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Staying the course: Enabling greater access for girls and boys 
to complete primary education

Education is a basic human right and is indispensable for the realization of  other human 
rights, as a means of  accessing broader social, economic, political and cultural benefits. 
Because it is transformative and empowering, education contributes to building more 
just societies by reducing poverty and inequalities, enhancing acceptance of  diversity, and 
promoting respect for the rule of  law. No society has ever achieved significant human devel-
opment for its citizens without substantial and steady investment in education. In order to 
achieve global objectives for human development, including the Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs), it is essential that support for education be a central focus of  individual and 
collective efforts.

Despite the significant progress made since 2000, the international community is not on 
track for delivering on the promise of  a quality basic education for all by 2015. In 2008, at 
least 67million children of  primary-school age were not in school, more than half  of  whom 
were girls. If  current trends continue, an estimated 57 million children will still be out of  
school in 2015.  There is spreading concern that the pace of  progress, which was on the in-
crease in the last two decades since Jomtien, is declining and that current issues, such as the 
impact of  food/fuel/financial crises, increasing frequency and damage of  natural disasters, 
on-going social conflicts, increasing population mobility, coupled with rapid urbanization, 
and the rapid increase in information and communication technologies (ICT) can further 
exacerbate barriers to education for the most marginalized, if  these phenomena are not 
checked and/or carefully managed.

The factors most implicated in restricting access to primary education are gender, caste/
class, ethnicity, poverty, disability, language of  instruction and distance from school. In many 
instances, these factors interact, making it even more difficult for children to access school.  
In some situations, refugees or internally displaced students are unable to access school, 
and children living in areas affected by natural disasters and social conflict routinely do not 
attend school.  In other circumstances, cultural (including those associated with religious 
requirements) and political barriers restrict access to education.

Beyond access, the quality of  education offered to millions of  children does not foster 
learning outcomes that are relevant to life-long learning, or the acquisition of  life or liveli-
hood skills and, therefore, the actualization of  personal and societal goals.  Increasingly, 
adolescents are not attending school because the perceived benefits of  formal education 
are diminishing.  There seems to be a mismatch between the demands of  employers and 
the knowledge and skills that children acquire in schools, occasioned in part because of  ir-
relevant curricula, out-of-date materials and unskilled teaching.  Under these circumstances, 
non-formal education offers an important alternative for addressing the learning needs of  
various groups.  The flexible approaches inherent in non-formal education allow for better 
tailoring or programmes to disadvantaged groups and help address issues of  exclusion.  
When coupled with equivalency programmes, non-formal approaches can help secure rein-
tegration into the formal system.
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The technical solutions to the challenges outlined above are generally well known.  Edu-
cation needs to be available, affordable, accessible and acceptable.  For education to be 
available, governments in partnership with parents and non-government entities have to 
increase and enhance primary education services - more and more appropriately designed, 
constructed and located schools, enhanced teacher preparation, deployment and remunera-
tion, and more relevant curricula and materials.  For education to be affordable, the cash 
outlay and opportunity costs to children and families must be outweighed by the perceived 
individual and societal benefits - thus, school fees, textbooks and other materials, transporta-
tion, meals, clothes and related supplies must be readily provided for all children. In terms 
of  accessibility, the language of  instruction, special provision for children with special needs 
and inclusion approaches for groups, which have not traditionally accessed education ser-
vices, must be put in place.  In addition, primary education needs to be culturally acceptable 
in multiple ways.

While it is expected that governments take the lead in the provision of  primary education, 
it is now generally accepted that the inputs of  governments alone are unlikely to adequately 
provide primary education services and that partnerships between government and the full 
range of  non-government actors must be enhanced.  One of  the major partners for govern-
ment in the provision of  education services is the private sector.  It is highly desirable that 
the private sector be involved in a more comprehensive manner - providing funding and 
financial investment, making inputs into legislation and policy vis-à-vis the requirements of  
the economy, and lending technical expertise to enhancing the quality of  service provision 
itself.  ICT companies, textbook producers, construction companies, transportation provid-
ers, clothing manufactures and credit providers are among the many private sector partners 
that are essential to the provision of  education of  good quality.  

The 2011 ECOSOC special event on philanthropy and education focuses on developing and 
sustaining a broader-based partnership with corporations, foundations and philanthropists 
to support and shape primary education service provision. This, in turn, will enable access 
to a full course of  primary education that would provide boys and girls with the knowledge, 
skills and attitudes needed for life, life-long learning and the development of  livelihood 
skills.  To this end, the complementary roles of  government, the non-government sector, 
the United Nations/development agencies and the corporate sector, and the principles that 
should guide the interaction among these four actors, are the focus of  the special event.


