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Education is not only a fundamental human right, but 
also a key investment in human capital that translates 
into economic growth and other development 
outcomes. Individuals and families invest in education, 
as do employers and governments. In fact, most 
countries allocate 3 to 5 per cent of their GDP and 10 
to 20 per cent of government expenditure to education1 
As of 2021, education expenditures accounted for 3.7 
per cent of GDP and approximately 16 per cent of 
government expenditures in Africa.2

 
Education is an economically and socially productive 
investment. The returns to education are high in most 
countries. An additional year of schooling increases 
earnings by 10 per cent a year3, which is greater than 
stock market returns . At the same time, education is 
one of the most powerful instruments for reducing 
poverty and inequality, as well as for laying the basis 
for sustained growth. Ideas on how to realize those 
returns4 have been put forward. Education is a key 
investment in human capital that translates into 
economic growth. Education raises productivity5. A 
change of 1 per cent in learning is associated with a 
change of 7.2 per cent in annual growth 6. 

1 World Bank and UNESCO. 2023. Education Finance Watch 2023. World 
Bank, Washington, D.C.

2 Ibid. 

3 Psacharopoulos, G., Patrinos, H.A. 2018. Returns to Investment in 
Education: A Decennial Review of the Global Literature. Education Economics 
26(5): 445-458.

4 Heckman, J.J. 2008. The Case for Investing in Disadvantaged Young 
Children. CESifo DICE Report 6(2): 3-8. 

5 Hanushek, E.A., and Woessmann, L. 2010. Education and Economic Growth. 
Economics of Education 60(67).

6 Angrist, N., Djankov, S., Goldberg, P.K., Patrinos, H.A. 2021. Measuring 
Human Capital using Global Learning Data. Nature 592(7854): 403-408.

Introduction:  
Education as an 
economically and socially 
productive investment 
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Besides its high rate of return, , education holds a 
significance far beyond the financial returns and 
monetary gains. The broader social benefits of 
education encompass both monetary and non-
monetary returns. These include reductions in crime 
rates, controlled population growth, decreased 
poverty, economic growth in regions, augmented tax 
revenues, a cleaner environment, enhanced health for 
individuals and their families, slower disease spread, 
stability in two-parent homes, education for children, 
lower mortality rates, diminished prejudice and 
intolerance, increased support for civil liberties, active 
participation in civil society and politics, and advocacy 
for climate action, among others.

In the context of education, Science, Technology and 
Innovation (STI) are a multiplier tool and enable the 
achievement of Africa’s goal of inclusive education 
and sustainable development. STI will not only lead 
to the growth of innovative solutions to address 
Africa’s challenges but also drive forward Africa’s 
industrial development by improving skills for job 
creation, supporting entrepreneurs, widening access 
to schools in remote areas, contributing to demand-



driven systems for businesses, and the private sector 
and, most importantly, revamping and enhancing 
the skills required in key sectors, namely agriculture, 
environmental affairs, health, security and water, 
among others. 

Investing in quality education for all is a proven solution 
to closing learning gaps, strengthening education 
systems, and providing a solid foundation for human 
capital development and economic growth. Significant 
investment is required to build appropriate digital 
infrastructure, platforms for eLearning and relevant 
content that ensure accessible and quality education 
for all. 

This fits within the context of the urgent Calls to 
Action  for investment in education toward full 
implementation of SDG 4 as well as the United 
Nations Secretary-General’s “Vision Statement 
on Transforming Education: An Urgent Political 
Imperative for our Collective Future”.  8 SDG 4 and its 
targets are interlinked with all other SDGs, including 
but not limited to the five Goals to be reviewed at the 
2024 United Nations High-level Political Forum on 
Sustainable Development (HLPF): Goal 1 (End poverty 
in all its forms everywhere), Goal 2 (End hunger, 
achieve food security and improved nutrition and 

7 UNESCO SDG4 Knowledge Hub - Grid (unesco.org)

8 Transforming Education: An urgent political imperative for our collective 
future- Vision Statement of the Secretary-General on Transforming 
Education. sg_vision_statement_on_transforming_education.pdf (un.org)

9 More information on STYIP, launched in February 2024, can be found here. 

10 African Union (2016). Continental Education Strategy for Africa 2016-2025. 
Addis Ababa

11 African Union. ‘Our Aspirations for the Africa We Want’. https://au.int/en/
agenda2063/aspirations

12 African Development Bank. (2021). Education in Africa. https://www.afdb.
org/en/news-and-events/education-africa-overview-key-challenge
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promote sustainable agriculture), Goal 13 (Climate 
action and its impact), Goal 16 (Peace, justice and 
strong institutions), and Goal 17 (Strengthening the 
means of implementation and revitalize the Global 
Partnership for Sustainable Development). 

Against the backdrop of the Second Ten-Year 
Implementation Plan (STYIP) of the Agenda 20639, 
the African Union’s (AU) 2024 theme of the year 
provides an opportunity to create momentum toward 
full implementation of the AU’s Ten-year Continental 
Education Strategy for Africa 2016-2025 (CESA)10 and 
the achievement of the targets under SDG 4, “Ensure 
inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 
lifelong learning for all”. The objective of the AU’s 
CESA 2016-2025 is to create an education system that 
builds quality human capital to deliver the aspirations 
of the African Union’s Agenda 2063,11 in particular 
Aspiration 6, “An Africa whose development is people 
driven, especially relying on the potential offered by its 
youth and women.”  Africa is home to the largest youth 
population in the world, making investments in youth 
education critical for the continent’s future. According 
to the African Development Bank, Africa’s youth 
population is expected to double by 2050, reaching 
over 830 million. 12

© Dominic Chavez/World Bank

https://au.int/en/newsevents/20240217/agenda-2063-launch-2nd-decade-acceleration
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In the context of this discourse, African women are 
important. Investing in the education of women is one 
of the most effective ways to promote gender equality 
and empower women in Africa. Education provides 
women with the knowledge, skills, and confidence 
they need to participate fully in the economy and 
society. The lack of education for girls has detrimental 
effects on their personal development and broader 
societal progress. It leads to lower income potential 
early marriage, and motherhood, as well as higher 
child mortality and fertility rates, impeding economic 
growth, especially in low-income countries. 
Additionally, it results in diminished autonomy and 
civic engagement for women. In contrast, educated 
women are better positioned to assess and improve 
the quality of services and governance in their 
countries. 13

Recent analysis done by the African Union Commission 
and UNESCO14 has revealed that African governments 
have not only undertaken policy-level efforts to ensure 
that no child is left behind but have also implemented 
a wide range of programmes to achieve the same 
goal. However, despite these efforts, key challenges 
remain, including significant limitations on funding, 
and despite the urgent need, African government 
spending on education as a share of GDP remained 
stagnant at around 3.7 per cent in 2021 since 201215. 
Other key challenges are the high rate of children 
out of school16– at present, 288 million school-age 
children in Africa are not in school, particularly in 
conflict-affected countries – and high rates of learning 
poverty17.

Compared to other continents, Africa has generally 
lagged behind in providing quality education for all. 
There are various challenges that Africa’s education 
system is facing, including lack of infrastructure, 
insufficient qualified teachers, inadequate funding, 
inefficiencies of public spending in education, lack 
of data on education including Science Technology, 
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) spending, 
curriculum relevance, conflict, and instability, as well 
as gender and geographic inequalities.  

This policy brief explores how Africa can effectively 
transform education by leveraging innovative finance 
and the digital revolution. It especially discusses how 
digital transformation and the antecedent innovative 
financing has the potential to act as a critical multiplier 
tool to help Africa achieve its educational and 
sustainable development goals. There are three key 
issues in examining the challenges and opportunities 
for transformative education in the African context.

13 Quentin Wodon, Hoa Nguyen, Adenike Onagoruwa. 2018. Missed 
Opportunities: The High Cost of Not Educating Girls. The Cost of Not 
Educating Girls Notes Series. World Bank, Washington, D.C.  https://hdl.
handle.net/10986/29956  

14 UNESCO/AUC (2023). Education in Africa: Placing Equity at the Heart of 
Policy: Continental Report. Dakar/Addis Ababa.

15 World Bank/UNESCO (2024). Education Finance Watch 2023: Special 
edition for the African Union Year of Education 2024, Washington, D.C./Paris

16 AU/UNECA/AfDB/UNDP (2022). 2022 Africa Sustainable Development 
Report: Building Back Better from the Coronavirus Disease, While Advancing 
the Full Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
Addis Ababa

17 ‘Learning Poverty’ means being unable to read and understand a simple 
text by age 10 - this measuring method was introduced by the World Bank in 
coordination with UNESCO Centre for Statistics - World Bank. 2019. Ending 
Learning Poverty: What Will It Take? 

1.The first is the linkage from education to labour 
market outcomes in the African context - specifically 
looking at STEM education allows Africa to benefit 
from the economic opportunities offered by the 
Fourth Industrial Revolution. 

2.The second is the mobilization of sufficient and 
equitable financing for education in Africa, including 
through leveraging innovative finance to help bridge 
funding gaps, to unlock the continent’s productivity 
through digital connectivity, adoption of digital 
technologies and deployment of secure and robust 
infrastructure. 

3.The third is how to ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education in sometimes dire circumstances, 
including the role of STI in helping to achieve 
educational outcomes in all parts of the continent, 
including in conflict-impacted areas of Africa.



Literature Review 

Innovative finance mechanisms, such as impact 
investing and social impact bonds, can help to 
finance education initiatives in Africa, particularly 
those targeting women and youth. A better approach 
to blended funding should attract more investment 
from the private sector and philanthropy, to devise 
innovative financing mechanisms that can provide 
the resources needed to scale up educational 
programmes and reach more people. Additionally, 
innovative finance can help to ensure that education 
initiatives are sustainable and have a lasting impact 
on individuals and communities. Innovative finance 
mechanisms can help to bridge this gap by attracting 
private sector investment and mobilizing additional 
resources for education, for example, the Global 
Partnership for Education (GPE) leverages innovative 
finance to support education programmes in 
developing countries, including many in Africa. 18

Recent research by Castillo et al (2022) emphasizes 
the crucial role the digital revolution and its 
transformative effect plays in enhancing teaching and 
learning quality. Accordingly, it enables efficient data 
analysis methods and improves the implementation 
of interventions. Despite its advantages, they identify 
digital gaps and divides – lack of digital literacy skills 
and the failure to be built to fit local contexts. Their 
research further supports the need to disrupt traditional 

18 Global Partnership for Education. (2021). https://www.globalpartnership.
org/content/annual-report-2021.
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learning models to reach global development goals 
for learning, through experimentation with dynamic 
and responsive interventions especially in the context 
of the implications for low-income contexts. The 
authors further highlight the relevance of special 
considerations for designing within LBOP (Learning 
at the Bottom of the Pyramid) contexts and contrasts 
the constraints of educational programming with 
opportunities for technology to improve progress in 
key domains. 19

Farley and Burbules (2022) have provided research that 
focuses on instructional impediments and specific 
strategies for addressing educational challenges. 
Their research discusses the powers of educational 
technologies in expanding access to education to 
a wider range of people, including those currently 
without access to high-quality learning opportunities. 
Their paper aptly summarizes the best research-
supported design principles for equitable online 
learning environments. They however identify that 
structural issues such as the existence of technical 
and social factors impede access to equitable learning 
in a digital revolutionized era. 20

The policy guidelines on digitizing and teaching and 
learning in Africa established in 2020 is a relevant 
tool for digitizing the education system. The guideline 
provides that, for African education systems to 
withstand and mitigate challenges posed by various 
circumstances, education design and delivery can 
be considered using the Digital connectivity; Online 
platforms and learning; Teachers as facilitators; 
Safety online; and Skilled focused learning (DOTSS) 
approach21. Ministers responsible for education 
among African Member states endorsed DOTSS as 
the foundation for which interventions by all member 
states, the African Union Commission, development 
partners and all stakeholders are built.

19 African countries. 10(2), Unnes Science Education Journal, 10(2), 79-89.
Nathan M. Castillo, Taskeen Adam and Björn Haßler,  “Improving the Impact 
of Educational Technologies on Learning Within Low-Income Contexts” 
in Wagner and others (eds), Learning, Marginalization, and Improving the 
Quality of Education in Low-income Countries (Open Book Publishers 2022) 
113-148 < https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0256 >

20 Farley, I. A., & Burbules, N. C. (2022). Online Education Viewed Through an 
Equity Lens: Promoting Engagement and Success for all Learners. Review of 
Education, 10, e3367. https://doi.org/10.1002/rev3.3367

21 Policy Guidelines on digitizing and teaching and learning in Africa,  Jan 
2020; available at: https://pap.au.int/en/documents/2020-01-02/policy-
guidelines-digitizing-and-teaching-and-learning-africa

A better approach to 
blended funding should 
attract more investment 
from the private sector 
and philanthropy, to devise 
innovative financing 
mechanisms that can 
provide the resources 
needed to scale up 
educational programmes 
and reach more people.
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Making the case for bridging the 
digital divide and leveraging the digital 
transformation for education 

Access to quality education is crucial and fundamental 
for a country to achieve development and prosperity. 
However, in Africa, significant challenges persist in 
delivering equitable and quality education, particularly 
in remote areas where there are gaps in accessing 
basic Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) infrastructure. African Governments encounter 
several challenges in delivering equitable and 
quality education remotely due to inadequate ICT 
infrastructure, and limited access to ICT infrastructure, 
including reliable internet connectivity and access to 
devices, which hampers effective remote learning as 
well as the broader challenges related to access to 
energy in powering Africa. 

Establishing transformative initiatives and setting 
ambitious goals are essential for expanding 
educational access for all, with a particular focus on 
enhancing access for girls.21 Connectivity and 
digital technologies provide an opportunity for 
Africa to scale education to ensure that all young 
people across the continent develop the skills 
needed for a fast-changing world. With reliable 
connectivity and access to affordable and secure 
ICTs, students in Africa can gain access to a wealth 
of educational opportunities online, which will enable 
them to learn not just from their immediate 
surroundings but from the whole world. Connectivity 
opens new pathways for learning and 
transformation.22  

21 World Bank Eastern and Southern Africa Business Plan
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Figure 1: Internet use by region*

Source: ITU, Facts and Figures 2023 
*ITU-D Regions

Percentage of individuals using the Internet in 2023
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87%

69%

66%

89%

91%

22  African  Union, The Digital Transformation Strategy for Africa 
(2020-30), 2020.Available: https://au.int/en/documents/20200518/digital-
transformation-strategy-africa-2020-2030



As seen in Figure 1, only 37 per cent of the population 
in Africa has access to the internet, compared to the 
global average of 67 per cent 23.  Even in areas where 
internet connectivity is available, many students do 
not have access to ICT devices such as computers, 
laptops, or tablets. This limits their ability to participate 
in digitalised learning activities and access online 
educational resources. In many parts of Africa, 
for those who have access to ICT infrastructure, 
internet access and ICT devices may be unaffordable 
for many families. As seen in Figure 2 below, the 
cost of broadband in African countries stand out in 
comparison to other regions. High data costs and 
the high cost of ICT devices make it difficult for low-
income families to access remote learning resources. 
As of 2023, one gigabyte of mobile data cost on 
average $43.75 in Africa, the highest worldwide 24. 

Universal and affordable internet coverage holds 
immense potential for Africa’s development. 
Universal internet coverage can promote educational 
equity by providing access to online resources and 
opportunities for remote learning. It has the potential 
to revolutionize education by providing equitable 
access to online resources and opportunities for 
remote learning, regardless of geographic location or 
socioeconomic status. The possibility stems from the 
ability of the internet to transcend traditional barriers 
to education and empower individuals to pursue 
learning opportunities tailored to their needs and 
interests. 
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23 https://www.itu.int/itu-d/reports/statistics/2023/10/10/ff23-internet-use/

24 https://www.statista.com/statistics/1180939/average-price-for-mobile-
data-in-africa/

Africa

Americas

Arab States

Asia-Pacific

CIS

Europe

Figure 2: Broadband affordability

Source: ITU, Facts and Figures 2023 
Note: ITU-D Regions

Broadband basket prices as a percentage of gross 
national income per capita in 2023

World

Data-only mobile broadband Fixed broadband

1.3%
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2.0%

3.7%

0.9%

3.1%

1.2%

3.0%

0.8%

3.3%

0.4%

1.0%



Socioeconomic disparities further exacerbate 
inequalities in education access, hindering the delivery 
of quality instruction. Issues like digital gender 
gaps negatively impact access to quality education. 
Research shows that access and inclusion barriers 
affect more girls than boys. 25  Factors like curricular 
and extracurricular opportunities, differences in 
treatment by individual teachers based on sociocultural 
beliefs, differences in rules and regulations, assigning 
science, technology, engineering, and math courses to 
boys rather than girls, parents preferring to educate 
male children over female children, and administrative 
practices, contribute largely to these gaps 26. 

Beyond ICT infrastructure, Africa faces other 
constraints in education, including digital skills 
shortages among students and teachers and a 
gender gap in acquiring digital skills. Figure 3 shows 
Africa lagging behind other regions both in internet 
penetration and in digital gender divide. Addressing 

these constraints is important in utilising digital 
technologies to enhance learning outcomes and 
promote inclusive education. Efforts to integrate 
digital tools and ICTs more generally into education 
systems and promote digital literacy programmes 
must prioritize closing these skill gaps and ensuring 
equitable access to technology. 

The Continental Education Strategy for Africa (CESA)27  
provides a comprehensive framework for addressing 
key education challenges across the continent. While 
progress has been made in expanding access to 
education and improving quality, significant challenges 
remain in integrating ICTs into education systems and 
promoting digital skills development. To effectively 
implement CESA, African governments must prioritize 
investment in ICT infrastructure, enhance digital 
literacy programmes, and adopt gender-responsive 
approaches to education.

25 Zickafoose A, Ilesanmi O, Diaz-Manrique M, Adeyemi AE, Walumbe B, 
Strong R, Wingenbach G, Rodriguez MT, Dooley K. Barriers and Challenges 
Affecting Quality Education (Sustainable Development Goal #4) in Sub-
Saharan Africa by 2030. Sustainability. 2024; 16(7):2657. https://doi.
org/10.3390/su16072657

26 Ibid

27 African Union. “Continental Education Strategy For Africa CESA 2016 – 
2025” 
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Figure 3: Global gender gap

Percentage of individuals using the Internet in 2023

Source: ITU, Facts and Figures 2023 
Note: ITU-D Regions
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28 The EFW is a collaborative effort between the World Bank, the Global 
Education Monitoring (GEM) Report, and the UNESCO Institute for Statistics 
(UIS). The EFW provides a long-term perspective, analyzing changes in 
spending by source. It uses a coherent methodological approach to impute 
missing education spending data and estimate total education spending for 
the past 10 years. It also discusses household spend on education and the 
progression of educational aids over the years.

29 For a more detailed analysis of Africa’s debt sustainability, please see the 
Secretary-General’s Report on the New Partnership for Africa’s Development 
(NEPAD), forthcoming 2024.  

30 World Bank and UNESCO 2024. Education Finance Watch 2023: Special 
Edition for the African Union Year of Education 2024. Washington DC, Paris, 
World Bank and UNESCO https://doi.org/10.54676/FBHB3925

Innovative financing is a way of 
making development more effective 
and efficient by linking financing to 
results, improving the availability and 
affordability of working capital, and 
leveraging digital technologies.  On a 
global scale, learning outcomes were 
already low before the pandemic, 
and they have further deteriorated 
because of the missed learning 
opportunities caused by COVID-
19-related school closures. It is 
now estimated that 70 per cent of 
10-year-olds are unable to read and 
comprehend a simple text (World 
Bank et al, 2022).  

Financing education

The Education Finance Watch (EFW)28 in its report in 
2024 found that in 2021, total education spending 
(government, households, and development aid) 
increased by 2 per cent in Africa in real terms relative 
to 2020. This increase was said to have been driven 
by an increase in government spending, which 
accounts for 69 per cent of the total (see Figure 4 for 
spending by Regional Economic Community (REC)). 
It is important to note the increased fiscal pressures, 
nonetheless, are having a real impact on the capacity 
of African governments to finance education, with 
education expenditures as a per centage of the 
government budgets, falling since 2018, notably due 
to increased cost of debt financing and increased 
health expenditures related to the COVID-19 diverting 
resources away from education29.  As of 2021, African 
governments’ mean spending on education as a 
share of GDP remained at 3.7 per cent showing little 
change since 2012. It is estimated that households 
contribute 27 per cent to total education spending in 
Africa. Within countries, household spending varies 
by characteristics, such as socio-economic status, 
location, and the type of school and level of education 
children are enrolled in. It costs families 1.5 to 5 times 
more to send a child to a private rather than a public 
school30.  

Presenting the lay of the land for 
education financing and making the case 
for leveraging innovative finance to cover 
the funding gap
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Figure 4. Governments account for 7 in 10 dollars spent on education in Africa

Source: World Bank and UNESCO (2024)

Distribution of total education spending by source and REC (%), 2021

Governments, households, and international 
development agencies have all been providing funding 
to tackle this long-standing learning crisis and to 
accelerate the recovery of pandemic learning losses. 
Nonetheless, the amount provided has proved to be 
inadequate for the size of the task. Before it will be 
possible to provide quality education on a global scale 
capable of reversing learning losses and building 
human capital, it will be necessary to find ways to fill a 
substantial education financing gap (UNESCO, 2023). 
Against this backdrop and as shown in Figure 4 above, 
Africa finances its education predominantly with its 
own domestic resources.  To that end, measures to 
enhance domestic resource mobilization and ensure 
the efficiency of expenditures in the education sector 
will be the keys to long-term success. 

Amid strained financial capacity, current education 
financers have made substantial efforts, and 
commitments. Global education spending has 
consistently increased in real terms over the past 
decade, apart from a period of stagnation during the 
pandemic onset. In 2021, global education spending 
reached approximately $5.4 trillion, with governments 
being the primary contributors (World Bank and 
UNESCO, 2023). 
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Despite the significant and now once again increasing 
funding allocated to education, financing is insufficient 
to achieve SDG4 by 2030. Education spending remains 
inadequate, especially in low-income countries (LIC). 
On average, LICs spend only $56 per child per year, in 
stark contrast to the $8,515 spent per child in high-
income countries (HIC) (World Bank and UNESCO, 
2023). It is estimated that LIC and lower-middle-
income countries (LMIC) face an annual financing 
gap of nearly $97 billion ($26 billion for LIC and $71 
billion for LMIC) to meet their national SDG4 targets 
(UNESCO, 2023).

Moreover, certain countries are anticipated to 
encounter additional financing constraints in the 
short and medium terms, due to demographic growth. 
If these countries maintain (or decrease) their current 
level of education spending while their school-age 
population continues to grow, per-capita education 
spending will decrease. Sudan serves as an example, 
with projections indicating a nearly 30 per cent 
increase in its school-age population over the next 
decade (World Bank and UNESCO, 2023).
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In addition to the constraints that governments 
face, households have significantly contributed 
to education financing. Families in LIC and LMIC 
account for approximately one-third of total education 
spending (World Bank and UNESCO, 2023). Moreover, 
within countries, the richest spend far more on 
education, further entrenching inequality (World Bank 
and UNESCO, 2022).

International aid for education - which has been 
used as a mechanism to ameliorate constraints 
in government and household spending - has 
experienced fluctuations in recent years. At the 
onset of the pandemic, international aid to education 
reached a record high of $19.3 billion. However, in 
2021, it decreased by 7 per cent or nearly $2 billion 
compared to the previous year. This contrasts with aid 
allocations for health, which has witnessed significant 
increase and has sustained at high level, despite a 
slight decrease in 2021 (World Bank and UNESCO, 
2023).

© UN Photo/Maura Ajak



Innovative financing in education

It is crucial to find more efficient and innovative funding 
strategies to close the education financing gap in 
the current climate where financial resources are 
tight for governments, households, and international 
development agencies. Continuous efforts have 
been made to explore innovative and unconventional 
approaches to increasing the amount of funding 
available in the education sector. These efforts have 
focused on innovation in both domestic and external 
sources as well as on how education is delivered and 
resources are mobilized (Burnett and Bermingham, 
2010).
 
Innovative financing through impact bonds. The Ghana 
Education Outcomes Project (GEOP) consisting of $30 
million is managed by the Ghana Ministry of Education 
and consists of a $25.5 million grant from the UK’s 
Foreign, Commonwealth, and Development Office 
(FCDO) provided through the World Bank and $4.5 
million from the Government of Ghana. The GEOP is 
a component of the IDA-funded Ghana Accountability 
for Learning Outcomes Project (GALOP), which is 
dedicated to enhancing educational quality in Ghana 
by encouraging effective teaching and learning 
practices (Edwards, 2023; GPRBA, 2023a; GPRBA, 
2023b; and Van de Veen, 2023). 

The objective of the GEOP is to support the reintegration 
of out-of-school children (OOSC) into Ghana’s formal 
education system and the improvement of learning 
outcomes in primary schools. The project’s expected 
outcomes of GEOP include: (i) the successful 
integration of out-of-school children into a mainstream 
school; (ii) an increase in student retention; and (iii) 
improvements in student learning. Technical support 
is also being provided to enhance the government’s 
ability to oversee outcome-based programmes. The 
project focuses on roughly 75,000 OOSC in rural 
areas with the highest absentee and school dropout 
rates. Additionally, around 120,000 students attending 
GALOP-supported schools are set to receive improved 
educational interventions from service providers. 
 
An innovative financing mechanism ought to do more 
than merely raise additional capital; it should serve as a 
catalyst for transformative change within the education 
sector. This involves enhancing the mobilization of 
domestic resources, using development aid more 
effectively, encouraging innovation, and elevating the 
performance (Writing Committee to the Taskforce on 
Innovative Financing for Education, 2010). Innovative 
financing encompasses a diverse array of financing 
mechanisms (Filipp and Lerer, 2013; Bellinger et al, 
2016). 13
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Innovative financing approaches hold significant 
promise for bridging the funding shortfalls in 
education; however, so far, they have not lived up to 
expectations. A primary challenge is the absence 
of a universally accepted definition of ‘innovative 
financing’ in general as well as in the context of the 
education sector. Additionally, the categorization of 
such financing mechanisms is complicated by the 
conflation of various terms and concepts (World 
Bank, 2024). 

An additional challenge is to ensure that the innovation 
aspect in the financing tools and instruments leads 
to predictability and additionality of the funding 
they generate. Given the importance of domestic 
resources in funding education, demonstrated above, 
it is critical to use the innovative finance to build 
capacity to mobilize more resources and use them 
more effectively towards achieving the universally 
agreed goals and objectives in education.   

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) represents a form 
of innovative financing that has been implemented 
in the education sector across various countries. 
These partnerships are structured as contractual 
agreements between governments and the private 
sector, aimed at funding a wide array of education 
services (Patrinos et al, 2009). The effectiveness 
of PPPs is heightened under certain conditions: a 
robust supply of resources from the private sector, 
the targeting of the funds for designated purposes, 
the ability to increase access while decreasing 
government expenditure without compromising 
quality, the adoption of a comprehensive system-
wide approach, and the granting of managerial and 
academic autonomy to the service provider (Patrinos, 
2023).

Blended finance, another type of innovative finance, 
uses public funds to attract private capital to 
sustainable development projects by minimizing their 
risk. In the past decade, the blended finance market 
has exhibited remarkable growth, reaching over 
$200 billion in 2023 (Convergence, 2024). The use of 
blended finance has spread over the past decade in 
the energy sector for example, but there is scope for 
it to be applied more widely in the education sector. 
Blended finance for education is still in the early 
stages of development (Zelenczuk, 2021).

It is essential to focus on key areas to attract more 
private capital into education spending using 
blended financing. First, it is critical to improve the 
understanding of blended finance and its impact 
among major stakeholders. Second, it is crucial to 
assess and bolster the capacity of governments, 
development finance institutions, and multilateral 
development banks to draw in private investment. 
Third, integrating blended finance into education 
funding will be essential (World Bank, 2024).

Again, innovative financing mechanisms have the 
potential to bolster interventions that yield significant 
impact. For instance, Banerjee et al (2023) identified 
certain cost-effectiveness approaches, termed ‘smart 
buys’, which are particularly efficacious. Among these 
are structured pedagogy, which seeks to enhance 
classroom instruction with a set of coordinated 
inputs, and the Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL), 
which adjusts instruction to students’ individual 
learning levels. Teaching according to learning level 
can be enhanced through integration of technology. 



Conclusion and the way forward: 
Making the most of the opportunities 
and strengths of African economies: 
Exploring how education can empower 
women and youth in Africa 

To leapfrog and unlock the full potential of STI as a 
driver towards the ‘Africa We Want’, the continent’s 
various limitations must be addressed including but 
not limited to funding, brain-drain, a weak Research and 
Development (R&D) ecosystem, lack of infrastructure, 
access to information and technology, policy and 
regulatory frameworks, as well as socio-cultural 
factors such as investment in teacher training31.  This 
can be achieved through various policy priorities 
which are discussed below.

Education has the power to 
transform lives, drive economic 
growth, and promote social 
inclusion. By investing in education, 
particularly for women and youth, 
African countries can unlock the 
continent’s potential and harness 
the demographic dividend for 
sustainable development. Through 
digital transformation and innovative 
finance, African countries can 
ensure that education is accessible, 
inclusive, and effective, empowering 
women and youth to achieve their 
full potential and contribute to the 
continent’s prosperity and progress. 
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31 AU/UNECA/AfDB/UNDP (2022). 2022 Africa Sustainable Development 
Report: Building Back Better from the Coronavirus Disease, While Advancing 
the Full Implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 
Addis Ababa
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Policy Commitment

Considering the transformative power of 
education in shaping the future of Africa, 
member States are urged to place education 
at the centre of their ambitions, as outlined 
in Agenda 2063, the plan for Africa’s 
transformation, to build a prosperous and 
united Africa based on shared values and 
a common destiny.  This requires, inter 
alia, evidence-based policies with clear and 
measurable objectives.  African countries 
are advised to prioritize investment in 
education, technology, science, and 
research as a key pillar of the Africa’s digital 
transformation towards The Africa We Want 
(Agenda 2063).  There is also a need to 
put in place enabling policy and regulatory 
environment that enhances educational 
equity and inclusion, by ensuring availability 
of high-speed connectivity for schools as 
well as increased access to digital devices, 
eLearning platforms and high-quality digital 
educational content in schools and among 
learners. 

01

Investment in digital 
infrastructure for 
universal and affordable 
access

African countries must enhance policy 
development aimed at accelerating the 
development of digital public infrastructure to 
ensure reliable and affordable connectivity and 
digital devices for all that can harness the full 
potential of ICTs and frontier technologies such 
as AI to address the education challenges Public-
private partnership is also relevant to achieving 
success in this area.  

02

Investment in digital 
literacy and skills 
development 

The Integration of digital literacy and skills 
development programmes into school 
curricula has increasingly been placed on 
the digital revolution agenda.  A key reason 
for this is to ensure global harmonization 
in ensuring that women and youth are 
equipped with the knowledge and skills they 
need to navigate the digital world. This also 
implies the provision of relevant training and 
capacity-building programmes for teachers 
to integrate technology into their teaching 
practices and deliver digital education 
effectively. 

03

Strengthen DRM 
capacity for predictable 
investment in education 

Reinforce the planning capacity related to 
investing in education and identify means 
to domestically mobilize resources for long 
term financing.  

04

32 Anderson, J. (2019). Digital Literacy for All: A Blueprint for Africa’s Digital 
Renaissance. Global Digital Literacy Council.



Strengthening 
education financing 
mechanisms through 
innovative financing 

Considering inadequate resources 
and insufficient budgets for education; 
innovative approaches are required to 
multiply and efficiently use the sources of 
financing for giving all African students a 
quality education by 2030. In this regard, 
the first step should be developing clear 
legal and regulatory frameworks that 
facilitate innovative financing.  Establishing 
innovative finance mechanisms, such as 
impact investing, and social impact bonds, 
, to mobilize resources for education and 
ensuring that funding reaches women and 
youth should be considered a policy priority. 
It will serve beneficial purposes to develop 
public-private partnerships to leverage 
private sector investment in education and 
promote sustainable financing models for 
education initiatives. 

05 Supporting educational 
entrepreneurship and 
innovation 

This implies the creation of supportive 
ecosystems for educational 
entrepreneurship and innovation, 
especially, the provision of training, 
mentorship, and support for women and 
youth in entrepreneurs to leverage digital 
technologies, and innovation is considered 
another priority. Government should further 
prioritize innovation hubs, incubators, and 
accelerators to support the development of 
digital solutions and technology startups 
led by women and youth, and provide 
grants, loans, or other forms of financial 
support for educational startups. This also 
implies fostering a culture of innovation 
and entrepreneurship through awareness 
campaigns that focus on educational 
innovation.

06
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International 
Collaboration 

Call for international collaboration between 
public and private sector to attract more 
investment to expand electrification, both 
grid and off-grid, to ensure the 600 million 
African  who have no access to electricity 
will achieve universal access, and that 
this development should be supported 
by appropriate policies, regulations, and 
incentives.

07
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