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An important underlying trend in global education 
is the increased demand for quality schooling that 
follows when the school-age population increases. 
This population is growing in most, but by no means all, 
areas of the world. The good news is that, by and large, 
school enrolments are growing at least as fast as the 
school-age population. 

For the world as a whole, the number of the school-age 
population is projected to increase by 2.8 percent 
between 2010 and 2020 from 2,989 million to 3,074 
million children. Map 1.1.1 shows how this projected 
growth varies among various countries.

Of the 181 countries for which data are available, a slight 
majority of 98 will see overall growth in their school-age 
population, while 83 others are projected to experience a 
decline. Among countries with projected increases, ten will 
experience increases of more than 30 percent. A majority of the 
declines will be in the minimal range of less than 10 percent.

Figure 1.1.1 offers a snapshot of how the world’s 3 billion 
school-age children are distributed among various regions. 
It shows that over half of this population (56 percent) resides 
in two regions – South and West Asia, and East Asia and the 
Pacific – with another 15 percent in sub-Saharan Africa. 
The other five regions collectively account for less than 
30 percent of the world’s school-age children. 

Arab States
Central and Eastern Europe
Central Asia

East Asia and the Pacific

Latin America and the Caribbean
North America and Western Europe

South and West Asia
Sub-Saharan Africa

1% 5% 
6% 

8% 

9% 

15% 

28% 

28% 

School-age population, distribution by region, 2010

Source: United Nations Population Division Source: United Nations Population Division

Figure 1.1.1  More than half of school-age population 
resides in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa

Map 1.1.1  Majority of countries 
seeing growth in school-age population

School-age population growth, 2010–2020, ages 5–29  

1. School enrolments keeping pace 
with population growth
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Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics and World Bank

Source: United Nations Population Division

Projected patterns of growth and decline of school-age populations 
vary widely among the various regions of the world – from a decline 
of 14 percent in Central and Eastern Europe to growth of 24 percent 
in sub-Saharan Africa. Table 1.1.1 shows that only three of the eight 
regions of the world are expected to see notable increases: South 
and West Asia, Arab States and sub-Saharan Africa. With projected 
changes in the range of 1 percent, North America and Western 
Europe and Latin America and the Caribbean are essentially stable. 
Central Asia, Central and Eastern Europe and East Asia and the 
Pacific will have significant drop-offs in their school-age populations.

The rates of projected changes of the school-age population also vary 
widely by country and range from projected declines of 23 percent in 
the Republic of Moldova and 22 percent in Belarus to a projected 
increase of 52 percent in Niger. 

Most of the countries experiencing substantial declines in their 
school-age population are located either in Central Asia or in Central 
and Eastern Europe. In addition to the Republic of Moldova, four 
countries in Central and Eastern Europe have projected declines of at 
least 20 percent: Belarus, Lithuania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 
Poland. Fourteen other countries in this region and three in East Asia 
and the Pacific will see double-digit percentage declines, as will 
Georgia and Armenia in Central Asia. With a projected growth of 
9 percent, Tajikistan is the only country in Central Asia that expects 
a significant increase in its school-age population and twelve other 
relatively small countries will see an increase in East Asia and the 
Pacific, where the biggest increases will occur in small islands such as 
Timor-Leste, and Papua New Guinea.

The region with the most vigorous growth – in terms of both percent-
ages and absolute numbers – is sub-Saharan Africa. The school-age 
population in this region is projected to increase by 108 million, and 
sub-Saharan Africa will account for two-thirds of the growth of 162 
million persons in the four regions projected to have increases. 

As seen in Map 1.1.1, all but three of the 44 sub-Saharan African 
countries for which data are available – Mauritius, Cape Verde and 
South Africa – are expected to experience positive growth. The largest 
number (20) will grow at a rate of 20 to 30 percent, and another 
seven will increase by more than 30 percent.

Table 1.1.3 illustrates how great the variations can be among countries in the same 
region by listing the seven African countries with the lowest and highest school-age 

population growth. The projections range from negative 
growth of 3.7 percent in Mauritius to an increase of 
52 percent in Niger, which is in a category all by itself.

In today’s knowledge-based global economy, countries 
have strong incentives to provide higher levels of 
education and training to as many of their citizens as 
possible. National wealth can be measured by the sum 
of gross value added by all resident producers in the 
economy in current US dollars divided by the total 
population, or GDP per capita. It is strongly associated 
with rates of participation and persistence in education at 
all levels, with wealthy countries tending to have 
consistently higher rates than their low wealth 
counterparts. Nevertheless, the correlation between 
levels of GDP per capita and the number of years of 
schooling is by no means linear. 

A strong correlation exists around the world between per 
capita income and school-life expectancy (SLE) – defined 
as the total number of years of schooling that a typical 
child of a certain age is likely to spend in the education 
system. 

Map 1.2.1 and Table 1.2.1 show that all of the countries 
with SLE values in the highest category of 17 to 21 years 
are classified high income. Likewise, all but one of the 
68 countries with SLE of 13 to 16 years are either 
middle-high or high-income countries. At the other 
end of the spectrum, all eight countries with SLE in the 
lowest SLE category are either low income or low-middle 

income. Whereas 8 to 12 years of schooling is the 
highest level achieved by low-income countries, it is the 
minimum for high-income countries.

The general pattern is thus clear: school-life expectancy 
tends to increase as national wealth rises. Nevertheless, 
SLE values above ten years can be found at all levels of 
GDP per capita, and countries in the same economic 
stratum frequently have widely different SLEs. Mongolia 
is notable because, while it is a low-middle income country, 
it has a SLE of 14 years. Australia’s SLE value of 20 is five 
years higher than the 15 value of Austria, another high- 
income country with a comparable GDP per capita.

Figure 1.2.1 shows the direct relationship between 
school-life expectancy and GDP per capita for all 
countries. In general, the higher a country’s GDP 
per capita, the higher the school-life expectancy. For 
sub-Saharan African countries, which have been coloured 
differently, the GDP per capita is very low. As a result, the 
region presents some of the lowest SLEs, including less 
than five years for Niger and Eritrea. Moreover, low levels 
of GDP per capita are characterized by wide variations 
between SLE levels. Some countries with similar levels 
of wealth such as Guinea-Bissau and Niger present a big 
difference between their school-life expectancies which 
are 9 and 5 years respectively.
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Table 1.1.2  
Some regions expect population declines 
Projected school-age population growth in Central and 
Eastern Europe, Central Asia, and East Asia and the Pacific
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Table 1.1.1  Projected growth in school-age population by region
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Map 1.2.1  School-life expectancy rates 
rise with greater national wealth
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Map 1.3.1  Two-thirds of countries devote 
10 to 20 percent of public spending to education

Total public expenditure on education as % of total government 
expenditureOne indicator of how committed governments are to 

education is the proportion of their national budgets that 
they devote to education at all levels. This proportion, 
along with the size of their overall public spending, 
determines the level of spending on education.

Map 1.3.1 offers a global overview of how countries differ 
in the proportion of government expenditures devoted 
to education. More than two-thirds (70 percent) devote 
between 10 and 20 percent of public spending to 
education, and 18 percent spend a higher proportion. 
Only one in eight countries devotes less than 10 percent 
of public expenditures to education. 

The extent to which the public sector plays a role in the 
provision of goods and services helps to account for 
differences in public education expenditure levels across 
countries. When governments actively finance and 
provide such services, including education, public 
expenditure plays a redistributive role in society. When 
the level of public services is low, spending on education 
is also likely to be low unless it represents a high 
proportion of overall public spending.

Figure 1.3.1 illustrates the extent to which national patterns differ 
in eleven representative countries, half of which have high levels of 
spending on education and half with low levels, in the priority they give 
to education. In Georgia, for example, slightly less than half (42 percent) 
of GDP finds its way into public expenditure, but only 7.7 percent of 
these funds are spent on education. Côte d’Ivoire spends a relatively low 
18.7 percent of its GDP on public expenditures, but 24.6 percent of this 
goes toward education. These different priorities between the two 
countries are reflected in the proportions of their GDP spent on education – 
3.2 percent in the case of Georgia and 4.6 percent in Côte d’Ivoire.
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The concept of education as a basic right has long been 
affirmed in most developed countries and has been 
extended to developing countries as well. An important 
signal of countries’ commitment to the right to 
education is the number of years for which education 
is compulsory.

Map 1.4.1 illustrates how the number of years of 
compulsory education varies among countries. The 
largest number of countries (105) are in the range of 
10 to 14 years, while 67 make education compulsory 
for 7 to 9 years. Only four countries have no such 
requirements at all.
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Figure 1.4.1  How regions vary in compulsory education requirements 

4. Compulsory education laws 
offer legal basis for education

Map 1.4.1  Ten to fourteen years of education 
is the norm in most countries

Compulsory education
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As can be seen in Figure 1.4.1 and Table 1.4.1, regions 
vary widely in how they structure compulsory education. 
Countries that make education compulsory for ten or 
more years represent a substantial majority in two 
regions: Latin America and the Caribbean, and North 
America and Western Europe. Only one country – 
Sri Lanka – does so in South and West Asia. At least half 
of countries in the other five regions make education 
compulsory for 7 to 9 years. 

Three regions – Central Asia, Central and Eastern 
Europe, and North America and Western Europe – have 
no countries where education is compulsory for less than 
seven years. Sub-Saharan Africa is notable because even 
though a majority of its countries require education for 
at least seven years and 15 are in the 10 to 14 years 
range, it accounts for nearly 40 percent of countries in 
the 5 to 6 years range globally.

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics
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Arab States
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East Asia and the Pacific
East Asia and the Pacific
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Latin America and the Caribbean
Latin America and the Caribbean
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South and West Asia
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Sub-Saharan Africa
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Sub-Saharan Africa

5 years

6 years
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Region Country

Table 1.4.1  Country distribution by region, according to compulsory education, 2009

Table 1.4.2  Countries with no compulsory education

Table 1.4.3  Countries in sub-Saharan Africa 
that have 10+ years of compulsory education

Table 1.4.4  
Countries with 5 to 6 years of compulsory education 
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