reducing the gap from 33 to 6 percentage points (Figure 1). 

The expansion was accompanied by a narrowing of 
disparity between urban and rural areas. The gap fell 
from 54 percentage points in 2000, when 6% of children 
in rural areas completed primary school (4% of girls and 
8% of boys), to 34 percentage points in 2019, when 34% of 
children in rural areas completed primary school (with 
gender parity) (Figure 2a). The gap was also reduced 
among the large regional states established in 1992. 
For example, for every 100 children finishing primary 
school in Addis Ababa, there were 22 children in Oromia 
and in the Southern Nations, Nationalities, and Peoples' 
Region (SNNPR) who were completing primary school in 
2000, which grew to 64 children in 2019 (Figure 2b). 

Three factors are worth noting about the geographically 
equitable expansion of primary education in Ethiopia: 
decentralization reforms, investment in health and the 
efficient use of external financing.

First, decentralization reforms in Ethiopia were introduced 
as part of broader government efforts to improve service 
delivery by strengthening public sector efficiency and 
accountability. The process unfolded in two stages. 
Between 1991 and 1994, the central government 
established a four-tier governance structure, comprising 
the central, regional, zone and woreda (district) levels, 
and devolved state powers to the newly established 
ethnolinguistic regions. In 2002, decentralization was 
extended to the woreda level in four regions that together 
accounted for about 90% of the population. In these 
regions, woreda governments assumed responsibility for 
the bulk of service delivery and received block grants from 
their regional governments, amounting to almost half 
of regional public expenditure. As Ethiopia experienced 
rapid economic growth in the 2000s, federal block grants 
allocated to regional governments increased significantly 
and the real per capita share of the regional budget 
transferred to woredas increased by 2.5% per year (World 
Bank, 2010). In 2011, it was estimated that 60% of these 
grants were channelled to education, followed by health 
and agriculture that received about 20% each (Faguet et al., 
2019; Garcia and Rajkumar, 2008; World Bank, 2010). 

FI GURE 1: 
Between 1995 and 2020, Ethiopia achieved major 
educational expansion
Primary completion rate, modelled estimates and by source, 
and primary gross enrolment ratio, Ethiopia, 1981–2024 
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CONFLI CT IN ETHIOPIA HAS HAD A DE VASTATING IM PAC T ON E DU C ATION 

Since the late 2010s, Ethiopia has been marred by ethnic violence with disastrous consequences, including the reversal of its educational 
development. The instability is rooted in the country’s 1995 constitution, which promoted ethnicity-based federalism, a politically 
necessary but also risky arrangement (Taye, 2017). Deteriorating relations between the federal government and the Tigray region 
culminated in a war between 2020 and 2022, which involved neighbouring Eritrea. All warring parties in Tigray were involved in attacking, 
pillaging and occupying schools (Human Rights Watch, 2021) with 88% of school infrastructure damaged, and children traumatized 
including by famine (European Commission, 2025). It is estimated that half of all students in affected areas, notably in eastern Tigray, 
were unable to attend primary school, and the average walking distance to the closest school increased from 2.2 to 4.8 kilometres (Belay 
et al., 2023). Further, insurgencies by the Oromo Liberation Army and the Amhara Fano militias means that conflict has spilled over into 
the two most populous regional states since 2023. 

Between 2020 and 2023, according to the Ministry of Education, enrolment fell by 24% and the primary gross enrolment ratio fell by 
29 percentage points. Between 2017 and 2024, the primary completion rate fell by 21 percentage points among girls and by 25 percentage 
points among boys (Ethiopia Ministry of Education, 2025). The number of out-of-school children of primary school age increased from 
1.8 million in 2017 to 4.7 million in 2021 before declining slightly to 4.2 million in 2024. While the government has invested in education on a 
massive scale, increasing its share in GDP from 2.3% in 1993 to 3.6% in 2002 and 5.5% in 2006, a level which it maintained until 2017, conflict 
over the past decade has meant that investment in education has plummeted to 3.7% in 2022 and 2.3% in 2024.

FI GURE 2: 
Geographic gaps in primary completion decreased significantly in Ethiopia by 2020
Primary completion rate, Ethiopia

a. By sex and location, 2000–22 b. By region, 2000–19
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In Mongolia, girls have consistently had higher secondary 
school attendance and completion rates than boys. 
The disparity increased in the 1990s during the years of 
transition from state socialism and peaked in 2000 when 
there were just 61 boys for every 100 girls who completed 
upper secondary school. In 1997, 47% of boys completed 
lower secondary school compared to 64% of girls. In 2000, 
just 23% of boys completed upper secondary school 
compared to 39% of girls. Completion rates have improved 
markedly since then: by 1.7 percentage points per year in 
lower secondary education (reaching universal completion 
and gender parity in 2022) and by 2.4 percentage points 
per year in upper secondary education, inching closer 
towards parity (Figure 1). In the 2024/25 school year, 
the percentage of boys among all those enrolled was 

51% in primary and lower secondary education and 46% in 
upper secondary education. The lowest share of boys in 
total upper secondary enrolment was in the Eastern region 
(42%) (Mongolia Ministry of Education, 2025b).

This gender gap can be explained by a variety of contextual 
factors: as an outcome of nomadic traditions, labour 
demand and gender norms that privileged boys’ work over 
their schooling. In rural areas, boys have been relied upon 
for herding, seasonal migration and harvesting. In towns, 
they have been pulled out of school to work in informal 
mining, construction or transport. Social norms reinforce 
this pattern: boys are expected to be resilient, independent 
and economically useful early on (Mongolia National 
Coalition of Civil Society, 2024).

FI GURE 1: 
In Mongolia, after a period of extreme disparity, boys are catching up with girls in secondary education
a. Secondary completion rate, by sex and level, Mongolia, 1990–
2024  

b. Gender parity index of the secondary completion rate, by level, 
Mongolia, 1990–2024  
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Society, 2024). A study to determine the current state and 
capacity of dormitories in secondary schools found that 
management was challenged by insufficient participation 
and cooperation of parents and guardians, inadequate 
facilities and budget, and too many children (National 
Institute of Education Research and UNICEF, 2025).

Efforts have been made to improve rural teaching quality, 
including through salary incentives and initiatives to 
attract men into a profession that is now overwhelmingly 
female. Curriculum reforms have also sought to make 
schooling more relevant to rural life, incorporating animal 
husbandry, environmental science, climate awareness 
and financial literacy. An evaluation of a non-formal 
education intervention to provide literacy and life skills 
for herder families found that 5% of learners re-entered 
formal secondary school and 47% continued primary and 
secondary education through equivalency programmes 
(UNESCO, 2022).  

Urban challenges, by contrast, remain inadequately 
addressed. Mongolia’s rapid and largely unplanned 
urbanization has overwhelmed school infrastructure. 
In 2024/25, there were 885 general education schools, 
of which 314 were in the capital Ulaanbaatar. While 
this represents substantial growth since 2015, there 
remains a chronic undersupply (UB Post, 2025). Access 
to schooling is worst for the poorest children who live on 
the outskirts of the city and may be unable to afford the 
transport cost to access school (Loo et al., 2022; Terbish 
et al., 2025). In 2021, a nationally representative migrant 
needs assessment showed that about half of migrants 
were concerned about distance to education, school 
availability or school spaces (IOM Mongolia, 2022). Many 
schools operate multiple shifts: one third of the nearly 
800,000 students in grades 1 to 12 study in a two- or 
three-shift school (Mongolia Ministry of Education, 2025d). 

FI GURE 2: 
Boarding is a prominent feature of secondary education in Mongolia
a. Number of students who requested to stay and who stay in 
a dormitory, Mongolia, 2010–24

b. Number of students who stay in a dormitory, by sex and grade, 
Mongolia, 2024/25
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Southern Asia receives negative headlines on girls’ 
education because of the plight of Afghan girls. But this 
neglects the major strides towards gender parity that have 
taken place in the region in the last 35 years. Nowhere is 
this more remarkable than in Nepal. In 1990, just 8% of girls 
completed lower secondary school ‘on time’ (i.e. according 
to the global definition, within three to five years from 
the official graduation age) and 13% ultimately completed 
with even more delay – compared to 41% of boys. By 2024, 
there was gender parity with 89% of adolescent girls 
and boys completing lower secondary school. This is not 
unique. In India, gender parity has also been achieved, 
whereas in Bangladesh there have been more girls than 
boys completing lower secondary school since 2010, with 
the gap increasing. But what is particular about Nepal 
is that it is a poorer country, started from a lower point, 
and has increased faster (by 2.2 percentage points per 
year) than its peers (1.9 points in Bangladesh, 1.8 points in 
India and 1.3 points in Pakistan) (Figure 1a). 

A similar trajectory can be observed in upper secondary 
education. Nepal has not yet achieved gender parity at 
this level, as an estimated 44% of girls are completing 
upper secondary school (up from 1% in 1990) compared to 
53% of boys. But since 2005, the female upper secondary 
completion rate has been growing at 1.9 percentage points 
per year, on par with India and faster than Bangladesh and 
Pakistan (Figure 1b).

Administrative data confirm that girls and boys have nearly 
equal access in secondary education. Disaggregated by 
sector, girls made up 52% of upper secondary enrolment 
in public (‘community’) schools and 42% in private 
(‘institutional’) schools in 2024/25. Combining the two 
types of school, there is near parity in secondary (grades 
9 to 10) and higher secondary (grades 11 to 12) education. 
There is also gender parity in secondary and higher 
secondary enrolment among boys and girls from ethnic 
groups (janjati) and castes (dalit), who were traditionally 
perceived as having a lower status in society.

Nepal has undergone major socioeconomic changes in the 
past 25 years, affected by recurring political upheavals, 
including a Maoist uprising and revolution (1996–2006), 
the abolition of the monarchy and declaration of a federal 
republic in 2008 (Bhandari, 2012), a new Constitution 
with agreement on representational demands (Breen, 
2018) and the establishment of a three-tier governance 
structure in 2015 (Daly et al., 2020), as well as more recent 
anti-corruption protests that toppled the government 

(Chenoweth and Cebul, 2026). The political climate 
notwithstanding, there have been successive national 
policy efforts to improve the situation of women and girls. 
Gender discrimination – in legal systems, wealth and 
employment opportunities – has been a well-documented 
issue in Nepal that has also affected education. Gender, 
caste and ethnicity strongly conditioned entry into 
schooling (Stash and Hannum, 2001). Households were 
less willing to pay for girls’ education than for boys’. 
In 2003/04, remittances from migrant workers were spent 
disproportionately on boys’ schooling (Vogel and Korinek, 
2012). Analysis based on the Nepal Living Standards 
Survey showed that sending boys to private schools and 
girls to public schools was a common biased behaviour 
(Khanal, 2018). 

Three main reasons explain the progress of girls in recent 
years: political commitment to gender equality expressed 
in legislation, policy and programming; changes in the 
examination system; and the direct and indirect impact of 
domestic and international migration.

First, the demand for equity was consolidated in 
the 2015 Constitution, which made education an 
inalienable right for all, including the marginalized dalits. 
The 2018 Compulsory and Free Basic Education Act, 
implementing Article 31 of the Constitution, made basic 
education free and compulsory, and secondary education 
free. The establishment of constitutional rights followed 
om the gradual change in norms regarding girls’ education. 
For years, active advocacy for girls’ empowerment had 
helped broad swathes of society recognize the value of 
education for girls’ own wellbeing and the wellbeing of 
their families (Ghimire and Samuels, 2014). 

Successive sector plans – financially supported 
by the government and a coordinated group of 
development partners – had focused on gender equality. 
The 2009–15 School Sector Reform Plan had supported 
residential and non-residential scholarships (for dalits, 
martyrs, students with disability, and from the Karnali 
region) and made special provisions for women to become 
teachers, including relaxing criteria for the promotion of 
qualified female, dalit and disadvantaged teachers (Nepal 
Ministry of Education, 2009). The 2016–23 School Sector 
Development Programme focused on school construction 
with improved water and sanitation facilities, including 
upgrading existing secondary schools to provide education 
up to grade 12 and establishing at least one secondary 
school providing science at grade 11 in each constituency. 
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FI GURE 1: 
Nepal has increased girls’ lower secondary completion rates faster than its peers
Ultimate completion rate, by sex, Nepal and selected Southern Asian countries, 1990–2024
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Source: UIS database.

Free textbooks were provided up to grade 12 and 
1,650 science teachers were to be deployed to secondary 
schools. Targeted programmes were established in 
districts with low gender parity and enrolment rates, while 

key targets to be monitored and achieved were set: gender 
parity in enrolment and survival to grades 9 to 12 (Nepal 
Ministry of Education, 2016). 
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Armed conflict led to a vicious circle of mistrust that 
undermined development and exacerbated poverty 
(Özerdem and Podder, 2012). According to the 
2023 National Nutrition Survey, Bangsamoro was the 
region with the highest stunting rate among children under 
5 (34%). In the same year, 24% of households were too 
poor to buy minimum necessities, more than double the 
national average of 11%, although more than half below 
the level in 2018 (53%) (Philippine Statistics Authority, 
2024) (Figure 2). This suggests that the peace talks and 
framework agreement ushered in a period of stability that 
helped the region and Mindanao more generally, to share 
some of the benefits of national prosperity. Since 2000, 
the Philippine economy has generally experienced steady 
growth, and even faster growth since 2010 (World Bank, 
2025). 

Economic growth alone does not automatically translate 
to better social outcomes. The Philippines’ large 
conditional cash transfer Pantawid Pamilyang Pilipino 
Program (Bridging Program for the Filipino Family) 
(4Ps) provides grants to poor households for up to 
seven years conditional on compliance with health and 
education requirements, including enrolment and high 
attendance rates for all children aged 3 to 18 (Philippine 
Department of Social Welfare and Development, 
2021). Launched in 2008 and substantially expanded in 
subsequent years, it was reaching 4.5 million households 
in 2023 (Philippine Department of Social Welfare and 
Development, 2023). In Bangsamoro, 376,000 households 
were benefiting from the programme in 2020 out of 
a total of 833,000 households, or 45%, compared to a 
national coverage rate of 16% (Philippines Department of 
Social Welfare and Development, 2020) and there were 
594,000 student beneficiaries from pre-primary to grade 
12 (World Bank, 2024). The programme has been credited 
for a reduction in national poverty of about 1.4 percentage 
points per year (Acosta and Velarde, 2016). Evaluations 
have also consistently shown a positive impact on 
increased enrolment and improved attendance, particularly 
for older children. The expansion of benefits in 2014 to 
cover ages 15 to 18 boosted enrolment by 9 percentage 
points for ages 12 to 17 and by up to 30 percentage points 
for ages 16 to 17, reducing dropout rates in both urban and 
rural areas (Orbeta Jr. et al., 2023). 

The expansion of upper secondary completion rates in 
Mindanao owes not only to economic but also to education 
factors. Following the 2012 Enhanced Basic Education Act, 
the national education system underwent a major reform 
in 2013, as compulsory education was extended from 10 to 
13 years, including by 1 year of pre-primary and 2 years of 
upper secondary (grades 11 and 12), on top of the 6 years 
of primary and 4 years of lower secondary education. 
The reform aimed to address curriculum congestion, 
international mismatches in graduate qualifications, 
and poor employability. The two years of upper secondary 
education (Senior High School) offer students four 
specialized tracks: academic, technical-vocational-liveliho
od, sports, and arts and design (Race, 2023). Government 
expenditure on education increased significantly to fund 
this reform: between 2000 and 2016, the government 
spent on average 0.7% of GDP on secondary education; 
between 2017 and 2023, the share increased to 1.2% of 
GDP. Part of the increased spending went to a large-scale 
teacher recruitment programme that decreased student/
teacher ratios and considerably lowered the disparity 
between regions (World Bank, 2019a) (Figure 3).

FI GURE 2: 
One of the peace dividends in Bangsamoro was rapid 
poverty reduction 
Percentage of households whose income is insufficient to 
meet basic needs, by region, Philippines, 2006–23
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Source: Philippine Statistics Authority (2019, 2023).
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FI GURE 3: 
Student/teacher ratios fell in the 2010s
Student/teacher ratio in public lower secondary schools 
(grades 7 to 10), by region, Philippines, 2011–23
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Philippines_fig3
Source: Philippine Statistical Yearbook, various years.

Looking ahead, the main challenge is how Bangsamoro 
will use its local government potential. In other parts of 
the Philippines, decentralization in education and the role 
of local government units has been limited (Laguda et al., 
2025). In 2022, local government contributions accounted 
for only about 6% of total public financing for basic 
education. As local school boards are financed primarily 
through a 1% surcharge on local property taxes, local 
education spending remains highly uneven across regions, 
with per-student allocations ranging from less than USD 
1 in Bangsamoro to approximately USD 120 in the National 
Capital Region (Equitable Education Fund, 2023). Moreover, 
persistent governance and record-keeping challenges 
including inconsistent reporting, weak transparency and 
limited school involvement in funding decisions further 
constrain the effectiveness of local governments in 
education (World Bank, 2016).

Bangsamoro, which now has its own education ministry, 
has an opportunity to accelerate education progress 
to converge with the rest of the country. Yet, as the 
recently published Second Congressional Commission on 
Education (EDCOM II) report points out, there are looming 
challenges. While the Bangsamoro basic law mandates 
that its education system operates as a ‘subsystem of 
the national education system’, it is unclear how this 
clause is to be interpreted. National programmes (e.g. 
on remedial education) are sometimes not available or 
delayed in Bangsamoro because of confusion over funding 
channels, eligibility and agency jurisdiction. There is no 
formal coordination mechanism between the Bangsamoro 
Ministry of Basic, Higher and Technical Education and the 
Department of Education or other national authorities. 
Any engagement depends on personal relationships rather 
than institutional protocols, hampering joint planning, 
data sharing and policy alignment, with the risk that 
the region may diverge from national standards or even 
miss opportunities for technical and financial support 
(Philippines Senate, 2026).

The Alternative Learning System (ALS) was a major 
reform launched in 2004 to provide a second chance 
for out-of-school youth and adults to develop literacy 
skills and complete basic education. Evidence from a 
World Bank evaluation indicates that learners who pass 
ALS equivalency examinations often proceed to college 
or technical and vocational training, highlighting the 
programme’s potential to expand education and labour 
market opportunities in regions like Bangsamoro (World 
Bank, 2019b). Nevertheless, its overall reach and impact 
remain limited. In 2023, some 29,000 young people in 
Bangsamoro were enrolled, about 6% of the region’s 
out-of-school youth (Gatchalian, 2023). Moreover, there 
are large gaps between participation, completion and 
certification. Nationwide, fewer than half of ALS learners 
completed the programme in 2024 and only about 
17,000 passed the primary equivalency examination in 
2025, while some 96,000 passed the lower secondary 
examination, together representing approximately 
17% of total ALS enrolment (Abasola, 2024; Philippines 
Department of Education, 2025).

C H A P T E R   6  •  E quity    282 C H A P T E R   6  •  E quity   

6



In countries that have transitioned away from state 
socialism in 1990, and notably in the countries of the 
former Soviet Union, there has been a major effort to 
change the pedagogical model for children with disabilities 
and end their educational segregation (UNESCO, 2021). 
The percentage of children with disabilities who attended a 
special school in Central and Eastern Europe, the Caucasus 
and Central Asia has declined from 78% in 2005 to 29% in 
2024. Among them, the Republic of Moldova has reported 
an even faster change in this period with the share falling 
from 77% to 8% (Figure 1).

According to the country’s National Statistical 
Office, the rate of children with disabilities attending 
mainstream schools more than tripled between 2010 and 
2015 (Republic of Moldova National Statistical Office 
and UNICEF, 2024). Between 2010/11 and 2015/16 , 
the number of children with disabilities in special schools 
fell by about 2,000 students, or 67%, while their 
number in mainstream schools increased by more 
than 9,000 (Figure 2). This large increase can mainly 
be explained by the reform of the assessment system, 
which improved the identification of children with special 
educational needs, enabling more accurate and targeted 
support. Moreover, the new methodology revealed that a 
larger share of children required assistance, many of whom 
would have otherwise attended mainstream schools 
without adequate support.

FI GURE 1: 
The Republic of Moldova has achieved a rapid decline in 
the share of students with disabilities attending special 
schools
Percentage of children with disabilities 0 to 17 years old 
in education who attended a special school, Republic of 
Moldova and Central and Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and 
Central Asia, 2005/06–2024/25 
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Moldova_fig1
Source: GEM Report team based on the TransMONEE database (2023).

F IG U R E 2: 
More children with special educational needs are being 
identified in mainstream Moldovan schools
Number of students with disabilities in mainstream and in 
special schools, Republic of Moldova, 2010/11–2023/24
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_Moldova_fig2
Source: Republic of Moldova National Statistical Office and UNICEF 
(2024).
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FI GURE 6.10: 
Countries’ efforts to reach and support children from poor households vary considerably
Percentage of children and young people age 5–24 years in all households currently attending school who received (i) school tuition 
support and (ii) other school-related support during the current school year, selected countries, 2017–23
a. Countries with lower programme coverage
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b. Countries with higher programme coverage
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig6_10
Source: MICS Survey Findings reports.
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BOX 6.1: 

It is challenging to design and implement effective, efficient and fair targeting mechanisms

Targeting for redistributive purposes is often justified on fiscal grounds, as limited public resources may need to be directed to those 
most in need (García-Jaramillo, and Miranti, 2015). However, targeting is complex and prone to significant inclusion and exclusion errors, 
providing benefits to those not eligible while missing many who are (Kidd, 2017). 

Targeting may be categorical (e.g. by sex, geographic location, disability status) or may try to capture poverty, either directly (means-
tested) or indirectly (through proxy means test). It can involve different actors (e.g. communities) and processes (e.g. audits) in verifying 
and validating the information, which is important for improving precision, reducing errors and ensuring credibility. Transparency and 
simplicity are key for administrators, beneficiaries and society.

A lot depends on administrative capacity. Certain targeting mechanisms are expensive in terms of data collection, processing and 
updating. Means- and proxy means tested mechanisms require the existence of multiple, up-to-date and well-integrated registries of 
individuals and households. The objectives of accuracy, transparency and administrative feasibility are occasionally competing with each 
other, and any design involves trade-offs between them (Jones et al., 2025). 

In the case of proxy means testing, income is not actually used because there is no accurate and reliable information; instead, eligibility 
is based on a prediction using the observable characteristics (proxies) of households that are correlated with poverty. In contexts of 
widespread poverty, the administrative distinction between the poor and near poor is blurred, especially where administrative systems 
are weak, generating social tensions based on a sense of injustice. For this reason, broader or universal coverage may lend a programme 
more social legitimacy (Houssou and Zeller, 2011). Combinations of targeting mechanisms have also been recommended (ILO, 2019)

Last but not least, exclusion may happen not just during the administrative process of identification and registration but also during other 
operational stages, which depend on how payments are made and conditions are enforced. 

SCHOOL MEALS PROGRAMMES ARE KEY TO 
PROMOTING EQUITY
School meal programmes can promote equity by offering 
an incentive for poor households to send their children 
to school. By improving nutrition, they help keep children 
healthy, concentrate, do better academically and stay 
in school. The programmes have therefore become 
central to many national education plans. Their impact, 
though, depends on coverage, targeting and meal quality 
(GEM Report and Research Consortium for School Health 
and Nutrition, 2025). 

 

Feeding programmes have been found 
to increase attainment by up to half a year 
per USD 100 invested

Multi-country evaluations have shown school meal 
programmes to lead to increases in enrolment, attendance 
and learning. A Cochrane review of 38 studies in 
25 countries found a 3.4% increase in enrolment (though 
limited effects on attendance) and a 14% increase in 
mathematics scores (though limited effects in reading) 

(Kristjansson et al., 2025). A meta-analysis of studies 
in low- and middle-income countries reported positive 
impacts on enrolment and attendance (in the order of 
about 0.12 of a standard deviation) (Mendez Acosta 
and Bedasso, 2024). Feeding programmes have been 
found to increase attainment by up to half a year per 
USD 100 invested (Angrist et al., 2025). An analysis 
of economic returns to school feeding programmes in 
14 countries, of which 9 in Africa, estimated that an annual 
investment of USD 11 billion generated an estimated 
USD 156 billion in social benefits through improved lifetime 
productivity and health (Verguet et al., 2020). 

National evaluations provide additional insights. In China, 
the Nutrition Improvement Programme for Rural 
Compulsory Education Students was introduced in 2011 in 
primary and lower secondary schools in deprived rural 
areas. By 2021, the number of counties covered almost 
tripled (from 680 to 1,732), 42% of all students enrolled 
in rural schools were covered, and the government had 
disbursed more than USD 3 billion per year. An evaluation, 
which took advantage of the gradual rollout, found that the 
programme increased enrolment by 10 percentage points 
(Duan et al., 2024). In India, the Supreme Court issued 
a directive in 2001 ordering states to introduce midday 
meals in government primary schools; until then, only 
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TABLE 6.2: 
Selected new school meal programmes implemented since 2020 

Programme (Year) Funding (Year) Target population Targeting

Angola Programa Nacional de 
Alimentação Escolar
(2025)

Government
USD 435 million (2025)

All pre-primary and 
primary students 
5.4 million

Universal

Argentina Comedores Escolares 
(2024)

Federal/Provincial; 
ARS 38.7 billion 
USD 43 million (2024)

Students aged 4–14  
in vulnerable schools

Equity via decentralized 
funding

Cayman Islands Public School Meals 
Programme (2021)

Government
KYD 10.5 million 
USD 12 million (2023)

All government-school 
students

Universal coverage; 
interactive meal 
management system

Kazakhstan Free Meals for Primary 
Students (2023)

Local budgets
KZT 162 billion 
USD 320 million (2024)

All primary students Universal

Mauritania National School 
Feeding Programme 
(2020)

Government/Donors 
MRU 214 million 
USD 6 million (2020/1)

Primary students in 
poor areas

Targets high-poverty 
regions; community 
participation

Netherlands Programma 
Schoolmaaltijden 
(2023)

Education Ministry
Youth Education Fund
Red Cross
EUR 100 million (2023)

Low-income and 
special schools

Targeted

New Zealand Ka Ora, Ka Ako (2020) Government 
NZD 477.6 million 
USD 274 million (2025)

240,000 students  
in targeted schools

Focused via Equity 
Index; several delivery 
models

Russian Federation National Hot Meals 
(2020)

Federal/Regional 
RUB 43.6 billion
USD 540 million 
(2021/2)

Grades 1–4 (universal) 
and vulnerable groups

Universal  
and extra meals for 
disadvantaged children

Sierra Leone National School 
Feeding Programme 
(2021)

Government/Donors
SLE 69 million 
USD 3 million (2021/2)

Pre-primary and 
primary (80% schools)

Targets food-insecure 
chiefdoms

Sri Lanka Free School Meal 
Programme (2024)

Government
World Food Programme
United States
LKR 16.6 billion 
USD 54 million (2024)

Grades 1–5 National coverage; 
provincial delivery with 
local suppliers

Turks and Caicos Islands National School 
Nutrition Programme 
(2023)

Government
USD 1.5 million 
(2024/5)

Vulnerable students Eligibility via teacher, 
welfare or parent 
request

Uzbekistan National Primary 
School Meals (2023)

Government
UZS 2.3 trillion 
USD 190 million (2023)

All primary students Universal;  
locally sourced

Source: GEM Report team.
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was introduced in 2003 and extended to cover 16- to 
17-year-olds in 2008. It has been supporting poor families 
mainly in the northeastern region with monthly payments 
for each child attending school, while additional cash 
was provided for children under 5 that were vaccinated. 
For girls, it raised participation by 8 percentage points and 
grade progression by 10 percentage points (and for rural 
girls aged 15 to 17 by 23 percentage points) (de Brauw 
et al., 2015). By 2025, it had reached over 20 million 
families or 55 million people, providing an average of 
USD 139 per household per month, with a total budget of 
USD 35 billion in 2023 (Cavalcanti et al., 2025). 

In Colombia, Familias en Acción, a cash transfer 
programme conditional on school attendance and health 
service use, increased enrolment among rural children 
aged 8–17 by between one and seven percentage points 
(Attanasio et al., 2010) and secondary completion by four 
percentage points (Baez and Camacho, 2011). It serves 
some 3 million poor families targeted through two 
complementary mechanisms: registries of extreme poor, 
indigenous and displaced populations; and the National 
Planning Department’s multidimensional Beneficiary 
Identification System for Social Programmes index 
(Sánchez Prada and Medellín, 2015). Although relatively 
small in size (0.2% of GDP) and in cash transfer level (22% of 
the poverty line), it has been the best targeted of all 
social programmes in the country, with 56% of resources 
reaching the poorest 20% of households. In 2024, it was 
consolidated under the Renta Ciudadana (Citizen income) 
programme that consolidates related programmes with 
the aim to expand coverage (Garda and Arnold, 2025).

Long-term evaluations highlight the importance of 
predictable transfers and sustained exposure. In Honduras, 
the Programa de Asignación Familiar (Family Allowance 
Programme) increased enrolment by one to two 
percentage points, attendance by 0.8 days per month and 
grade promotion by two to four percentage points (Glewwe 
and Olinto, 2004). Later, beneficiaries were more likely 
to complete upper secondary school and enter tertiary 
education, with impacts stronger for girls and poorer 
households, which suggests that even modest short-term 
effects can accumulate into meaningful long-term gains 
(Molina Millán et al., 2020).

In Mexico, between 1997 and 2019, the programme known 
successively as Progresa, Oportunidades and Prospera, 
was the most rigorously evaluated conditional cash 
transfer with education, health and social development 
components. At the time of its closure, it was serving 
26 million people and its education component cost 
USD 1.5 billion (Aguilar et al., 2025). Randomized trials 

demonstrated substantial increases in attendance and 
grade progression, particularly at transition points (de 
Brauw and Hoddinott, 2011; Dubois et al., 2011; Parker and 
Todd, 2017). Long-term benefits were also shown in terms 
of educational attainment, occupational outcomes and 
economic mobility (Araujo and Macours, 2021). 

In other parts of the world, some cash transfer 
programmes have a long history, while others 
were inspired by Latin America. The Programme of 
Advancement through Health and Education in Jamaica has 
targeted the poorest 40% of households since 2001. Today, 
there are some 350,000 recipient households. The process 
starts with an application where households provide 
information on their socioeconomic status that is used to 
assess their eligibility. Social workers visit when eligibility 
needs to be verified. Children are eligible for an education 
transfer all the way up to secondary school completion 
if their attendance rate is at least 85%. The monthly 
transfer per child has been about 9% of the minimum wage. 
The transfer has a positive and significant effect of up to 
6.5 percentage points on the probability of primary and 
secondary school completion (Beuermann et al., 2025).

In South Asia, programmes have focused on girls’ 
education. In Bangladesh, the Female Secondary School 
Assistance Programme began in 1994, after 12 years 
of experimentation, and therefore predates the Latin 
American programmes. It has been implemented with 
conditional cash transfer features (e.g. a 75% attendance 
rate requirement) although it has functioned effectively 
as a scholarship programme. Its impact on attainment 
was initially estimated to be an increase of 1.2 years of 
schooling (Hahn et al., 2018). A longer-term assessment 
found that beneficiaries gained over three extra years of 
education and were five percentage points more likely to 
complete secondary school (Khandker et al., 2021). These 
improvements were accompanied by delayed marriage, 
reduced fertility and higher likelihood of participating in 
skilled employment, demonstrating the multigenerational 
returns of supporting girls’ secondary education. 

In Pakistan, the Punjab Female School Stipend 
Programme was launched in 2004. Quarterly stipends 
worth PKR 600 (USD 10) (about 3.4% of the median 
household consumption expenditure) were paid to each 
female student attending a public secondary school 
(grades 6 to 10), as long as they attended school at least 
80% of the time. About 80% of the stipend should have 
been enough to cover transport, uniform and textbook 
costs. An initial estimate is that the stipend increased girls’ 
lower secondary school enrolment by nine percentage 
points (Chaudhury and Parajuli, 2010). A longer-term study 
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THE ADOPTION OF EQUITY-ORIENTED MECHANISMS 
HAS BEEN ACCELERATING
For each programme, basic information on their timeline 
was recorded, including the initial year of implementation 
for each mechanism at national scale (piloting years 
were excluded) and, when applicable, the year when the 
programme was discontinued or replaced, as well as the 
starting and ending years of previous equity-oriented 
programmes. These timelines enable diffusion rates 
to be estimated, indicating the proportion of countries 
that adopted an equity-oriented programme for each 
mechanism type over time (Figure 6.11). 

FI GURE 6.11: 
Equity-oriented financing mechanisms in education have 
become global 
Number of countries with equity-oriented programmes in 
education, by financing mechanism, 2000–25
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig6_11
Source: GEM Report team analysis of policies and programmes for the 
PEER website.

Transfers to subnational governments with equity 
components are less common than other mechanisms as 
not all countries channel resources through subnational 
governments and, even if they do, it is not certain 
they transfer resources for education. Where such 
transfer mechanisms exist, they are usually long-term 
commitments and are less subject to annual fluctuations. 
The share of countries using equity-oriented transfers to 

subnational government has increased steadily, especially 
in the late 2000s, at the peak of a trend favouring 
governance reforms and fiscal decentralization. 

 

Transfers to schools are the fastest-growing 
equity financing mechanisms

Transfers to schools are the fastest-growing equity 
financing mechanisms. Unlike intergovernmental 
transfers, school grants include a heterogeneous set of 
arrangements, less likely to be a core financing mechanism 
and more likely to be standalone or block grants. 
Examples of long-lasting measures, often embedded in 
inclusive education frameworks, are the quintile ranking 
in South Africa, introduced in 1998, which allocates more 
funds to schools in poorer communities, functioning as a 
core redistributive mechanism (van Dyk and White, 2019). 
In the Netherlands, since 1985, primary schools are funded 
on a per-student basis, with different weight attached 
to whether, for example, a student’s parents are Dutch 
‘natives’ with low education or whether they have an 
immigrant background (Ladd and Fiske, 2011). By contrast, 
many other school-level transfers are more recent and 
narrowly targeted, such as programmes targeting rural 
schools in Djibouti (2022) or students with disabilities or 
special educational needs in Austria (2012), Bahrain (2005), 
Benin (2018) and Curaçao (2024).

Transfers to students and their families from education 
ministries has increased sharply since the 2000s, 
reflecting a deliberate shift toward demand-side 
measures aimed at reducing direct and indirect costs of 
schooling. On average, programmes last for 14 years, 
with several ongoing for more than two decades. 
In Ireland, the School Transport Scheme, established 
in 1967, supported 172,500 students in 2024 with a 
budget of EUR 451 million. It provides publicly funded 
transport based on distance, minority language or religion, 
special educational needs and other criteria (Citizens 
Information, 2025; Houses of the Oireachtas, 2025). 
In Kenya, the Elimu scholarship programme supports 
disadvantaged secondary students since 2005, including 
orphans, learners from low-income households, refugees 
and students with disabilities. In 2022/23, it accounted 
for 1.7% of total public education expenditure (Kenya 
Government, 2022, 2023; Kenya Ministry of Education, 
2023). But one in five programmes only last between 
two to five years, reflecting changing political priorities. 
Argentina launched the Vouchers Educativos programme 
in 2024, which provides temporary monthly vouchers to 
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FI GURE 6.12: 
Wealthier countries have a stronger equity orientation in policies and programmes 
Distribution of education equity orientation levels in national financing policies and programmes, by mechanism type, coverage and 
volume, country income group, 2025 
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig6_12
Source: GEM Report team analysis of policies and programmes for the PEER website.

Richer countries are broadly more likely to have a medium 
or high level of equity orientation than poorer countries 
in their transfers to students and households, whether 
funded from education or social protection budgets. 
This includes the case of school meals, where half of 
upper-middle and high-income countries have at least 
medium equity orientation in the coverage of their 
programmes.

POVERTY AND LOCATION ARE THE MAIN TARGETS 
OF EQUITY-ORIENTED PROGRAMMES 
Education and social support systems mainly target 
poverty and geography due to ongoing economic and 
spatial disparities (Figure 6.13). Geographic targeting is 
most common in transfers to subnational governments 
(79%) and schools (51%), while poverty is mainly addressed 
through transfers to students and households, whether 
funded from education ministries (71%) or other 
ministries (92%). 

Support for disability and special needs is moderate, 
mainly via school funding (58%), but less common in 
transfers to subnational governments (39%) and to 
students and households (38%). Other groups, such 
as ethnic minorities and refugees, are less likely to be 
targeted explicitly in the large programmes analysed in this 
report, although they may be targeted as part of smaller 
programmes not covered here.

AN INDEX HIGHLIGHTS THE EQUITY ORIENTATION OF 
EDUCATION SYSTEMS
It is prohibitively expensive to assess in a comparable 
way whether countries’ education and social financing 
measures help improve equity. In any case, success cannot 
just be measured in terms of the outcome, considering the 
high complexity of achieving an outcome such as equity in 
education. Wide variation in contexts further complicates 
cross-country comparison. Yet being able to summarize all 
this information is helpful for countries to reflect whether 
they are on the right track.
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FI GURE 6.13: 
National mechanisms mainly use poverty and geographic 
location in their targeting
Population groups targeted in national programmes with an 
equity focus, by mechanism type, 2025 or latest year
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig6_13
Source: GEM Report team analysis of policies and programmes for the 
PEER website.

 

The index tries to capture variation in policy 
design, financial effort and beneficiary reach 
between countries, summarizing information 
from multiple, institutionally distinct 
mechanisms

For the purpose of this report, an index has been 
developed to assess the equity orientation of education 
and social protection financing mechanisms. The index 
tries to capture variation in policy design, financial effort 
and beneficiary reach between countries, summarizing 
information from multiple, institutionally distinct 
mechanisms. 

A score is assigned to each mechanism using the equity 
focus definitions of policies and programmes. Each 
dimension, volume and coverage, receives one point if 
there is a low equity focus, two points if there is a medium 
equity focus, and three points if there is a high equity focus 
using the cutoff points (Table 6.3). A zero score is assigned 
both when a country has no relevant policy or programme 
at all under each mechanism and when they do have such 
a policy or programme, but it has no equity orientation. 
In other words, for a given mechanism, a country can 
receive a score ranging from 0 to 6 (if it scores high in both 
coverage and volume). Accordingly it can receive a total 
score ranging from 0 to 30 when the scores of each of 
the five mechanisms are added up. In the case of the first 
mechanism, countries are considered only if they transfer 
resources for education through transfers to sub-national 
governments, which means that only 121 of the 
195 countries were assigned a score. For these countries, 
the score for the other four mechanisms was re-weighted 
by 25% so that their maximum score can also be 30. 

The index generates a well-spread distribution of values 
(Figure 6.14). Some 20% of countries score up to 6 and 
are classified as having a ‘latent’ focus on equity in 
education, because their efforts are limited or weakly 
coordinated. Another 33% of countries score between 
7 and 12 and are classified as having an ‘emerging’ focus 
on equity in education, reflecting multiple equity-focused 
initiatives and clear redistributive goals, but inconsistent 
implementation. Another 39% of countries score 
between 13 and 18 points and are classified as having an 
‘established’ focus on equity, with robust mechanisms that 
combine funding with other supportive measures. Finally, 
8% of countries are classified as having an ‘advanced’ 
focus on equity, reflecting fully integrated, systematic 
approaches across government. 
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FI GURE 6.14:
Just one in five countries has a strong equity focus in its financing mechanisms 
Distribution of values in index of equity focus in national financing mechanisms, by country income group, 2025
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GEM StatLink: https://bit.ly/GEM2026_fig6_14
Source: GEM Report team estimates.

The index has an income gradient, with the share of 
countries with an established or advanced equity orientation 
increases from 12% in low-, to 43% in lower-middle-, 
55% in upper-middle- and 58% in high-income countries. 
Expressed in terms of the median value, the index increases 
from 6 in low- to 10 in lower-middle-, 13 in upper-middle- 
and 14 in high-income countries. By region, Oceania (7), 
Northern Africa and Western Asia (9) and sub-Saharan 
Africa (9) have the lowest median values, followed by Central 
and Southern Asia (11), Eastern and South-eastern Asia 
(14), Latin America and the Caribbean (14) and Europe and 
Northern America (15), which has the highest median value. 
However, given that the median value in the Caribbean (9) 
is low, Latin America (16) on its own would be the subregion 
with the strongest equity orientation. 

The index assigns equal weight to each of the five 
mechanisms, reflecting the idea that each represents a 
distinct and equally legitimate pathway through which 
governments may pursue equity objectives. This approach 
has the advantage of transparency, without embedding 
strong normative assumptions about the relative 
importance of education-specific versus social policy 
instruments. Under equal weighting, countries that combine 
overall redistributive education funding to subnational 
governments with grants, scholarships or income support 
mechanisms tend to score higher, even when no single 
approach dominates the others in terms of volume or 

coverage. An alternative approach to assigning scores in the 
index would be to give more weight to the first and second 
mechanisms to reflect the idea that governments should 
prioritize equity when allocating resources to subnational 
authorities and schools, which they fully control. In contrast, 
transferring resources to households faces more practical 
challenges. The index's distribution was stable across 
various weight choices. 

The index does not indicate reduced educational inequality or 
efficient resource use. Many countries do not apply or do not 
enforce strong targeting criteria. However, there is simply 
not enough information to evaluate the targeting dimension 
for enough countries. Moreover, as stated in the beginning 
of the section, there are many policy instruments beyond 
financing to generate equitable outcomes. Therefore the 
index only signals a strong policy commitment to address 
equity in education through the public funding architecture. 
It is a tool for comparing equity orientation, not for 
evaluating equity outcomes.

The index can be used as a basis to update SDG thematic 
indicator 4.5.3, the existence of funding mechanisms 
to reallocate education resources to disadvantaged 
populations, whereby countries that achieve an established 
or advanced level would be classified as having a mechanism 
in place and countries falling below this threshold as not 
having a mechanism in place.
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CONCLUSION 

Financing policies are key to improving equity in education. 
In recent years, there has been considerable growth in 
governments’ awareness of the importance of transfers 
to subnational governments, schools, students and their 
households to try to improve equity. Nevertheless, only 
one in five countries was identified as having a sufficiently 
strong equity intention in their financing mechanisms. This 
conclusion was reached after a comprehensive review of 
five financing mechanisms in all primary and secondary 
education systems in the world, which feature as country 
profiles in the PEER website. 

The index is an analytical tool for comparing equity 
orientation in national education financing policies. It is a 
starting point – and imperfect as information on policies 
and programmes has been unavailable, incomplete 
and inconsistent. The index does not capture equity 
outcomes, which depends on both national, historical 
and socioeconomic contexts and on other policy tools 
beyond financing. Nor does it capture the extent to which 
existing policies effectively target the most disadvantaged. 
Various obstacles can get in the way between policy 
intention, design and implementation. While the section 
presents valuable evidence of countries’ effectiveness in 
targeting education and social resources to households 
by socioeconomic status, such evidence is partial and 
conclusions cannot be drawn. 

Nevertheless, the index’s information is also accompanied 
by evidence from selected impact evaluation studies, 
which show governments have challenges ahead in using 
funding to improve school enrolment, attendance and 
attainment but also shows optimism: the combination of 
policy commitment, sufficient resources, and clear and 
low-cost targeting can reach disadvantaged populations 
and make a difference in their education opportunities. 
The index, which offers a way forward to monitor SDG 
indicator 4.5.3, which aims to monitor the existence of 
systems to direct resources toward underprivileged 
populations, can encourage countries to share their 
strategies and create policies that better assist those who 
need help the most.
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Statistical tables1

1	 The statistical tables are accessible on the GEM Report website at https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/statistical-tables.

2	 The Inter-agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators proposed the 11 SDG 4 global indicators. The UN Statistical Commission adopted them at its 48th session, in March 
2017. The United Nations Economic and Social Council adopted them in June 2017. The completion rate (indicator 4.1.2) was added to the list in March 2021 following the 
2020 Comprehensive Review.

3	 The Technical Advisory Group on post-2015 education indicators originally proposed the 43 indicators. The Technical Cooperation Group (TCG), which became the Education 
Data and Statistics Commission (EDSC) in February 2024, endorsed them, with some changes, to monitor progress towards the SDG 4 targets. Information on indicator 
methodological developments can be accessed at the EDSC website, https://www.uis.unesco.org/en/data-governance/edsc.

4	 This means 2023/24 for countries with a school year that overlaps two calendar years, and 2024 for those with a calendar school year. The most recent reference year for 
education finance for the UOE countries is the year ending in 2022.

5	 The countries concerned are most European countries, non-European Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries, and a changing set of other 
countries.

6	 See https://tcg.uis.unesco.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/4/2022/11/2_WG_EMIS_3_UIS_Population_Data_Note.pdf. 

This report presents two sets of statistical tables. The first is 
an overview table that compares progress between 2015 and 
2023 for selected SDG 4 benchmark indicators. The second set 
comprises Tables 1 to 7, which present the latest information for 
a range of global, thematic and other education indicators. Table 
1 presents basic information on demographic and education 
system characteristics as well as on domestic education finance. 
Tables 2 to 7 are organized by each of the seven Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 4 targets (4.1 to 4.7) and three means 
of implementation (4.a to 4.c). The tables mainly focus on the 
SDG 4 monitoring framework of 43 internationally comparable 
indicators: 12 global and 31 thematic indicators. An additional 
indicator, ‘Proportion of children/young people prepared for 
the future, by sex’, is the product of the two global indicators of 
SDG target 4.1. The UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS) reported 
on all indicators in 2026, except indicator 4.a.4 (Table I.1).2,3 The 
tables also include additional indicators, which are not formally 
part of the SDG 4 monitoring framework, such as transition from 
primary to secondary education, and student mobility.

METHODOLOGICAL NOTES
Most data in the statistical tables come from the UIS. Where 
the statistical tables include data from other sources, these are 
mentioned in footnotes. The most recent UIS data on pupils, 
students, teachers and education expenditure presented in the 
tables are from the February 2026 release and refer to the school 
year or financial year ending in 2024.4 These statistics refer to 
formal education, both public and private, by level of education. 
The statistical tables list 208 countries and territories, all of 
which are UNESCO Member States or associate members with 
the exception of Bermuda and the Turks and Caicos Islands. Most 
report their data to the UIS using standard questionnaires issued 
by the UIS itself. For 46 countries, education data are collected by 
the UIS via the UIS/OECD/Eurostat (UOE) questionnaires.5

POPULATION DATA
The population-related indicators used in the statistical tables, 
including enrolment ratios, number of out-of-school children, 
adolescents and youth, and number of youth and adults, 
are mainly based on the World Population Prospects estimates 
produced by the UN Population Division (UNPD). Single year age 
data are not provided for countries with a total population of 
less than 90,000. For some countries, population estimates are 
derived from Eurostat (Demographic Statistics), the Secretariat 
of the Pacific Community (Statistics and Demography 
Programme) or national statistical offices.

While the World Population Prospects estimates remain 
the default source of population data, the UIS has been 
implementing a new population data policy endorsed by the 
TCG in March 2023, which was first used for the September 
2023 data release.6 Under this policy, countries for which 
national population data meet a set of pre-defined standard 
quality criteria, have the possibility to request UIS to use 
their national population data for the calculation of their 
population-based indicators instead. As part of the new 
population data policy, information requirements are: (i) 
complete time series data and metadata from 2000 to 2023; 
(ii) complete sex and age disaggregated data for the 0 to 99 age 
population; (iii) data compiled and disseminated by recognized 
international organizations or publicly available; and (iv) data 
with adequate population coverage and representative of the 
underlying population to the extent possible. Estimates or 
counts where more than 5% of the total population is excluded 
are not eligible for use in calculations. This hybrid approach 
aims to improve national ownership over education statistics 
disseminated by the UIS, especially in countries where UNPD 
data coverage differs from the coverage of education data 
reported by countries to the UIS.
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Acronyms and Abbreviations
AMPL 	 Assessment for Minimum Proficiency Level

BRACE 	 Building the Climate Resilience of Children and Communities through the Education Sector

C 	 Celsius

CBSE 	 Central Board of Secondary Education

CTE 	 College of teacher education

DAC	 Development Assistance Committee

ECCE	 Early Childhood Care and Education

EEA	 European Economic Area

EU	 European Union

FONERWA	 National Environment Fund (Rwanda)

GDP	 Gross domestic product

GEM Report	 Global Education Monitoring Report

GNI	 Gross national income

ICCS	 International Civic and Citizenship Education Study

ICT	 Information and communication technology

ISCED	 International Standard Classification of Education

ISCED-T	 International Standard Classification of Teacher Training Programmes

ISPP	 International Study of Principal Preparation

MECCE	 Monitoring and Evaluating Climate Communication and Education

MEXT	 Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (Japan)

MICS	 Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys

NGO	 Non-governmental organization

NPQEL	 National Professional Qualification for Educational Leaders

NSW	 New South Wales

ODA	 Official development assistance

OECD	 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development

PASEC	 Program for the Analysis of Educational Systems of CONFEMEN 

PEER	 Profiles Enhancing Reviews in Education

PIAAC	 Programme for International Assessment of Adult Competencies

PIRLS	 Progress in International Reading Literacy Study

PISA	 Programme for International Student Assessment

SDG	 Sustainable Development Goal

SEAMEO	 Southeast Asian Ministers of Education Organization

STEM	 Science, technology, engineering and mathematics

TALIS	 Teaching and Learning International Survey

TIMSS	 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study

TOSSD	 Total Official Support for Sustainable Development
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