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SHORT SUMMARY

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

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.

273 million
children,
adolescents and
youth were out of
school in 2024

The firstin 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,

U n esco itis in the minds of men and women that the

defenses of peace must be constructed”
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ccess 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

CHAPTER 1 ¢ INTRODUCTION

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.

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.



this point, emphasizing that a dialogue-based approach is
an essential component of education progress.

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 O 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.

2026 * GLOBAL EDUCATION MONITORING REPORT 5



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).

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 arisk 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

CHAPTER 1 ¢ INTRODUCTION

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;
855), 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



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.

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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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] =+ =1 Education in emergencies
2. Completion rate [4.1.2] =+ =1 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

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

4.b Scholarships

4.c Teachers 7. Trained teachers [4.c.1]
Finance 8. Public education spending as G Education financin
(i) %total spending (ii) %GDP [FFA1/2] g
Other Youth engagement in decision making gl 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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Factors that explain an increase in access to education in the long term

FACTORS
EXTERNAL
TO EDUCATION
A state’s
desire to
conform FACTORS
with global Labour market INFLUENCING Economic
standards or structure AND INFLUENCED growth and )
processes @ and job BY EDUCATION poverty @ History
opportunities reduction
Efficiency in
policy design and )
implementation Domestic
Urbanization (EEE
mobilization
and public debt
FACTORS
INTERNAL TO
EDUCATION
External
Crisis, International P financing, private
instability, agendas (remittances) or
conflict and Political consensus to public (aid) @ Geography
war prioritize education in
policy and budgets
Governance State
culture based capacity
on monitoring
and evaluation
Politics ® Demography

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,

1
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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



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, areport 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.

Arelated 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 acr