CHAPTER 3

Enrolment and gender trends:

primary education

The World Conference on Education for All in Jomtien Map 3.1.1 Pre-primary enrolment
in 1990 identified universal primary education (UPE) as apparent in most regions of the world

the bedrock objective for achieving Education for All,
and the Millennium Declaration did likewise. Since the
out-of-school population has been disproportionately
female, the goal of UPE and the parallel goal of gender
equality are inextricably connected.

Data show that significant progress has been made over
the last four decades in enhancing access to primary
education in all regions of the world and for both sexes.
Moreover, primary school completion and school-life
expectancy rates have been increasing, and there has
been a general narrowing of gender gaps at the primary
level. However, troubling trends include high repetition
rates and large numbers of overage children in some
countries and regions.

1. Participation in pre-primary
education on the rise

A growing body of research around the world has shown that
participation in pre-primary education translates into better learning
outcomes once pupils enter primary school and move on to higher
levels of education. A report from the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD), for example, found that in
practically all countries “15-year-old students who have attended
some pre-primary school outperformed students who had not”

the reading portion of the 2009 Programme for International Study
Assessment (PISA) that was administered to students in 65 countries.

In examining trends at the pre-primary level it is important to keep
in mind that pre-primary education is not compulsory and frequently
involves out-of-pocket costs to the families. Moreover, the age of
participants varies from three to five or even six years, which means
that the gross enrolment ratio may be higher than 100% in situations
where students younger or older than the official age are enrolled.

As shown in Map 3.1.1, which depicts the gross enrolment ratios

for pre-primary education in 178 countries, participation rates are
minimal in about a fifth of countries (18 percent) but nearly universal
in another fifth (21 percent). Another 20 percent have participation
rates in the 50 to 75 percent range.
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CHAPTER 3 Enrolment and gender trends: primary education

Figure 3.1.1 Growth seen in the majority of the regions

Participation rates for pre-primary education vary
dramatically even within regions. These disparities can
be seen in Figure 3.1.2 which provides data on eight
regions showing the proportion of children enrolled in
pre-primary education compared to the total population
of children of pre-primary age. The figure also shows
the highest and lowest values of GER per region.

In sub-Saharan Africa the ratio ranges from less than

4 percent in Chad to 110 percent in Liberia. In North
America and Western Europe the ratios extend from

57 percent in the United States to 130 percent in Spain.

Policies and practices relating to pre-primary education
vary widely among various countries. Figure 3.1.3
provides information on the proportion of new entrants
who enrol in primary school with prior experience in an
Early Childhood Development program. The proportions
range from single digit percentages in Ethiopia, Djibouti
and Azerbaijan to virtually universal pre-primary
experience in Malaysia.

Figure 3.1.3 Early childhood experience ranges from minimal to near-universal

Participation in pre-primary education increased steadily
between 1990 and 2009 for both sexes and in almost all
regions of the world. As shown in Figure 3.1.1, the most
dramatic gains took place in South and West Asia, where
participation rates essentially tripled for both sexes. The

Figure 3.1.2 Participation rates vary within regions
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proportion of children involved in pre-primary education
is greatest in North America and Western Europe,
followed by Latin America and the Caribbean and then
Central and Eastern Europe. Sub-Saharan Africa has the
lowest participation rates, slightly below the Arab States.
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Gross enrolment ratio in pre-primary education for selected countries and regions, 2009 or latest year available
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Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics
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CHAPTER 3 Enrolment and gender trends: primary education

Gender parity is strong in the area of pre-primary Map 3.1.2

education. As shown in Map 3.1.2, girls and boys Gender parity widespread in pre-primary education
participate in pre-primary education at the same rates
in a substantial majority (62 percent) of countries. Males
are favoured in 18 percent of countries and females in
20 percent.

Gender parity index in pre-primary education
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2. Growmg number of countries Map 3.2.1 Gross enrolment ratios vary across regions
achieving universal primary education  Gross enrolment ratio in primary education
S —_——— - —_—
Universal primary education (UPE) has long been the Greerland = o~ _ = = ——
situation in most developed countries, and considerable ;} (Denmark) == Faroe llnds _p2 M ME\ =
. . . . g e en.
progress has been made in making primary schooling > el E 7
accessible to children in developing countries as well. e Rt el N
Progress has been especially strong over the last decade, - ~
when a growing number of countries have achieved UPE. Lurembourg : \ S
Girls’ enrolment has been increasing at a faster rate than Liechtenstein [} — Kazakhstan Mongolia > .,
. Swit ‘ \\, e
that of boys, which has helped to close the gender gap at ‘ O 5 5 AR
. . — = emocratic Feo ES’\
the primary level. { United States e ) 7 et Korea N
& of America V4 - Portugal /- DV, Y @1
i ) Gibraltar (UK)[}—7___~ Isla  Republic Jap
Map 3.2.1 offers a global overview of the number' of L — I Bermuda (UK) =( )Mcyéco | e G o keshmier  hina \of%réaff
countries with respect to their gross enrolment ratio (GER). Bahamas \ of Iran 5\
The primary level GER expresses the number of children, Turksand ,Dominican Republic ’ [ o
£ . . Caicos Is. British Virgin Islands \/ J ¢
regardless of age, who are enrolled in primary school as Anguilla (UK) L Jn
a percentage of the corresponding population in the /. St. Kitts and Nevis Cape I Hong Kong SR, China
. . R Antigua and Barbuda Verde v Macao SAR, China
theoretical age group for this level of education. The GER L e Montserrat (UK) Q ,
. . . elize ' . . N
can exceed 100 percent if there are significant numbers G\“@Zf urgima"apumgAR.co /Dg)t(.]ﬂ::ilaca 1 \ ,
of under- or over-age children enrolled in primary schools. soador. | arubay YN D parbados Gambia i ‘
Nlcarag%ij (Neth.) /F( % St. Vincent & Grenadines Guinea- Viet Nam Marshall
Costa Ri \D Grenada Bissau y X / / Islands D\
anamﬁﬂ } Venezuela /\ [Trinidad and Tobago Sierra Leone ) Brunei AN /D Palau .
. ‘ \7 ngya\n& tenka Darussalam / - i Fed. States of|
Flgure 3.2.1 |Colombia { M Maldives [+ Micronesia
Majority of children living in countries with high gross enrolment ratios ,<1 7 ) .
— ) ——— . ' Ecuédor}‘\\/ | N 5 Gab Democratic /g
Distribution of world’s children by levels of gross enrolment ratio in primary education, 2009 M F)j "\77\ ‘ Rili’,‘;ﬁgc 3 i [ Seychelles
\ f \ (
g 90 //" q/{:|Cz)m<3ros %
= [ ’ ,J>
R | J ) /Y )
ig / - /
=X 70 ( \ / __[“IMauritius : N ¢
0T ‘»/ Ngmlbla Maﬂaga&car ° “/D ,// \ Q\fc
$2 60 —~ \ ) r g
= - \ ~ -~ \/ Vj A }/ see below
g @ 50 \‘\ é‘wazﬂand \ Australia / -
=0 N\ /
22, N ia B . /
%S 0 ‘ A \ /
58 L \/ N L2, / n
Y N S
S ® \‘\f/ New J\/
5 2 7 o Zealand //
& 2
a — P .
10 e /
o L mo— -
Less than 80 80— 90 90 — 98| Greater than 98 .
ess than [ [ [ o ! reaterthan = - Less than 80% [H 1. The FYR of Macedonia [18. Hungary :
Gross enrolment ratio (%) []2. Albania [79. Austria N[Kiribati
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics [80% — 90%[ [J3. Montenegro [[110. Czech Republic Nauru [V
90% — 98% [14. Serbia []11. Slovakia
! { [[]5. Bosnia and Herzegovina  [[]12. Republic of Moldova _ Solomon
) ) ) Greater than 98% 6. Croatia []13. Romania %glzslands . /D Tokelau (NZ)
Nearly three-quarters (73 percent) of the 194 countries Figure 3.2.1 shows that whereas 72 percent of countries No data 7. Slovenia [J14. Bulgaria N Twau¥ ‘
for which data are available reported a gross enrolment report a GER greater than 98 percent, 77 percent of the L Hsamen
. . . . ) . . B . Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the oy,
ratio over 98 percent, a sign of near—ynlversal primary world s .chlldren. live in _sugh countries. Put another way, RepuLhe of South Sudan has netyet been determined. anaty 4 A
enrolment. Only 4 percent of countries have a GER a majority of children live in countries that have a high . A , v S DNiue(N2)
3 . * Dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control Qjé [] Cook Islands
below 80 percent, meaning that at least one in five of GER. At the other end of the spectrum only 3 percent of in Jamrmu and Ksshmir agreed upon by India and Pakistan © tonga N2)
. . . . . . . € Tinal status or Jammu an ashmir has not yet been
their children do not have access to primary schools. children live in the 5 percent of countries that have GERs agreed upon by the parties.
below 80 percent. Source: UNESCO lInstitute for Statistics

Since countries vary widely in the size of their
populations, the number of countries at various GER
levels may not be an accurate reflection of where the
world stands with regards to primary enrolment.
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One way of measuring universal participation in primary
education is to examine the net enrolment rate (NER),
which is calculated by dividing the number of students
of a particular age group — in this case primary level -

by the number of children in the population of that age
group. In other words, unlike GER, NER indicates the
actual share of the particular age group that should be
enrolled in primary schools; therefore this rate can never
exceed 100%.

Map 3.2.2 shows that the largest proportion of countries
(44 percent) have NERs in the range of 85 to 95 percent.
About a tenth have near-universal primary enrolment
levels of 98 percent or above, while slightly less than

one in ten show rates of less than 75 percent. Overall,
GERs tend to be higher than NERs — which makes sense
given that many children in primary schools are
over-aged due to late entrance to school.

Net enrolment rates have been rising in most countries
over the last decade — a pattern that can be seen in
Figure 3.2.2. Among countries where the NER has
deteriorated, most of the declines are either relatively
small, such as the drop in Nigeria from 64 to 63 percent,
or are occurring in countries that already had
near-universal NER in 2000.

Figure 3.2.2 Net enrolment rates rising in most countries

Map 3.2.2
Steady progress seen toward universal primary education

Net enrolment rate in primary education
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Figure 3.2.3 Sub-Saharan Africa leading gains in gross enrolment ratios for both sexes

Gross enrolment ratio in primary education by region and worldwide, 1970-2009
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A general upward trend in primary level gross enrolment
ratios has occurred for both males and females since
1970. As shown in Figure 3.2.3, the most dramatic gains
have been registered among both sexes in sub-Saharan
Africa, where the GERs rose from 62 to 106 percent for
males and more than doubled, from 43 to 97 percent, for
females.

Sub-Saharan Arab States South and North America Central and Central Asia*  Latin America  East Asia and World
Africa West Asia and Western  Eastern Europe and the the Pacific*
Europe Caribbean

Note: * Data for Central Asia is from 1980-2009; * Data for East Asia and the Pacific is from 1975-2009

Other significant gains for females were registered in the
Arab States and in South and West Asia. The only regions
to show declines in GERs were Central Asia, where the
ratio for both females and males dropped by around

8 percentage points, Central and Eastern Europe,

where both the male and female ratios dropped below
100 percent and East Asia and the Pacific, where the GER

Figure 3.2.4 Primary enrolments keeping pace with population growth

for males dropped from 119 to 110 percent. It is
noteworthy to mention however that declines of the GER
that occur when the latter remains near 100 percent, are
mostly due to fewer over/under aged pupils being
enrolled and do not project a step back for the region.

The ratios are virtually identical for males and females in
North America and Western Europe. The ratio is higher
for males than for females in six of the other seven
regions. The exception is East Asia and the Pacific,

where females have a slight edge. The highest GER

(119 percent) is for males in Latin America and the
Caribbean, while the lowest (93 percent) is for females in
the Arab States. The largest gaps in favour of males are in
sub-Saharan Africa and in the Arab States.

An obvious question that arises is how the changes in
enrolment compare with the overall growth of the
school-age population? Are there any signs that gains

in access to education are being negated by rising
population levels? In general, the answer seems to be no.
Enrolments are more than keeping pace with population
growth.

Figure 3.2.4 shows that the number of primary age
children was either steady or declined somewhat in most
regions of the world between 1999 and 2009 due to
slower population growth. Primary enrolments generally
moved in parallel to the population trends, although in
Central Asia and in East Asia and the Pacific enrolment
declines were slightly less severe than the population
drop-offs.

Three regions of the world — Arab States, South and West
Asia, and sub-Saharan Africa — showed growth in the
school-age population, and in all three cases primary
enrolments grew at even faster rates. Another sign of
improvement in access to primary education is the fact
that the enrolment rates of girls rose faster than those
of boys in all three regions.

Figure 3.2.5 reports data on the primary level gross
enrolment ratio for 32 selected countries. The largest
gap in favour of boys is in Afghanistan, where boys
outnumber girls by a ratio of three to two. By contrast,
girls have the edge in four countries: China, Mauritania,
Armenia and Bangladesh.

Figure 3.2.5 Gross enrolment ratio higher for boys in some countries and girls in others

Percentage change in enrolment and population in primary education by gender, 1999-2009
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ioni H i Map 3.3.1 Two-thirds of countries
zi.'. fl:gen;flcl::lz::‘ypre%ge'iess in gender parlty show gender parity in primary schools

Gender parity index in primary education
Although boys continue to have a slight edge in access

to primary education in some areas, girls have been the @f’;%
principal beneficiaries of the trend toward higher gross
enrolment ratios. These gains are reflected in data on
gender parity.

Map 3.3.1 depicts the gender parity index at the primary
level for 193 countries. It shows that nearly two-thirds
(128) of these countries have achieved gender parity.
Boys have the edge in all but 8 of the 65 countries that
do not show gender parity. Examples of these countries
are shown in Table 3.3.1.

United States
of America

_AIBermuda (UK)

Bahamas

Turks and
=y Caicos Is.

Dominican Republic

Table 3.3.1 Examples of countries with more girls and more boys

Anguilla (UK)

Countries with more females enrolled, 2009 or  Countries with more males enrolled, 2009 or ! X
St. Kitts and Nevis

Note: *! refer to 2010 data; ! refer to 2008 data; ~ refer to 2007 data
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics

Table 3.3.1 provides lists of eight countries that have more females in primary
schools as well as eight with more males. The range varies from the 1.08
advantage of females in Mauritania to the 0.55 in favour of males in Somalia.

(§
Bolivia

While almost all countries have made progress towards gender parity, there are
significant differences among regions. Moreover, while the gap between regions
with high and low levels of gender parity has narrowed, it still remains significant.

Figure 3.3.1 Pace of movement toward gender parity varies among regions

Percentage of countries within parity range in primary education, 1970-2009
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4. Repetition a continuing obstacle
to progress in school

Almost all countries face disparities in the way pupils
progress through school, with girls usually doing so in
a more timely manner than boys. Repetition of grades
is an important determinant of whether or not pupils
persist and eventually complete primary school.
Repetition rates are an indication of the internal
inefficiencies of education systems, and some studies
on student learning have questioned the pedagogical
benefits of holding pupils back.

The global average for the proportion of pupils who
repeat grades during their primary years is 4.9 percent —
4.6 percent among females and 5.2 percent among
males. But as seen in Map 3.4.1, the proportions vary
widely among various regions and countries. Nearly a
third of countries have minimal percentages of less than
1 percent, while around a quarter have percentages
between 1 percent and 5 percent. At the other end of the
spectrum, there are nine countries in which more than
one in five pupils repeat a grade.

Repetition of grades is highest in Burundi, where nearly
one in three (32 percent) pupils repeat a grade, and all of
the ten countries with the highest percentages are also in
sub-Saharan Africa.
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Map 3.4.1
Repetition rates vary widely among different regions

Percentage of repeaters in primary education
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Table 3.4.1 shows how repetition levels differ among
regions. The practice is negligible in Central Asia and

in North America and Western Europe, both of which
record percentages below 1 percent. Less than 1.5 percent
of students are held back in two other regions: Central
and Eastern Europe and East Asia and the Pacific.

Table 3.4.1 Largest proportions of repeaters found in
Latin America and the Caribbean and sub-Saharan Africa

The largest proportions of repeaters are found in Latin
America and the Caribbean and in sub-Saharan Africa,
where the proportion of one in ten students is more than
double the global average. As shown in Table 3.4.2, ten of
the countries with the highest repetition rates are in
sub-Saharan Africa.

Table 3.4.2 Countries with highest percentage of repeaters,
2009 or latest year available

Regional percentage of repeaters, 2009 or latest year available

Region Percentage
Arab States 6.9
Central and Eastern Europe 1.2
Central Asia 0.1
East Asia and the Pacific 1.5
Latin America and the Caribbean 8.5
North America and Western Europe 0.8
South and West Asia™* 4.8
Sub-Saharan Africa 9.7
World 4.9

Regional percentage of repeaters by gender, 2009 or latest year available

Region Female Male
Arab States 5.7 8.0
Central and Eastern Europe 1.5 0.9
Central Asia 0.1 0.1
East Asia and the Pacific 1.3 1.8
Latin America and the Caribbean 8.2 8.7
North America and Western Europe 13 0.3
South and West Asia™! 4.8 4.9
Sub-Saharan Africa 8.9 10.5
World 4.6 5.2

Note: * refer to 2008 data
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics

Figure 3.4.1 Boys are more likely to repeat than girls

Country Repetition rate
Burundi 32.3
Comoros™ 244
S3o Tomé and Principe™! 24.2
Togo 22.9
Chad 22.8
Central African Republic*! 20.7
Lesotho 20.5
Madagascar 20.4
Equatorial Guinea*! 20.4
Congo 19.7

Note: *! refer to 2010 data; ! refer to 2008 data

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics

Percentage of repeaters for selected countries, 2009 or latest year available
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Note: *! refer to 2010 data; ! refer to 2008 data; “?refer to 2007 data
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics
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Figure 3.4.2 Male repeaters outnumber females in 75 percent of countries

Percentage of countries according to repetition rates

More male repeaters
75%

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics

More female repeaters
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Table 3.4.3 Some countries have more female repeaters

More male repeaters
More female repeaters
Parity
Less than 1%
[1% — 5%][

B [5%-10%[

B [10%- 20%]

B Greater than 20%

Region

Country

Countries with gender parity in repetition rates, 2009 or latest year available

Arab States

East Asia and the Pacific

East Asia and the Pacific

Latin America and the Caribbean
Latin America and the Caribbean
Latin America and the Caribbean
North America and Western Europe
North America and Western Europe
North America and Western Europe
North America and Western Europe
North America and Western Europe
North America and Western Europe
North America and Western Europe
North America and Western Europe
Central and Eastern Europe
Central and Eastern Europe
Central Asia

East Asia and the Pacific

Arab States

South and West Asia

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Arab States

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

South and West Asia

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Occupied Palestinian Territory
Cook Islands**

Japan-

Anguilla’
Bahamas™!
Cayman Islands
Austria

Canada?

Iceland
Liechtenstein

San Marino
Sweden

United Kingdom™
United States of America
Belarus™

Ukraine

Tajikistan
Myanmar

Bahrain

India

Niger

Senegal

Djibouti

Burkina Faso*!
Uganda

Mali+

Nepal*

Benin

Democratic Republic of the Congo
Malawi

Céte d'Ilvoire
Central African Republic*!
Comoros™
Burundi

Countries where there are more female repeaters, 2009 or latest year available

Arab States

Arab States

Arab States

Central and Eastern Europe
Latin America and the Caribbean
Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Sub-Saharan Africa

Qatar

Jordan™

Oman

Turkey

Antigua and Barbuda
Liberia!

Guinea

Chad

Male  Female
repetition repetition

rate rate
0.1 0.1
0.1 0.1
0.2 0.2
0.4 0.4
1.9 1.9
3.4 3.5
4.4 4.5
7.4 7.6
9.9 10.1
10.1 10.1
11.5 11.9
12.9 12.8
14.0 14.1
14.3 14.3
15.6 15.2
18.4 19.0
18.7 18.9
20.9 20.6
24.4 24.5
32.3 32.3
0.5 0.5
0.6 0.6
1.3 1.6
2.1 2.2
5.4 6.7
6.5 6.9
14.7 16.1
223 23.6

As already noted, boys are far
more likely than girls to be
repeaters at the primary level.
Table 3.4.1 shows that this
pattern applies to all regions
except for Central Asia, where
there are negligible repetition
rates for both sexes and for
Central and Eastern Europe,
and North America and Western
Europe where the repetition
rates for females are slightly
higher.

Figure 3.4.2 indicates that

male repeaters outnumber
females in 75 percent of
countries, while female repeaters
are more numerous in only

5 percent. The other 20 percent
of countries are at parity. It is
interesting to note that half of
the countries that are at parity
have very low repetition rates.

Figure 3.4.1 depicts the extent
to which a higher percentage
of boys repeat in 22 selected
countries. The differences range
from 2.5 percentage points in
Vanuatu to a 5.5 point
differential in Suriname.

Male and female repetition

rates can be similar in countries
where the overall repetition rates
fall in different levels. As seen in
Table 3.4.3, such parity exists in
Myanmar (0.4 for both sexes),
Nepal (14.0 for males, 14.1 for
females) and Burundi (32.3 for
both sexes).

Note: *' refer to 2010 data;  refer to 2008 data;
“refer to 2007 data;  refer to 2006 data
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics
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5. Dropout a threat
to universal primary education

A major obstacle to reaching the goal of universal
primary education is the high dropout rates that
characterize many countries. The causes of dropping
out, or “school wastage”, are mostly rooted in the overall
social and economic environment and those that stem
from the way the school system itself is organized and
operates. Data show that dropout rates are highly
sensitive to the national economic context. Studies in
certain less developed countries, for example, have
shown a significant and positive correlation between
dropout rates and the percentage of people having a
very poor income, since even when public schools are
ostensibly free, parents must bear various direct costs
to educate their children such as purchasing school
supplies, textbooks, etc. A poor economy can also be the
cause of having classrooms with unfavourable working
conditions and teachers that have poor teaching skills.
High dropout rates are also observed in countries where
there is high mortality amongst adults (e.g. Tanzania). In
these situations, the child may be needed to care for the
ill or replace them in different economic activities. As a
result, the child may attend fewer hours or drop out of
school.

Map 3.5.1 and Figure 3.5.1 show how rates vary across
the world, with the number of countries spread fairly
evenly across the five categories. For sub-Saharan Africa,
nearly two-thirds of the countries (63 percent) have a
dropout rate greater than 30 percent, compared to only
13 percent in the remaining regions of the world.

Globally, 48 countries have rates of less than 5 percent,
where only one (Mauritius) is in sub-Saharan Africa,
while 33 others register rates greater than 30 percent,
of which 20 are located in sub-Saharan Africa.

Figure 3.5.1 Dropout rates high in two out of three sub-Saharan countries

Map 3.5.1 Dropout rates vary widely among different regions
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Figure 3.5.2 How dropout rates vary among countries

Dropout rates for selected countries, primary education, 2009 or latest year available

Countries with lowest dropout rates W Countries with highest dropout rates

Note: * refer to 2008 data; 2 refer to 2007 data;  refer to 2006 data; * refer to 2005 data
Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics

The range of dropout rates is wide within various
countries and regions. Figure 3.5.2 shows the rates at
four different levels for selected countries in each region.
The largest dropout problem is found in Chad, where
nearly three-quarters (70 percent) of pupils drop out
before completing the full primary education cycle. As
shown in Figure 3.5.1, sub-Saharan Africa is notable for
the fact that whereas 63 percent of countries have rates
above 30 percent, only 3 percent have rates in the zero to
5 percent range.

Gender is a significant factor in school survival in almost
every country in the world regardless of its state of
development, with boys usually dropping out at much
higher rates than girls.
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Figure 3.5.3 demonstrates both the wide range of
dropout rates among various countries and the fact that
the number of countries with higher male rates is almost
twice as large as those with higher female rates.

Figure 3.5.4 shows the pattern for 27 selected countries —
17 with higher rates for boys and 10 in which girls have a
higher rate. Substantial gaps favouring females are found
in Lesotho, where the rates are 62 percent for boys and
44 percent for girls, and in Sudan and Aruba, where boys
are more than five times as likely to drop out of primary
school as girls. The largest gap favouring males exists in
Togo, where the rate is 38 percent for females and only
24 percent for males.

Figure 3.5.3 Boys more likely than girls to leave school

Dropout rates by gender for all countries with available data, 2009 or latest year available
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Figure 3.5.4 Examples of male/female dropout rates among countries
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6. Primary level completion rates
on the rise

Dropout rates by definition have a negative impact on
school completion rates. By lowering the number of
students who drop out at the primary level, countries
will not only increase their primary school completion
rates but set the stage for progression through lower
secondary and post-compulsory education and training.

Map 3.6.1 depicts the primary completion rates for 173
countries around the world. It shows that around half of
countries (45 percent) have rates of 95 percent or higher.
At the other end of the spectrum, a quarter of countries
have no more than four out of five pupils who complete
primary education.

For the world as a whole, primary completion rates rose
significantly over the last decade for both sexes. As shown
in Figure 3.6.1, the rates for girls increased from 78 to
87 percent, while those for males grew from 84 to

90 percent. Completion rates are higher for boys in all
but two of the regions: Latin America and the Caribbean,
and East Asia and the Pacific.

The largest gains occurred in the three regions that

Map 3.6.1 Primary completion rates
at least 95 percent in half of countries
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Figure 3.6.2 Global primary completion rates up from 73 to 88 percent
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Figure 3.6.3 Countries differ in primary completion rates by gender

2005

2009

Figure 3.6.2 depicts the growth in primary completion
rates in the various regions over four decades starting
in 1970. For the world as a whole the rate rose from
73 percent in 1970 to 80 percent by 1985. It then
remained steady until 1999, when it began climbing
to the current level of 88 percent.

Growth in the primary completion rate was relatively
steady over the four decades for both the Arab States and
South and West Asia, whereas sub-Saharan Africa lost
ground between the mid-1980s and the late 1990s.
Consistent with the data in Figure 3.6.1, the last decade
has produced spurts in all of the regions that did not
already have high primary completion rates.

Depending on the country, completion rates can be
higher for either boys or girls. Figure 3.6.3 gives
examples of ten countries in each category.

Figure 3.6.4 Schooling trajectories vary among countries

The trajectories by which pupils progress through
primary school vary considerably. Students enter primary
school at different ages. Some repeat one or more
grades, and those who drop out do so at various stages
in their primary schooling. One way to examine these
trajectories is to compare net enrolment ratios (NER)
with primary completion rates; if the completion rate for
a country is higher than the net enrolment ratio, the
country probably has substantial numbers of pupils who
enter school late, repeat grades and/or re-enter school
after dropping out. A completion rate that is lower than
the net enrolment ratio is a sign that large numbers of
pupils drop out during the early grades.

Figure 3.6.4 provides data for 22 countries where the
primary completion rate is higher than the NER because
of high levels of over-age entrants to the last grade. For
38 countries the reverse is true because of low levels of
internal efficiency.
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7. Out-of-school children a continuing
challenge

Recent progress in expanding access to primary
education worldwide, and the narrowing of the gender
gap, have translated into a decline in both absolute
numbers, as well as the rate, of children out of school.
Despite this progress, however, large numbers of
children still lack access to schooling. Data show that in
2009 there were 68 million out-of-school primary-age
children around the world.

As seen in Map 3.7.1, about one in seven countries

(15 percent) have minimal proportions of such children
of 0 to 1 percent, but another fifth of countries

(20 percent) have rates of more than 15 percent. In 19

of these countries more than one in five children are out
of school.

Figure 3.7.1 shows the regional rate of out-of-school
children in primary education, as well as the range,
along with the lowest and highest values in the region.
The regions with the highest rate of out-of-school
children are sub-Saharan Africa and the Arab States.

It is interesting to observe that the regions with the

Map 3.7.1 Children not in school
heavily concentrated in three regions
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Figure 3.7.2
Most out-of-school children living in three regions
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Figure 3.7.3 How sub-Saharan Africa compares to world
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The global population of out-of-school children is
heavily concentrated in three regions of the world:
sub-Saharan Africa, South and West Asia, and East Asia
and the Pacific. As seen in Figure 3.7.2, together these
regions account for more than four out of five

(81 percent) out-of-school primary age children. The
problem of out-of-school children is particularly serious
in sub-Saharan Africa. Figure 3.7.3 shows that nearly four
out of ten (39 percent) of countries in this region have
rates above 20 percent, versus only 4 percent for the
remaining regions of the world.

Within these regions, however, the patterns vary
considerably. As seen in Figure 3.7.1, the percentages in
sub-Saharan Africa range from 63 percent in Eritrea to a
negligible percentage of 0.7 percent in Madagascar.
Likewise, the proportions in Latin America and the
Caribbean range from less than 1 percent in Cuba or
Belize to 20 percent in Jamaica.

Despite the substantial number of children who remain
out of school, the proportion is actually declining even
though the overall school-age populations continue to
increase. Figure 3.7.4 shows that the rates of out-of-
school children were relatively stable between 1999 and
2009 for most regions and declined dramatically in the
three areas where the problem had been most severe:
South and West Asia, Arab States, and sub-Saharan
Africa. Progress was greatest in sub-Saharan Africa,
where, despite a number of countries with large
out-of-school populations, the overall rate fell from

41 to 23 percent.

Figure 3.7.4 Out-of-school rates declining, including in sub-Saharan Africa
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As with the overall numbers of out-of-school children,
the share of girls has been declining. Figure 3.7.5
indicates that globally the proportion of girls among
out-of-school children has gone down steadily, from
60 percent in 1990 to 53 percent in 2009. The most
dramatic decline has taken place in East Asia and the
Pacific, where the proportion was almost halved, from
70 to 40 percent in 2007.

Figure 3.7.6 shows the decline in proportions of
out-of-school children by sex in sub-Saharan Africa

and South and West Asia. The most dramatic gains

were among girls in South and West Asia, where the
percentages were halved, from 24 to 10 million children.

Figure 3.7.5 Decline of percentage of female out-of-school children greatest in East Asia and the Pacific
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Figure 3.7.6 Dramatic gains in girls’ school participation seen in South and West Asia
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8. Overage children more likely to drop out of school

Primary pupils may be overaged because they start
school late or repeat grades. Being overage in school
affects boys and girls for different reasons. As boys in
poor and rural families become older, they face demands
for their labour outside the home. Girls are often
withdrawn to take on domestic tasks or prepare for early
marriage, which is prevalent in regions such as South
and West Asia and sub-Saharan Africa.

Pupils who are two or three years older than the target
age for their grade are at greater risk of dropping out of
school, of poor academic performance and of not

making the transition to lower secondary education.

In general, boys are much more likely than girls to be
overage for their grades. Figure 3.8.1 shows that boys are
most likely to be overage in 86 of the countries that have
not achieved gender parity (defined as having a GPI
between 0.97 and 1.03), while girls are likely to be so in
only seven countries. Where boys are disproportionately
overage the margins tend to be higher than they are
when girls are overage. In Swaziland, for example,

63 percent of boys are overage as opposed to only

42 percent of girls.

Figure 3.8.1 Boys more likely than girls to be overage at the end of primary school

Figure 3.9.1 Primary school attendance highest in wealthy households
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9. Special challenges of poor children and those in rural areas

Throughout the world enrolment in primary school tends
to be highly correlated with socioeconomic status and
geographic location. Children in the lowest economic
quintiles are more likely to be out of school than peers
from higher quintiles and to cite lack of money as their
reason for not attending school. Likewise children from
rural areas are more likely to be out of school than those
from urban areas.

Figures 3.9.1 and 3.9.2 provide data for 15 sub-Saharan
African countries showing how school attendance of
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children of primary age correlates with whether pupils
come from rich or poor families and whether they live
in urban or rural areas. The primary adjusted net
attendance rate measures the percentage of primary
school-age children who attend either primary or
secondary school.

These data show some consistent patterns. Among both
males and females, children from families in the highest
quintile of household wealth consistently participate in
school at higher rates than children of the same sex from

Primary adjusted net attendance rate: Richest versus poorest wealth quintile
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Figure 3.9.2 Attendance also higher in urban than in rural areas
School attendance of primary school-age children: Urban versus rural areas
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households in the lowest quintiles. Likewise, attendance
rates for children of both sexes who live in urban areas
are consistently higher than the comparable rates for
children in rural areas.

The data show some differences in patterns among the
two sexes. In most countries rich males enrol at higher
rates than rich females, but there are some exceptions.
In Cameroon, for example, the attendance rate of

97 percent among rich females is slightly higher than

the 95 percent for rich males. Likewise, urban males tend
to participate at higher rates than urban females, but in
Kenya the female rate of 95 percent is above the male
rate of 92 percent.

In general, the largest disparities among the sexes occur
in countries with the lowest attendance rates. Such
countries also tend to have the largest gaps between
urban and rural and between rich and poor.
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