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Education is a right and a crucial opportunity. It holds the key to a better life for a  
billion children and adolescents worldwide: a life with less poverty, better health and 
an increased ability to take their future into their own hands. Education, particularly 
girls’ education, is also one of the most powerful tools for creating economic growth, 
decreasing the likelihood of conflict, increasing resilience and impacting future  
generations with wide-reaching economic and social benefits.

Progress towards education for all was unprecedented between 2000 and 2007 and 
resulted in a decline in the number of primary-school-age children from 100 million  
to 60 million. In recent years, however, progress has stalled, leaving the most  
vulnerable children excluded from education and learning. In 2012, nearly 58 million 
children of primary school age and about 63 million adolescents of lower secondary 
school age were still out of school. Many of them live in conflict-afflicted regions  
and emergency situations. Many are poor and live in rural areas. Many also face  
discrimination because of ethnic origin, language, gender or disability. In addition,  
pre-primary education is underdeveloped, particularly in low-income countries, where 
the average gross enrolment ratio is 19 per cent.

Even more importantly, there is a learning crisis that urgently needs to be addressed. 
Evidence shows that even if children go to school, they often do not acquire the basic 
competencies due to the poor quality of education provided. It is estimated that 130 
million children do not learn to read or write despite reaching Grade 4. This failure to 
learn puts children at a disadvantage at a very early stage, and disparities increase as 
children move through grades.

Prepared while the international community works on the post-2015 development 
agenda, the Investment Case for Education and Equity examines the challenges  
facing education today, including the growing school-age populations in the world’s 
poorest countries. Sub-Saharan Africa, the region with the largest number of  
out-of-school children in the world, will have to provide basic education to 444 million 
children between the ages of 3 and 15 in 2030, 2.6 times the numbers enrolled today. 
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