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4
Quality education
Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning opportunities for all

The ratio of students completing lower secondary school increased in Sub-
Saharan Africa from 23 percent in 1990 to 42 percent in 2014 but remains low 
compared with a global ratio of 75 percent. Increased enrollment at school 
leads to an empowered citizenry and a more productive labor force. Goal 4 
aims to make learning opportunities accessible to all. It also examines the 
quality of education, which plays a large role in sustainable development and 
poverty alleviation. Investment in human capital at various ages accelerates 
improvement in other areas.

Measuring learning outcomes

The Programme for International Student Assess-
ment (PISA) assesses 15-year-old students’ 
literacy in reading, mathematics, and science 

(target 4.1). In 2015 success in reading was wide-
spread, but mathematics was more challenging 
(figure 4a). In 9 of the 49 countries surveyed 
fewer than two-thirds of students attained 
the lowest mathematics proficiency level.

4a More students struggle to reach proficiency in mathematics than in reading
Share of 15-year-old students reaching the lowest proficiency in mathematics and reading, 2015 (%)
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Note: Excludes countries with a population of fewer than 5 million. Data show the share of students above 
level 1B in reading and above level 1 in mathematics.
a. Refers to four provinces: Beijing, Guangdong, Jiangsu, and Shanghai.
Source: Organisation for Economic Co‑operation and Development; World Bank EdStats database.
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Literacy and numeracy are critical at all ages 
for individual and national development (tar-
get 4.6), but can be difficult to measure. For 
instance, school-based assessments do not 
cover children who are not attending school. 
The number of people who are literate or 
illiterate is often based on self-reported data, 
and some countries apply different lengths of 
school attendance or levels of completion to 
declare a person literate. The most recently 
available data show that around 85 percent of 
the world’s adults have basic literacy (figure 
4b). But the level and speed of achievement 
vary across regions and by age group.

Leaving no child behind

Ninety percent of children worldwide com-
pleted a full course of primary education in 
2014, but just 75  percent went on to finish 
lower-secondary education (figure 4l). Access 
to education—ensuring learning opportunities 
for all children, youths, and adults, regardless 
of background or circumstance—has been one 
of the main goals of the global development 
agenda for more than 25 years and continues 
to be a priority (target 4.5).

The number of children not attending primary 
school was halved worldwide over the past two 

decades, driven by large increases in school 
enrollment in China and India (figure 4k). In 
addition, Sub-Saharan Africa reduced the 
number of out-of-school children by 27 percent 
from 47 million in 1996 (the peak) to 34 million 
in 2014, despite 59 percent growth in the pri-
mary school–age population over that period.

Still, around 61  million primary school–age 
children remained out of school in 2014—a 
third of them in India, Nigeria, Pakistan, and 
Sudan, many from poor households. In Nigeria 
71 percent of children from poor households 
were not attending school in 2013, compared 
with only 5  percent of children from rich 
households (figure 4m). The gaps in Pakistan 
and India are similar.

Children in low- and middle-income countries 
are less likely to enroll in school as they get 
older (figures 4g–4j). The trend is seen across 
both rich and poor households, but the gap is 
substantial. There is also inequity in education 
between children from rural and urban areas 
in many countries: those from urban areas are 
almost three times more likely than children 
from rural areas to complete nine years of 
schooling in Senegal (figure 4n). And girls are 
disadvantaged in either case. Girls from poor 
households are less likely than boys from poor 

4b Adult and youth literacy rates increased in all regions between 2000 and 2010
Literacy rate (%)
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Note: The reference period is 1995–2004 for 2000 and 2005–14 for 2010.
Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization Institute for Statistics; WDI (SE.ADT.
LITR.ZS, SE.ADT.1524.LT.ZS).
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4d Primary

�Primary school enrollment is near universal in most countries, but other levels are not
School enrollment by education level, most recent year available during 2013–15 (% gross)
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4g Low income, 2014
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4h Lower middle income, 2014
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a. The gross enrollment ratio is the number of students enrolled in a given level of education, regardless of 
age, expressed as a percentage of the official school-age population which corresponds to the same level of 
education, and it may exceed 100 percent.
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4f Tertiary

 

4i Upper middle income, 2014
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4j High income, 2014
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Source: United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization Institute for Statistics; WDI (SE.PRE.
ENRR, SE.PRM.ENRR, SE.SEC.ENRR, SE.TER.ENRR).

School enrollment by education level, most recent year available during 2013–15 (% gross)
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households to complete nine years of school-
ing; and the trend is similar for girls from rural 
households.

Filling the data gaps

Measuring learning achievements across 
the globe remains a challenge for Goal 4. 
While many types of learning assessments 
are available, different methods and varied 
coverages of ages, subjects, and years make 
comparisons across countries difficult. Also 
difficult is defining a “minimum competency” 
in different social contexts. Data availability 
is also a challenge. For example, the United 
Nations Children’s Fund generates the Early 

Child Development Index to measure the 
developmental status of children, but data are 
available only for a few countries (target 4.2). 
While data disaggregated by sex and wealth 
quintile are available (target 4.5), parity indices 
for disability, ethnicity, and language are more 
limited.1

Notes
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4k The number of children out of school fell across regions
Primary school–age children out of school, by region (millions)
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