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Summary 

 

The e-discussion on Education: Closing the Gap was hosted by MDGNet (United Nations 

Development Group) and supported by teams from the United Nations Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organisation (UNESCO) and United Nations Children‘s Fund (UNICEF) from 1 February to 4 

March 2011.  The e-discussion generated 106 responses from more than 29 countries, 

presenting an opportunity for the international development community to formulate critical 

policy messages and an action agenda to the UN Economic and Social Council‘s 2011 Annual 
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Introduction 

 

Background and Purpose 

 

Despite the gains in primary school enrolment over the past decade, a global learning crisis 

threatens to stall progress on the Education for All (EFA) agenda and education Millennium 

Development Goals (MDGs).  Recent data on education show that quality and equity have 

become the most important challenges to education systems, particularly in low-income 

countries.  Although access to school remains a persistent challenge in some developing 

country contexts – particularly in areas characterized by high levels of horizontal inequality and 

in conflict-affected and fragile states – it has always been an intermediary means to the overall 

goal of increasing children‘s learning, skills development and knowledge.  For young people to 

be enabled to make the transition to adulthood equipped with the competencies needed for the 

21
st
 century, a renewed commitment to equitable, quality education that draws on innovative 

approaches to education delivery and financing is needed. 

 

The e-discussion on Education: Closing the Gap
1
 was organized in order to bring together 

experts, practitioners and policymakers, from within and outside the UN system, to exchange 

ideas and perspectives on the global learning crisis.  The e-discussion is one of several 

consultations that take place in preparation for the 2011 Annual Ministerial Review (AMR)
2
, 

which will assess the progress made in achieving the internationally agreed development goals 

(IADGs) in regard to education.  This report aims to provide a synthesis of the e-discussion, 

including a description of the organization of the discussion forum, a brief overview of relevant 

trends in education, an analysis of the contributions made by participants, and a summary of 

key messages for policymakers and other professionals working in the education sector.   

 

Organization of the E-discussion 

 

Hosted by MDGNet (UNDG) and supported by teams from UNDESA, UNESCO

http://www.unesco.org/education/efa/ed_for_all/faq.shtml
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/
http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/newfunct/amredis2011.shtml
http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/amr/index.shtml
http://www.undg.org/index.cfm?P=99
http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/index.html
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/unesco/
http://www.unicef.org/
http://www.un.org/en/ecosoc/newfunct/amredis2011.shtml
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Part 1: Quality in Education  

Moderated by Dr. Mmantseta Marope, UNESCO 

 

Background 

 

Education provision, especially at the primary level, has increased due to the convergence of 

the Education for All (EFA) movement, the education MDGs and the progressive recognition 

of the indispensable role education plays in the achievement of other MDGs. Since the creation 

of the EFA framework in 1990, 97.3 million children have enrolled in primary education
4
. By 

2008, primary net enrolment ratios (NERs) of 90 percent and over had been attained in North 

America and Western Europe, East Asia and the Pacific, Latin America and the Caribbean, 

Central Asia and Central and Eastern Europe. The Arab States and South and West Asia 

reached 85 percent in the same period. Sub-Saharan Africa reached 76 percent, marking an 18 

percentage point increase since 1999
5
. Between 1999 and 2008 eligible children who were still 

out of school declined by 39 million. Sub-Saharan Africa and South and West Asia accounted 

for 80 percent of this decline.  

 

This progress notwithstanding, the global target of 100 percent primary NER remains a 

challenge. Currently 69 million children globally remained out of school and though 

projections are preliminary, 56 million children could still be out of school by 2015
6
. Progress 

in expanding access to other levels of education has been modest or slow. Globally, secondary 

gross enrolment ratios (GERs) rose from 52 percent to 67 percent between 1991 and 2008, 

respectively. From 1999 to 2007, the tertiary education GERs rose from 18 percent to 26 

percent worldwide
7
. The global average for access to early childhood education (ECE) remains 

low at 44 percent in 2008.
8
  At all levels of education, access remains significantly inequitable 

across and within countries based on income levels, location, language and gender.
9
  

 

The undeniable progress in the expansion of primary education access has not been matched by 

comparable improvement of education quality and relevance. International and regional 

learning assessments such as PISA, PIRLS, SACMEQ and SERCE concur that an unacceptably 

high proportion of students complete basic education without having acquired the skills, 

knowledge and competencies commensurate with their grade levels. Quality is particularly low 

for children from poor households and from less developed countries. For instance the 2006 

PIRLS, which assessed reading skills of grade 4 students in forty countries against four 

international benchmarks, demonstrated that the vast majority of students in developed 

countries performed at or above the intermediate benchmark. The 2007 SACMEQ III 

assessment of learning outcomes in 14 southern and eastern African countries highlighted low 

levels of learning achievement in most participating countries. In two of these countries, over a 

third of grade 6 students had failed to acquire even the most basic literacy skills, implying that 

http://www.pisa.oecd.org/pages/0,2987,en_32252351_32235731_1_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.iea.nl/pirls2011.html
http://www.sacmeq.org/
http://portal.unesco.org/geography/en/ev.php-URL_ID=9076&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html
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Discussion Points 

 

Quality teaching is not determined by resources alone  

 

E-discussion participants acknowledged the shortage of resources as a key constraint to 

improving the training and working conditions of teachers in both developed and developing 

countries. However, regardless of the level of resources, participants forcefully argued for 

making effective use of available resources as a critical starting point for improving results. 

Refreshingly, the debate highlighted that poor management of resources is a more critical 

constraint than the absolute size of the resource envelope.  One participant summarized the 

main objective of teacher training despite potential resource constraints as follows: 

 

“To improve and support teachers‟ innovative attitudes and skills, as well as motivating them 

to be imaginative and creative in all situations.”



 5 

“Save the Children are currently d
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“The issue is community respect in exchange for a job well done, and that is not so much 

affected by resources, because most human communities are willing and able to understand 

that “a job well done” is relative to resource availability and context”.  

Luis Crouch 

 

Communities can also ensure accountability for ―a job well done‖ by monitoring teachers‘ 

performance and children‘s learning outcomes within local schools.  An e-discussion 

participant, who recently conducted an evaluation of community-based accountability in 

classrooms and schools in the context of sub-Saharan Africa, also underscored the community‘s 

role in enhancing teachers‘ motivation in resource-constrained environments: 

 

“When teachers were selected by the community structures and answerable to them; even 

though these teachers were less well trained (in terms of formal qualifications) their motivation 



 7 

the local tourism industry.  A related experience in Nigeria proved to be beneficial for 

secondary school-aged populations: 

 





 

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-agenda/education-for-all/
http://www.uis.unesco.org/template/pdf/ged/2010/GED_2010_EN.pdf
http://www.savethechildren.org.uk/en/docs/Last_in_Line_2009.pdf
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-agenda/efareport/reports/2010-marginalization/
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Maternal education can also bring a major boost for children‘s educational attainment. A 

mother‘s level of education has a strong positive effect on the enrolment of her children, 

especially that of girls. Implementing literacy programmes for the large number of female 

adults and out-of-school youth, as well as promoting life-long learning, can therefore make a 

major contribution to improving access and enhancing learning outcomes. 

Guiding Questions for Part 2 of the E-discussion 

 

1. Early childhood care and education (ECE) provides enormous benefits and can mitigate 

the effects of deprivation and contribute to improved learning. From a local, national 

and global perspective what policy options have been effective in making ECE a reality 

for children and reaching the most disadvantaged or excluded children? 

2. The benefits of educating women and girls have been widely documented. What 

experiences can you share on the bottlenecks, policy initiatives, and implementation 





 12 

education to the private sector.  While some participants recommended the development of 
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“Enduring change depends upon coherent efforts to transform both the individual and society.  

Social change is neither upgrading the individual (through secular education and training, or 

religious conversion) nor of an exclusive focus on changing social and political structures.  
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education frameworks.  However, little is still known about which mechanisms work most 

successfully in which contexts. 

 

Guiding Questions for Part 3 of the E-discussion 

 

1. How can non-state actors (including civil society organizations, faith-based groups, 

private philanthropies and the private sector) best contribute to the achievement of 

education and learning for all? 

2. What innovations, including through the use of technology and new financing 

arrangements are needed to make education appropriate for the modern world? 

 

Discussion Points 

 

Non-
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Valentine Mukuria 

 

Although contributors mentioned a number of ways in which civil society could contribute to 

education goals, one participant highlighted advocacy as its most important function.  As 

identified by a number of discussants, innovation in advocacy for education is needed as it has 

tended to be too specialist and unpersuasive.  Given civil society organizations‘ linkages to the 
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 (2) clear linkages and synergies between informal programmes and formal learning 

 opportunities;  

 (3) official recognition by the state education system of non-formal learning 

 programmes with concomitant resources; 

 (4) a clear outlining of the responsibilities of the state and non-state within the 

 national education strategy.    

Mary-Luce Fiaux Niada 

 

If innovative practice within partnerships is not linked to the broader educational framework, 

results could occur in isolation from the rest of the sector and could fail to be taken up where 

successful.    

 

“NSAs should not be striving to create islands of excellent that cannot be taken to scale and 

fizzle out, but rather introduce appropriate, applicable and sustainable changes that have 

visible impact on education.”   

Michael Daniel Ambatchew 

 

The possibilities and limitations of ICTs for education 

 

“Children cannot be what they do not see and ICT allows them to see much further.”   

Madeleine Laming
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Recommendations emerging from the discussion 

 

Partnerships with non-state actors 

 

 To create efficient public-private partnerships in education systems, partners / policy-

makers need to understand the responsibilities, liabilities and comparative advantages 

of the various stakeholders.  As suggested by a number of contributors, this should 

occur within a national policy framework in which governments ensure overall 

coordination, coverage and responsibility for large-scale impact, and civil society and 

the private sector are critical to ensuring quality and sustainability in implementation. 

 Strengthen school-to-work transitions by involving the private sector and civil society 

in the design of skills training and technical and vocational education and training 

(TVET) programmes.  The private sector can work with education systems to identify 

skill shortages in labour markets and can offer on-site training and apprenticeships to 

youth in secondary and tertiary education.  Civil society can link with schools to 

implement service-learning curricula, which gives young people experience working 

on social issues of local relevance.   

 Encourage the intermediation between local communities and state education systems 

by civil society organizations.  Civil society organizations can help fill the gaps in 

implementation that occur between international agenda-setting, national education 

planning and local households‘ take-up of educational opportunities.  They should 

serve not just as a supply-side interpreter for state institutions but also as a demand-led 

intermediary helping to bring the needs and priorities of local communities to state 

institutions. 

 Enhance advocacy to be less technical and specialist in nature so that it links more 

directly with people, thereby making it more persuasive and raising its profile. 

 

Innovating to make education appropriate for the modern world 

 

 Shift the focus of innovation from teachers to learners.  Too much emphasis is placed 

on the delivery of education by teachers and educators, which puts teachers at the 

centre of reforms in learning, rather than children and youth.   

 Build a better evidence base on innovative education strategies by bringing together 

experts from diverse disciplines to address gaps in knowledge.  For example, greater 

collaboration between education specialists and researchers from neuroscience and 

psychology could lead to more informed, innovative solutions to learning challenges. 

 In order to improve education quality, encourage pedagogical and curricular 

innovations that emphasize creative and collaborative knowledge builders – ―learning 

to learn‖, learning to communicate, and learning to think critically – to address 21
st
 

century challenges and opportunities. 

 Education strategies that aim to promote the empowerment of children, women and 

those from other marginalized groups (including children with disabilities and 

indigenous peoples) should encompass both formal and non-formal strategies.  In 

certain cultural contexts, failure to address inequity and disempowerment in non-

formal, community spheres could slow progress in formal settings. 

 While investment in the expansion of education infrastructure and teacher recruitment 

is important, recognize the relevance of multi-grade schooling in many remote and 

marginalized communities – including those in conflict-affected fragile contexts – and 

adapt teacher training to improve learning outcomes in these settings.   

 Integrate the use of high-quality learning resources through affordable ICT platforms 

for both students and teachers in order to improve the learning process. 
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