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Under-enrolment and Low Quality in African Primary Schooling:  Towards a
Gender-sensitive Solution

Christopher Colclough1

Introduction

Over the past 30 years, school and college enrolments in Africa have increased more
rapidly than in other regions.  Nevertheless, Africa remains the most under-educated
continent in the world.  Almost half of the children of primary school age in Africa are
out of school, the majority of whom are girls.  Most of them are illiterate and are likely
to remain so.  Much of the available schooling is of a very poor quality.  These facts
represent a lost opportunity for Africa of immense proportions.  Finding a solution is
one of the most important development challenges which African countries face.

This paper investigates the causes of under-enrolment and low school quality in Africa,
distinguishing between those related to the provision of schooling by the State, and
those related to the demand for the service by households.  The paper argues that,
whilst strong imbalances between male and female enrolments are best understood as
demand-side phenomena, policies on the supply-side to improve the quality and
quantity of schooling available, and to reduce its costs to households, will be critical to
increasing the enrolment of girls in schools.  The paper takes as its main focus the
countries of Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), where the greatest part of the enrolment
challenge is located.  The simulated costs and financing of achieving schooling for all
in SSA are presented.  Conclusions are drawn for aid policy and for domestic policy
reform in the region.

Educational Expansion in Africa, 1960-1990, in Comparison With Other Regions

                                                            
1 This paper draws upon Colclough with Lewin 1993.  However it provides new data and

analysis of the enrolment challenge in Sub-Saharan Africa, of its likely costs, and of its
gender dimensions, which go beyond the material presented in the book.  Earlier versions of
the paper were presented at the International Symposium on the Economics of Education,
British Council, Manchester, in May 1993, and at the Forum for African Women
Educationalists Meeting, Rockefeller Foundation, Bellagio, June 1994.  The author wishes to
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By 1960, independence had been achieved in a good number of the African countries,
and for most of the rest it was shortly to come.  Thus, the early 1960s, for many
countries in Africa, marked a watershed between the colonial educational inheritance -
which was often meagre - and the results of nationally determined development
policies, which typically placed fairly central importance upon the early expansion of
schooling.

Such emphasis was encouraged by the UNESCO regional conferences on education
convened for Africa in 1961 in Addis Ababa (and for the other developing regions in
Karachi, Santiago and Tripoli, between 1960 and 1966).2  Their resolutions set a time-
table for the expansion of education which was ambitious by any standards.  In Africa,
secondary enrolments were planned to increase six-fold, and tertiary enrolments by
more than ten-fold over the two decades to 1980.  Given that less than 5 per cent of the
relevant age-group attended secondary school in Africa in 1960, and that only about
half of one per cent had any post-secondary education, these rates of expansion would,
it was hoped, lead to a transformation of the educational attainments of Africans over a
fairly short period of time.  Nevertheless, the major effort - in terms of the absolute
increase in enrolments - was to occur at primary level, such that all eligible children
were to be enrolled in primary schools by 1980.

In the event, subsequent educational expansion occurred extremely rapidly.  The record
is summarized in Table 1, which compares African experience with that of other
developing country regions.  Rates of growth were fastest at secondary and tertiary
levels, owing to the small bases from which they began.  But, even at primary level,
enrolments doubled in Asia and Latin America over the two decades to 1980, whilst in
Africa they more than tripled over the period.  However, it can be seen from Table 1
that rates of expansion were sharply reduced between 1980 and 1989.  This was
particularly so in Africa and Latin America, where the growth rates of secondary and
tertiary enrolments were halved, and those of primary enrolments fell to between one
quarter and one third of their earlier levels.  What, then, accounts for this change in the
rate of expansion of school systems in the developing world, and, particularly, in
Africa?

                                                            
2 See Unesco 1961, 1960, 1962 and 1966, respectively, for the final reports of these

conferences and for the resolutions passed by each of them.
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It might be thought that, at least at primary level, such a result was inescapable:  if, as
reported above, the achieved rates of growth of primary enrolments were somewhat
faster than those envisaged in the UNESCO conferences, and if the latter had been
premised upon the attainment of universal enrolment by 1980, continued expansion at
rates faster than that of the growth of population could not be expected to continue after
1980.  Unfortunately, this deduction is flawed, because the population of developing



countries increased much faster than the planners in 1960 had predicted.  Thus, although
the rates of school expansion recommended by the UNESCO conferences were
achieved, they were nowhere near enough to provide primary schooling for all of the
eligible age-group by 1980.

In the case of SSA it had been thought that 33 million places would be sufficient to
provide for universal primary enrolment by 1980.  In fact, actual enrolments in the same
year had risen to 44.8 million,3 but about 56 million places would by then have been
required if all the children within the eligible age-range for primary schooling were to
have been enrolled.  As in so many other areas of economic and social policy, rapid
population growth has continually undermined the ability of countries to meet their
educational targets.

Furthermore, the targets themselves were badly specified:  many of the 45-50 million
African children who are not enrolled in school live in countries where universal
primary education (UPE), defined as 'the circumstance of having a primary gross
enrolment ratio (GER) of 100 or more', has already been, or is close to being
achieved.4  Lesotho represents an extreme, where the primary GER is around 115, yet
where only about 70 per cent of children in the official school-age group actually attend
school.  But there are many other countries in SSA having school systems which are
only slightly more efficient, and where a 20 point difference between gross and net
enrolment ratios - the result (mainly) of high rates of repetition - remains common.  A
better, and more comprehensive target is 'schooling for all' (SFA) which we define as
'the circumstance of having a school system in which all eligible children are enrolled
in schools of at least minimally acceptable quality'.  On these definitions, UPE becomes
a necessary, but not a sufficient condition for the achievement of SFA.  The latter is
more difficult, and more expensive to achieve, than the former.  But only when SFA is
attained can one truly say that primary schooling has been universalized.

The results of the historical interaction between population growth and the expansion of
school places are summarised in Tables 2 and 3.  The first of these tables shows
changes in GERs, for each level of schooling in the southern continents over the three
                                                            
3 This statistic is calculated from UNESCO 1989, and comprises all Sub-Saharan African

primary enrolments in 1980 less those in Mozambique, Angola, Namibia and South Africa.
Those countries were not included in the Addis Ababa conference. The North African Arab
states of Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria and Libya were invited to send observers, but they
were more formally covered by the meeting in Tripoli five years later.

4 The gross enrolment ratio is defined as the number of children who are enrolled in primary
school expressed as a proportion of the number of children in the age-group who are eligible
to attend.
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decades beginning in 1960.  It can be seen that, in Africa, the children attending primary
school were, in 1990, equivalent to less than three-quarters of the eligible age-group - a
proportion which has fallen since 1980, and which is significantly lower than the
proportions enrolled in other parts of the developing world.
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However, as indicated above, the situation is worse than these statistics suggest,
because many school places are occupied by children who are outside the official age-
range.  In Africa, where rates of repetition in each grade are often around 20 per cent, a
similar rate of over-age enrolment can be expected - concentrated mainly in the highest
grade.  Table 3, which shows age-adjusted net enrolment ratios (NER), indicates that
primary enrolments in Africa lag far behind those of other developing country regions,
with little more than one half of the children actually attending school.  It is clear, then,
that the sharp decline in the rate of growth of primary enrolments after 1980 was not
imposed by universal attendance already having been achieved.

Table 4 provides some clues as to where the cause may lie.  Perhaps contrary to
expectations, it shows that developing countries in general maintained and even slightly
increased public expenditures on education, expressed as a proportion of their national
incomes, during the 1980s.  But these were years during which national incomes were
increasing very slowly - often less quickly than national populations.  Thus, mere
maintenance of expenditure shares was often insufficient to avoid a reduction in
absolute terms, when expenditures are measured on a per capita basis.  The table
shows that there were, in fact, some startling changes in the dollar value of these
expenditures.  It can be seen that public expenditures on education per inhabitant in
SSA fell by more than one-half between 1980 and 1987-9.  In Latin America they fell
by 11 per cent to 1987 and only regained their 1980 nominal values by 1989.  By
contrast, expenditures in Arab countries increased by one fifth, and in the rest of Asia
and in industrialised countries by more than two-thirds.  The latter is roughly what
would have been necessary in order to maintain the real value of per capita
expenditures over these years.  These circumstances imply, then, that real public
spending on education per inhabitant in Latin America fell by about 50 per cent, and in
Africa by more than two-thirds over the years 1980-87.

Thus, the reduction in the flow of public resources to education has been sharp in Latin
America over the last decade, but in Sub-Saharan Africa it has been enormous.  These
reductions are, of course, a combined result of falls in the quantity of educational
services provided per inhabitant, and of declines in the cost per unit of service
provision.  Wherever enrolments have grown less quickly than the school-age
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population - as in much of Africa at primary level - a decline in the quantitative
availability of schooling has resulted.  The process which has brought widespread cost
reductions in education, however, is more complex, and has been delivered mainly by
broad changes in macroeconomic, rather than merely in educational, policies.  In
Africa, the large currency devaluations which have been introduced as part of
economic adjustment programmes have often been associated with sharp, and often
extreme, falls in the real value of salaries in the public sector, including, of course,
those of school teachers.  Salary decline - an intended consequence of most adjustment
programmes - has typically been engineered by holding the rates of nominal salary
increases below the accelerating, devaluation-induced, rates of inflation.  As a result,
in much of Sub-Saharan Africa wage and salary earners were, by the late 1980s
receiving far lower real earnings than they would have had a decade earlier.5  These
circumstances have been a major factor in reducing the costs of education provision.
However, in many countries they have also brought strongly negative consequences for
the morale of the teaching service.  Cost reduction is often necessary, but the ways in
which this has actually been achieved in recent years, have often been
counterproductive:  they have massively undermined the quality of service provision,
and have sometimes threatened the very viability of the whole schooling process.

The above trends have, of course, affected all levels of education.  There is some
evidence, however, that secondary and tertiary systems have been more protected,
throughout these years of recession and adjustment, than primary schooling.  Table 1
indicates that, in a quantitative sense, the growth rates of secondary and tertiary levels
proceeded at twice that of primary schooling throughout the 1980s, in all the
developing country regions.  Indeed, Sub-Saharan Africa managed to maintain faster
rates of growth at these levels than Asia and Latin America, even during the recent
years of economic decline.  More crucially, in each of the developing regions shown in
Table 1, the post-1980 fall in the rate of growth of primary enrolments has been larger,
relative to earlier growth rates, than the reductions at secondary and tertiary levels.
There is also evidence that the poorest countries of Africa reduced their public
expenditures per pupil more sharply at primary level than at higher levels of schooling
- at least until the mid-1980s (Colclough with Lewin: 22)

                                                            
5 Estimates of the extent of recent real wage decline in these regions are given in Colclough

1991:206.
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The major influence upon the changing pattern of enrolment growth was, then, neither
the completion of the task in hand, nor even a shift of priorities away from education
towards other recipients of state spending.  Rather, it appears to have been the result of
recession and generalised economic decline.  This was the 'force majeur' which led to
a compression of public budgets and a reduction in the per capita availability of public
services in a large number of developing countries, but particularly in those of SSA.  It
is difficult to generalise about the incidence and effects of these expenditure reductions.
Outcomes were critically influenced by the political process which has differed
between states.  In some countries, expenditures were constrained across all sectors.  In
others, the ways in which the cuts were implemented appears to have seriously
damaged the effectiveness of social services.  It is clear, however, that both the quality
and availability of primary schooling has been a casualty of recession throughout most
of Africa, and that it has sometimes been more affected than other parts of the education
system.

Important Correlates of Low GERs:  Some Empirical Results

It is obvious that the detailed reasons why many children remain out of school in the
developing world are complex, and that they will differ from country to country -
probably with as much variety as is found amongst the individual historical, political,
social and economic circumstances of different nations.  However, it is useful to ask
whether there are any common characteristics which are shared by countries with low
or high levels of primary enrolments.  If so, their identification may point to the
existence of particular constraints which would need to be overcome if SFA were
rapidly to be achieved.  Accordingly, an extensive multivariate regression analysis was
conducted, using data for eighty-two countries, with the aim of identifying the cross-
national correlates of low primary GERs.  The results of this analysis, where they have
particular relevance for Africa, are summarised below.

Low Per Capita Incomes  The analysis confirmed that, in general, countries with low
primary enrolment ratios tend to have low per capita incomes.6  On the supply side, this
is partly because poorer countries have higher rates of population growth, and thus
proportionately larger school-age populations.  Thus, the size of the educational task
facing them is greater than for richer countries.  Nevertheless, even after allowing for
these different population burdens, poorer countries still have a smaller proportion of
children at school.  It seems, then, that countries which are very poor find the provision

                                                            
6 The detailed results can be found in Colclough with Lewin 1993: 60-82.



of schooling opportunities for a given proportion of the population more difficult than
those which are not:  low per capita income affects the capacity of governments to
finance and deliver schooling, which causes its supply to be more restricted in low-
income States.

Low Public Expenditures on Schooling  The relative poverty of African countries thus
provides one reason why African primary enrolments are particularly low.  However,
by no means all low income countries can be said to be facing a budget constraint
which is preventing further school provision.  In the cases of Nigeria, Uganda,
Tanzania, Ghana, Burundi, Burkina Faso, Mali and Liberia a considerably smaller
proportion of government expenditure, relative to GNP, was allocated to primary
schooling, than the average of 1.6 per cent spent by all low and middle income
countries in 1986.  Yet all of the countries mentioned above had far to go in order to
reach UPE, with GERs varying between 23 and 77 in that year.  They can thus be
characterised as exhibiting a low commitment to the achievement of UPE

High Unit Costs of Schooling  On the other hand, merely increasing the amount of
resources devoted to primary schooling by the government would often not be a
sufficient condition for reaching UPE.  In some countries, the present high levels of unit
costs would prevent this.  For example, in Burkina Faso and Mali (from the above list),
and in Rwanda, Ivory Coast, Mauritania, CAR, Ethiopia, Yemen Arab Republic, and
Sudan, the attainment of UPE would require public expenditures on primary schooling
equivalent to between 3 and 7 per cent of GNP.  This is too high a proportionate
allocation for most countries to countenance.  The size of the effort required partly
explains why enrolments in these countries are currently very low:  in each of these
cases the publicly incurred primary unit costs, relative to GNP per capita, are
considerably higher than the average for all low and middle income countries.  Here,
then, the national commitment to the achievement of schooling for all may be low, but
even if it were otherwise, high unit costs would presently severely constrain the room
to manoevre.

The unit cost problem is particularly acute in Africa.  It explains why African GERs are
only 85 per cent of their levels in other developing countries, after allowing for
differences in income and school-age population size:  the difference between African
and non-African GERs disappears if the unit costs of primary schooling are also
controlled.  A corollary is that a given proportionate fall in publicly financed unit costs
has twice the positive impact upon mean GER values within Africa that it has outside
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that continent.  For all these reasons, cost-reduction strategies will be particularly
important for many African countries if UPE and SFA are to be achieved.

Low Demand for Schooling  A further reason why increases in public expenditure on
primary schooling are likely to be only part of any successful strategy to achieve
universal enrolment, is that the latter is critically influenced, not only by the supply of
school places, but also by the demand for them by private households.  It is obvious that
GERs will not rise if parents decide not to enrol more of their children.  In such
circumstances, expenditure expansion strategies by governments would either be
frustrated by a lack of enrolment response, or would result in a rise in per capita
expenditures per pupil enrolled.

Of course, demand and supply conditions and policies mutually interact.  Thus,
measures to improve the availability of schools in isolated areas will increase demand
for them, since the opportunity costs of excessive journey times to schools are much
reduced.  Equally, measures to improve their quality enhance the returns to schooling,
and, thus, demand.  Nevertheless, both direct and indirect costs of schooling are often
significant, and the ability to meet these is much reduced as household incomes fall.  In
Africa, declining household incomes partly explain the reductions in enrolments (and in
GERs) which have occurred.

Evidence for the importance of demand effects is given by the fact that there is a
particularly strong relationship (stronger, too, in African countries than elsewhere)
between low GERs and an underenrolment of girls in primary schools.  This, indeed, is
one of the three most important characteristics associated with countries having low
primary GERs.  It strongly suggests that the net benefits of educating girls - as
perceived by their parents - tend to be lower in poorer countries, which partly accounts
for the failure of such countries to attain UPE.

Yet, even after controlling for differences in per capita income, variations in the
proportion of girls enrolled explain a significant part of the variance of GERs.  It
seems, then, that it is not just the market-place, but also custom and culture which are
important determinants.  In some societies there are dominant customary attitudes which
affect the role of women, and their education, separately from the economic benefits
which schooling brings.  In Africa, for example, the proportion of Muslims in the
population is significantly associated with low GERs, after allowing for differences in
per capita incomes.  The main manifestation of this is the lower proportion of female
enrolments amongst such communities.  This, then, provides evidence for the fact that



customary and cultural influences in Islamic (and, doubtless, other) societies, help to
determine the level of female enrolments - in addition to economic ones - and that
these, in turn, are an important further cause of low GERs.

Our empirical work shows that, although low primary enrolments are more usually
found amongst the poorer countries, there are important exceptions.  Even in Africa
there are some extremely poor countries (Lesotho, Madagascar, Togo) with GERs in
excess of 100.  Equally, although low public spending may indicate a weak
'commitment' to primary schooling, high expenditures (relative to GNP) do not seem to
be a sufficient condition for SFA to be achieved:  in at least nine African countries,
universalizing primary schooling would require the allocation of an insupportably large
proportion of public expenditure at current cost levels.  The reality is more complex.  It
is the interaction between these and a range of other variables, including the public and
private costs of schooling, and the ideologies which inform both state and private
behaviour, which determine SFA outcomes.

Underenrolment and Gender

Providing girls with primary (and secondary) education is critical to economic
progress, and it probably provides an even greater set of social and economic benefits
than that which is provided by the schooling of boys.  It is, then, a profound irony that
the benefits of primary schooling are especially high for girls, yet that underenrolments
are strongly concentrated amongst them: we estimate that, in Africa, about two-thirds of
primary school-aged children who are out of school are girls.  Gross enrolment ratios
at primary and secondary levels for males and females separately are shown in Table
5.  It can be seen that there are enormous differences between countries - with
Tanzania, Mauritius, Botswana, Lesotho, Swaziland, Namibia and Zimbabwe having
negligible differences between male and female primary enrolments, but with most
other countries having much fewer girls than boys enrolled.  The unweighted average
ratio of female to male enrolments, across all African countries, is 0.78, and in more
than one-quarter of the countries the number of girls enrolled is less than two-thirds that
of boys.  The differences are even stronger at secondary level.  Correction of these
imbalances - which itself would do much to secure SFA - is one of the most important
challenges facing educational policy in Africa in the 1990s.
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The extent to which this would happen pari passu with the expansion of school places
depends upon the reasons for the existence of female under-enrolment in each particular
country.  In cases where low female enrolments reflect merely a preference to educate
boys in the face of a restricted number of school places, one would expect the
male/female enrolment ratio to be responsive to the expansion of school facilities.
Such cases, however, may be the minority.  More often, a strong imbalance in the sex-
ratio of enrolments will be indicative of the presence of systematic biases which
depress the demand for the schooling of girls relative to that for boys.

Cross-country regression analysis, such as that summarised in the previous section of
this paper, can offer only limited insights about the causes - and, thus, about appropriate
policies - at the country level.  A study of the relevant literature, however, suggests a
highly complex picture of cause and effect, the characteristics of which differ from
place to place.  Table 6 attempts to synthesise some of the main lessons from the
African literature on gender and education, distinguishing between factors influencing
the demand for and the supply of schooling opportunities separately.  The table suggests
a set of underlying conditions which influence the supply and demand for schooling,
and a set of effects which they generate (or of symptoms which suggest their presence).
These are not completely different in kind for boys and girls, but they usually differ in
degree.  It will be helpful to begin by considering some of the factors which affect the
demand for schooling, using a gender dimension.  Three sets of biases which tend to
discriminate against the schooling of girls suggest themselves.
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First, the opportunity costs of sending girls to school are often high, and, at primary
level, higher than those for boys.  There is a considerable amount of evidence that,
whether in school or not, girls of primary school-age spend significantly more time on
household chores than do boys.7  For older children, the time spent working appears to
become more equal between the sexes, but the girls tend to spend more time in
household activities than in the labour force, whereas the reverse is the case for boys.8

Girls' labour time is typically spent looking after younger children, cleaning, cooking,
collecting fuel and water, and other household tasks.  This liberates the time of other
family members, and particularly of mothers, for work outside the household.  For
young children the opportunity costs of school attendance are more strongly those
associated with work in the household rather than in the labour force.  Thus, owing to
the specialization of tasks between the sexes, which appears in many societies to start
early, the de facto opportunity costs of sending girls to primary school tend to be
higher than those for boys.

Second, the perceived economic returns to parents of sending their daughters to school
tend to be lower than those for their sons. There is little systematic evidence to show
that private returns to education for girls are, in general, lower than those for boys.
Nevertheless, in some countries, occupational segmentation in the labour market does
sharply reduce women's earnings in comparison with those of similarly educated men.
Low perceived returns are often found in patrilineal descent systems, where girls are
incorporated into their husband's families, while boys stay with that of their parents.9

But even where this is not so, the differences between male and female participation
rates in the market economy mean that, on average, expected returns to schooling will
be lower - from the perspective of parents - for girls than is the case for boys.

Third, strong customary or traditional attitudes often assign greater constraints, or
restrictions, upon the education of girls in comparison with that of boys.  Girls have
special needs for physical protection which may not be acknowledged by the
disposition of school facilities.  Some national cultures require the privacy or seclusion
of girls, and place special value on the protection of their reputations.  In some
societies convention requires that girls be taught by women rather than men, yet the
public school system may not reflect this requirement.  In many others, there is a

                                                            
7 See Davison and Kanyuka 1990 for Malawi; MacSweeney and Freedman 1980 and Sajogyo

et. al. 1980 for Burkina Faso; Barthel 1989 for Senegal; Green with Baden 1994 for Malawi.
8 See Akuffo 1987, for Ghana.  Also, outside Africa, see Evenson et. al 1980 for Philippines,

and Pitt and Rozenzweig 1989 for Bangladesh.
9 See Eshiwani 1985, for Kenya; and Okeke 1989, for Nigeria.



fundamental cultural bias in favour of males, strengthened by deeply-rooted social and
cultural attitudes which fail to perceive the crucial significance of involving females in
the process of development.10  In such cases, these and other customary attitudes lead to
female education being assigned lower value than that of males, in turn reflecting the
roles which society expects women to fulfil.  For example, the strong association,
reported earlier, between the proportion of Muslims in the population and female
under-enrolment, after allowing for income differences between countries, indicates the
importance of such 'demand side' constraints upon the achievement of SFA.11  In these
cases, then, it is the set of attitudes at the level of the household - which may or may not
reflect, or be supported by the prevailing ideology of the state - which would need to
be changed if moves towards SFA were to succeed.

Turning now to the supply side, although they are conceptually distinct, supply
conditions often interact with those of demand to produce outcomes which exacerbate
the under-enrolment of girls.  For example, although the under-provision of school
facilities in Africa is a critically important determinant of low GERs for both sexes,
where journey times to the nearest school are high, it will be the girls who tend not to
be sent to school rather than the boys.  Again, where school quality has been
deteriorating, as in much of SSA over recent years, it will tend to be the girls who drop
out first: high rates of teacher absenteeism, in response to salary decline in much of
SSA, raises doubts not only about quality, but also about discipline and student safety
which are of particular concern to the parents of girls.

Inappropriate policy priorities within education are a further cause of low enrolments
at primary level, even in countries where the overall level of public expenditures on
education are high by international standards.  Here too there may be biases which
particularly discourage female enrolment.  For example, where the enrolment of girls in
secondary or tertiary education is low, and where access to good economic
opportunities for primary leavers has long been lost, the incentives for girls to enrol at
primary level - or to perform well, once enrolled12 - will be less than those for boys.

There are, however, many cases where supply-side policies have more overtly
discriminated against the interests of female pupils.  The literature is replete with

                                                            
10 See Brock and Camish 1991, for Sierra Leone and Cameroon,  Csapo 1981, for Northern

Nigeria and Green with Baden 1994, for Malawi.
11 The point here is not that Islam itself necessarily underplays the importance of female

education:  the traditional antagonism of Moslems to Western modes of schooling is often a
result of parental misconceptions of Islamic views (see Csapo 1981).

12 See Mbilinyi et. al. 1991, for Tanzania.
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examples where schools without separate, or adequate, facilities for girls, or where
there were few, if any, female teachers, consistently failed to enrol sufficient numbers
of female pupils.13  In some countries of Africa single-sex schools have a positive
impact upon female enrolment, and upon achievement within them,14 notwithstanding the
danger, reported by some observers, that they may reinforce traditional attitudes toward
female roles.15  There are many examples, too, of gender stereotyping within curricula,
textbooks and subject choices which either confirm or further narrow the chances of
girls using their schooling to overcome the economic and social constraints which will
face them in adulthood.16

Policy Choices

All attempts to explain the problem of underenrolment in African primary schools -
amongst both boys and girls - in mono-dimensional terms are likely to prove faulty.  In
some countries many girls, and sometimes the majority of those who are presently out
of school, are not enrolled simply because there is no accessible school for them to
attend.  Equally, there are many boys who remain unenrolled because the direct costs of
their attendance are judged too great by their families, or because their labour is needed
on the family farm.

There are, then, a wide range of supply-side and demand-side factors which affect
enrolment outcomes for both girls and boys.  However, the evidence indicates that, in
most countries, there are sets of economic, social or political factors which tend, for

                                                            
13 The case of Botswana, where enrolments amongst boys and girls are roughly equal, is

interesting here.  Some authors (eg Duncan 1989) point to the importance of having secured
a high proportion of female teachers, and of the success of government policies more
generally, in achieving this gender parity in enrolments.  Others, however, point to the
widespread occurrence of female-headed households in Botswana, which has led to
daughters being educated equally with sons (see Hyde 1993).  Although there are negative
demand pressures arising from some girls being needed for household tasks, there is an
equally strong tradition of boys' labour being needed at the cattle posts, which are situated
away from the main settlements and are thus not served by schools.  That these latter factors
have dominant importance in explaining enrolment outcomes seems likely in view of the fact
that similar social and economic structures are found in Lesotho and Namibia, and, to a
lesser extent, in Swaziland, where, in each case, the F/M enrolment ratio is high (See Table
5).

14 See Tadreg 1990, for Tanzania.
15 See Hyde 1993; also Pittin 1990 for Northern Nigeria.
16 See Eshiwani 1985 and 1989, for Kenya, Duncan 1989 for Botswana, Brock and Camish

1991 for Sierra Leone and Cameroon, Haddad 1991 for Malawi, and Makoni 1991 for
Zimbabwe.



any particular level of overall enrolments, to depress those of girls relative to boys.
The importance of each of these factors varies sharply between countries, and even
between regions within countries.  Accordingly, country-level analyses are needed in
order to determine the balance of causes - and, thus, the selection of appropriate
policies to tackle them - in each case.

In countries where significant under-enrolment of both sexes still exists - ie in about
two-thirds of African countries in 1990 - policies to secure increased access will help
both girls and boys.  In all cases, the particular instruments selected to promote
enrolment expansion will need to be gender-sensitive if larger numbers of girls are to
be enrolled.  However, the general question as to how African school systems can best
be expanded and enhanced over the medium term, given the economic problems
presently faced by most countries, remains critical.  Are these goals beyond the reach
of much of Africa?  If not, how can they best be achieved?  These questions are
explored below.

The Impact of Policy Reforms on Costs and Resources: Examples from SSA

Case-studies from Africa and elsewhere indicate that there is much that can be done by
States in order rapidly to increase the overall level of enrolments.  Zimbabwe's
experience, for example, in managing to double primary enrolments in the early 1980s,
was remarkable.  After only two years of independence the primary GER had risen
from 60 to around 100.  Over the same years, the number of girls enrolled increased
from around 80 per cent of that of boys to approximate equality.   Thus, within a very
short period of time, the system was transformed from one in which resources for
education were profoundly maldistributed, and heavily oriented towards the white
community, to one where there is open access to education for all, where primary
schooling is compulsory, and where all who so wish may proceed to secondary school
after completing Standard 7.  The main reforms which facilitated these achievements
were the introduction of double-session teaching in urban and some rural schools, the
extensive use of untrained teachers, the use of low-cost teacher-training methods which
minimized the time spent by trainees in college and maximized that spent in the schools,
increases in class size, rationalization of the curriculum, and a devolution of financial
responsibility to communities - for the construction of schools, and to contribute to
school expenses.  The main difficulty with these reforms is that they have resulted in a
highly differentiated quality of schooling which, because of the devolved means of
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financing, is strongly related to the household incomes and general prosperity of the
communities served by particular schools.  Nevertheless, there are many positive
aspects to the experience, which pose a sharp challenge to those who believe that
administrative and fiscal constraints must inevitably frustrate rapid moves towards
SFA in the developing world.

The cases of Ghana and Senegal are also instructive.  These are examples of African
countries which have been exceptionally hard hit by recession.  Both have faced a
chronic lack of public resources and their governments have introduced educational and
fiscal reforms, in the face of low, and declining, primary enrolments.  In Ghana, where
the primary GER fell from 80 to around 70 by the mid-1980s, efficiency savings were
obtained by reducing the length of the pre-university school cycle, by cuts in
administrative staff in schools, and by introducing double-shifts at primary level.  Some
costs, as in Zimbabwe, were passed from the state to parents and communities.  As a
result primary enrolments increased by one-fifth over the first two years of the reforms,
for little additional budgetary cost.

Senegal is one of those West African countries where the major constraint on
educational expansion has been the high level of recurrent costs:  teachers' salaries
were, on average, 12 times as high as percapita incomes in the early 1980s - more than
twice the average for the rest of Sub-Saharan Africa at that time.  Senegal's reforms
sought to reduce unit costs in a number of different ways: the proportion of low-cost
assistant teachers employed was increased by one-fifth; large numbers of educational
administrators (equivalent to about 10 per cent of the teaching force) were redeployed
as teachers (as in Ghana) at no net additional costs; double-shift teaching was widely
introduced in urban schools, and multi-grade methods (whereby each teacher is
responsible for more than one class) were introduced in rural schools.  These and other
measures led to a sharp increase in primary enrolments with, according to recent
evaluations of progress, no noticeable decline in school quality.

These, and other case-studies from outside Africa (China, Sri Lanka, Colombia) show
that in some countries which are poor, and where initial enrolment levels are very low,
UPE - and, perhaps, SFA - can be attained over comparatively short periods of time if
a determined and imaginative approach to policy change is adopted.  There is, of
course, a potential trade-off between the achievement of budgetary savings and the
maintenance of school quality.  It is necessary to identify policies which hold promise
of increasing the capacity to expand enrolments, whilst at the same time giving greatest
benefit (or doing least harm) to the quality of schooling.  However, if additional



capacity to enhance enrolments is to be gained, one or more of four policy objectives
will need to be adopted:  these are, respectively, to reduce the unit costs of schooling
by affecting teacher costs-per-student; to reduce the total costs per school leaver via
changes to the organization and length of the school cycle; to redistribute expenditures
towards primary schooling from other items, both within education and from other
sectors; and, finally, to raise additional financial resources for education in general,
and for primary schooling in particular, through taxation, various forms of cost-
recovery or other fiscal policies.  Each of the measures which have been introduced by
reforming governments, in Africa and elsewhere, in order to create additional
resources for primary schooling fall under one or other of these headings.  This
international experience shows that a very large range of possibilities exists, and that
much can be done to expand, or to improve the quality of primary schooling
opportunities, even where resources are severely limited.

Can Domestic Policy Reforms Achieve SFA in Africa?

In order to examine the prospects and potential for enrolling all children in primary
schools in developing countries, Educating All the Children developed a simulation
approach which was applied to each country separately.  Using this approach, the
enrolment and cost implications of achieving UPE and SFA were estimated.  National
data for enrolments, population growth and a wide variety of parameters which
determine educational costs were utilized.  An enrolment transition model was
developed for these analyses, which permits investigation of the cost implications of
the expansion of school systems under present, or changed, policies.  In what follows,
the results for SSA are abstracted, and briefly discussed.

Based upon case study evidence from six countries, and upon results from the wider
research literature, a number of efficiency reforms were selected which appear to offer
the most cost-effective means of financing further school expansion.  These reforms are
summarized in Figure 1.  They include a group of reforms to save costs, via increasing
the extent of double-shift teaching, increasing the size of classes in cases where there is
scope for this, and increasing the proportion of teacher-helpers and assistants.  A
second group of reforms shifts more of the costs of education to households, by
encouraging some increase in private schooling, and by passing on more of the costs of
tertiary education to users.  In addition, a number of quality-enhancing reforms are
introduced, in order to simulate the difference between the mere expansion of existing
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primary systems to UPE levels, and the substantial qualitative improvement necessary,
in most countries, for SFA to be achieved.  These include a substantial reduction in
present rates of repetition and drop-out, the allocation of a minimum amount of
resources per child for learning materials, and increased real expenditures on teachers'
salaries.  This set of measures is sensitive to the initial circumstances in each country,
and it identifies a minimum set of conditions necessary to satisfy the qualitative criteria
of SFA.

Enrolments.  The results of the national simulations for the required expansion of
primary enrolments are summarized in Table 7, which compares Africa with the other
major developing regions.  It can be seen that Africa, and particularly SSA, faces a
much greater challenge in achieving UPE and SFA than other parts of the world.
Primary enrolments in SSA would have to double over the decade to 2000, and to
increase by 150 per cent by the year 2005 if SFA were to be achieved.  This translates
into an annual required rate of growth of enrolments of around 7 per cent over the
whole period - a rate which is 3 or 4 times greater than that needed in the non-African
developing country regions.  This is the result of SSA having, at present, much lower
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primary GERs and considerably higher rates of population growth than other regions.
By consequence, about half of all new primary places required for UPE will be in SSA
(even though, in 1990, that region had only about 11 per cent of total developing
country primary enrolments), and the SSA proportion of all the additional enrolments
needed for SFA is about 40 per cent.17  Thus, a very large part of the world-wide
problem of achieving schooling for all lies in SSA.

The distribution of the quantitative challenge as between different countries in SSA is
shown in Table 8.  Just as at the world level, the burden is very unequally shared.
There is only a small handful of countries where SFA appears to be within relatively
easy reach, requiring enrolment growth of no more than 3 or 4 per cent per year.  In
two-thirds of the 35 SSA countries shown, on the other hand, annual enrolment growth
in excess of 6 per cent would be required to reach SFA by the turn of the century, and,
in fully one-third of the cases, growth rates in excess of ten per cent, annually, would be
required.  In principle, even these latter rates would not be impossible to attain:  we
reported earlier that Zimbabwe doubled its primary enrolments over a two-year period
in the early 1980s.  A number of other countries - Botswana, Malawi - have achieved
sharp increases in enrolments of up to 20 per cent in particular years, often in response
to reductions in school fees.  Furthermore, as shown by Table 1, SSA as a whole
achieved an annual compound rate of growth of primary enrolments in excess of 8 per
cent per year over 1975-80 (which now must be repeated in the region as a whole if
SFA is to be achieved by the end of the century).

Nevertheless, the scale of the task is daunting for some of those farthest from SFA.  The
countries facing the greatest proportionate challenge, where annual enrolment growth
rates of between 11 and 28 per cent are needed - Sudan, Central African Republic,
Guinea, Ethiopia, Chad, Burkina Faso, Niger, Liberia, Mali, and Somalia - are often
shackled by the combined effects of poverty, drought and war.  Given the scale of
enrolment increases required it is, as we shall show, extremely unlikely that the task
can be achieved in those countries in the absence of substantial external support.

Costs.  The criterion which we have proposed for the achievement of 'schooling for all'
is 'the provision of a school system in which all eligible children are enrolled in

                                                            
17 This difference is mainly because repetition rates in Africa are about twice as high as in

other developing country regions; thus the reductions in rates of repetition arising from the
quality-enhancing reforms used in our simulations, are able to absorb a greater proportion of
the additions to the school-age population than is possible elsewhere.
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schools of at least minimally acceptable quality'.  The mere achievement of UPE does
not satisfy this criterion.  This is both because the quality of schooling currently
available is often extremely weak, and because the frequent incidence of high levels of
repetition and drop-out imply, in the former case, that many school places are occupied
by over-age children, and, in the latter case, that many school-age children leave before
completing their primary schooling.  Thus 'schooling for all' will be more costly than
UPE to the extent that the provision of school inputs, such as teaching materials or
salaries, needs to be increased, and to the extent that enrolments, as drop-out rates are
reduced, have to be higher than would be implied by GERs of 100, in
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order to allow for however many places continue to be occupied by those who are
over-age.

The qualitative improvements to school systems which are required can be at least
partly financed in most countries by 'efficiency' reforms to the school system, which
either reduce costs, or shift them to other parties.  The first five of the reforms shown in
Figure 1, the impact of which has been simulated for each African country, reduce
publicly incurred  costs, either by achieving efficiency savings or by shifting more of
the costs of education to private households.  The last four reforms, on the other hand,
are designed to improve the quality of primary schooling, and provide a proxy for the
differences between UPE and SFA.

The impact upon costs of the move to UPE in SSA, and the effects of introducing each
of the nine reforms leading to SFA are summarized in Table 9.  The Table can be
understood first by reading down the columns.  The first column shows the position in
the base year, 1989/90.  Primary enrolments of 58 million give a weighted GER for all
SSA countries of 69, as indicated in earlier tables.  The total capital and recurrent
expenditures are derived for each country from the relevant cost and enrolment
parameters in each case.  These are then summed from each of the national simulations
to give the total investment and recurrent expenditures shown in rows 4.1 to 4.8 in
Table 9.  Unit costs (rows 3.1 to 3.4) are population weighted for all SSA, and
calculated, again, from each of the national simulations.  Recurrent resources are
assumed equal to expenditures for each country in the base year.

The second column (UPE, no reforms) shows the situation in 1999/2000 if GERs in
SSA were all to be increased to 100 by that date, with no changes in any of the cost
parameters affecting education systems in the region.  Weighted unit costs do change,
however, owing to enrolments in each country growing at different rates - in turn a
consequence of differences in base-year enrolment ratios and in the rates of growth of
the school-going age-group over intervening years.  The next ten columns show the
effects of the progressive implementation of each of the policy reforms shown in Figure
1 on costs and expenditures by the year 1999/2000.  These outcomes are cumulative, in
the sense that each reform includes the effects of the previous ones.  The final column in
this part of the table (reform 9) includes the effects of the previous ones, and thus
represents SFA at the turn of the century.  In a similar fashion, the last four columns of
the table show the position in the year 2004/5 for UPE, and after implementing reforms
1-3, 1-5 and 1-9, respectively.





35

The results show that the recurrent costs of education would be sharply increased as a
result of a move to UPE in SSA over the present decade.  Figure 2 (based upon row 4.8
of Table 9) shows that UPE would require recurrent expenditures which, by the year
2000, would be 70 per cent greater than those incurred in 1990, and that they would
have more than doubled in real terms by the year 2005. The introduction of the
efficiency reforms, however, changes this picture substantially.  The group of cost-
saving reforms (1-3) reduce the cost increase by the end of the century to around 40 per
cent, and the cost-shifting reforms (4 and 5) reduce it further, to around 23 per cent.
This implies that it would be possible to achieve UPE in all countries of Sub-Saharan
Africa for scarcely more than 20 per cent greater expenditures, in real terms, than were
spent on education in 1990 - provided each country implemented the efficiency reforms
as and where necessary.

Nevertheless, that would leave African countries with school systems of very low
quality.  In many schools, the teaching process would not be viable in the absence of
qualitative and quantitative improvements in resources, to levels well beyond their
current availability.  Accordingly, qualitative reforms are necessary which will push up
the costs of schooling in most countries.  These are simulated by reforms 6-9, which
increase the materials support to a minimum of $5 per child, and which improve the
real level of teachers' salaries by 15 per cent over the period to the year 2000.  The
introduction of automatic promotion and the reduction of drop-out (in turn facilitated by
the qualitative improvements mentioned, by curriculum reform, and by measures to
stimulate demand) on balance increase enrolments beyond UPE levels (Table 9), which
further add to total educational costs.  As shown in Figure 2, the attainment of SFA by
the year 2000, as proxied by the implementation of all the reforms 1-9, would cost
about 50 per cent more than 1990 actual educational expenditures.  It is important to
note that this cost, though large, is about 10 per cent less than that of UPE in the absence
of policy reforms.  Thus, the introduction of the



set of reforms proposed here would be capable of financing the improvements to both
the quantity and quality of primary schooling which separate UPE from SFA.

The total additional recurrent costs of achieving UPE in SSA by the end of the century
would, in the absence of policy reforms, amount to some $46 billions, in 1986 prices,
over the years 1990-2005.  These costs (shown in row 6.1, Table 9) are additional to
1990 expenditures (running at about $5 billions), cumulated over the whole fifteen year
period, and they include the minimum cost of enrolment increases at secondary level
which the move to UPE is likely to bring.  Capital costs are excluded from these
estimates:  our work shows that these would be small, compared to the recurrent cost
burden.  SFA could be achieved for the somewhat lower additional cost of $38 billions
provided that countries were prepared to introduce the full package of cost-saving and
cost-shifting reforms which we have simulated.

Means of Financing.  Given a willingness to implement the policy reforms, eleven
countries in SSA would be able to meet these costs of SFA,18 provided that real
spending on education increased at least as fast as their populations, over the period
1990-2005.  This, of course, is a demanding requirement, particularly for the poorer
countries of Africa.  And even so, 24 countries would still incur combined deficits (in
the sense of unfinanced expenditures on education) of around $16 billions over the
period to 2005, unless education spending increased more rapidly than this (row 6.3 of
Table 9).

Table 10 shows the distribution of these expected deficits amongst the different
countries of Sub-Saharan Africa.  It also explores the implications of reallocating some
recurrent resources from defence, or other sectors, to education, as an additional means
of financing SFA.  The analysis suggests that the combined deficit in 2005 could be
further reduced to around $10 billions, in 22 countries of SSA, if the proportion of the
recurrent budget allocated by each country to education in the late 1980s were
increased by 2 percentage points, and kept constant over 1990-2005.

The table shows that the largest financing gaps over the period to 2005 will be in
Ethiopia, Sudan and Mali - each of which are likely to face deficits in excess of $1
billion over the fifteen years, even if all policy reforms and budgetary reallocations
were implemented.  However, the countries facing the greatest relative financing gaps
are a different group.  As shown by the final column of Table 10, which ranks countries
by the size of the financing gap per child aged 6-11 years, the countries with the
                                                            
18 These countries are listed in the notes to Table 10.
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greatest burdens are Liberia, Central African Republic, Chad, Somalia, and Burkina
Faso, in addition to the three countries mentioned above.  In each of these countries, the
size of the financial gap, over the whole fifteen years 1990-2005, would vary between
$280 per child in Sudan and $850 per child in Liberia.

It will come as no surprise to learn that the countries with the greatest relative financing
gaps, as shown in Table 10, are also those where the greatest proportions of girls
relative to boys remain out of school.  A comparison of the data shown in Table 5 with
those in Table 10 reveal that the (unweighted) average ratio of girls to boys enrolled
for the first eight countries in Table 10 (Liberia to Sudan) is 58 per cent; for the middle
eight countries (Malawi to Senegal) it is 72 per cent; and for the bottom eight countries
(Mauritania to Tanzania) it is 82 per cent.  By contrast, in those countries which should
be able to finance SFA domestically (the eleven countries mentioned in the footnote to
Table 10), the ratio is 91 per cent.  Thus, those countries which will have most
difficulty in financing SFA domestically, are also those where the relative challenge of
enrolling girls in primary schooling is greatest.

Implications for aid flows

It is obviously not possible to forecast the precise magnitude of aid transfers required
to finance SFA throughout Africa.  Aid requirements will depend upon what African
countries actually do themselves, in order to increase expenditures on education , and
to reform both their systems of schooling and the methods whereby they are financed.
However, our analysis suggests that the $10 billions (in 1986 prices) mentioned above
represents an absolute minimum estimate for foreign resources required over the years
to 2005.  Aid would need to be greater than that to the extent that countries were unable
to introduce all the efficiency reforms, that the rates of economic growth were lower
than expected, or that the required budgetary reallocations towards education, and away
from defence or other sectors, were not achieved.  Even if these (and other) conditions
were satisfied, additional aid would still be needed to help countries other than the 24
deficit cases to introduce the reforms necessary for them to achieve SFA.

For these, and other reasons, our work suggests that the likely additional aid needed by
the countries of Sub-Saharan Africa over 1990-2005 would amount to around $15
billions.  Most of this would need to be recurrent support, directed towards the
countries which had not achieved UPE by 1990, and allocated on a country basis in
proportions as roughly suggested by Table 10.  Target flows of an additional $1 billion



(1986 prices) per year are thus implied, which, in 1990 price terms amounts to some
$1.25 billions, annually, over 15 years (Table 11 provides a summary).

Additional resources of this magnitude would increase annual aid to education in SSA
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by about two-thirds, in real terms, above recent levels.  That is a very substantial
increase, but it would no more than compensate for the downward trend in such aid
which has occurred since the mid-1970s (OECD 1990).  Pledges made during 1990/91
have been significant, and up to half the additional resources needed for education,
world-wide, have already been allocated by the World Bank.  However, some change
in the composition of Bank lending, towards a greater utilization of IDA financing, and
in particular towards greater support for education in Africa, is needed if these funds
are genuinely to support SFA.

Conclusion: The Integration Supply-side and Demand-side Approaches

Even if the necessary resources could be found, that would be the start, rather than the
end of the task in hand.  There are many reasons to fear that the achievement of SFA in
Africa will be delayed, or that its costs will be higher than need be.  It will require a
more efficient approach to programme management and policy implementation on the
parts of both aid agencies and national governments than has been typical in the past.
As regards the northern part of the bargain, it will be necessary to review afresh the
geographical disposition of educational aid:  at present, for example, very few World
Bank funds finance programmes in Sub-Saharan Africa (or in the educationally most
disadvantaged countries more generally).  Most go to middle income states which can
afford repayments on close to commercial terms.  It will also be necessary to shift
away from capital aid towards recurrent support, to substitute southern for northern
purchasing wherever possible, and to ensure that aid genuinely supports SFA policy,
assisted by a policy dialogue leading to specific agreement on the timing and phasing of
national policy reforms.

Equally, in African countries themselves there are a range of constraints that are likely
to hinder progress.  The process of policy reform often involves offending the interests
of some groups - including the parents of children who attend the best schools - in ways
which not all governments will find easy.  Planners and administrators would need to
move rapidly, often devolving more of their authority to the local level.  Teachers
would be better paid, but would also have more responsibilities than in the pre-reform
period, which may not always be easy for them to accept.  There are also technical and
economic reasons which might prevent the reform process from delivering quite as
much as expected in some country circumstances.
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Finally, supply-side and demand-side policies must go hand in hand.  The policies to
improve both the quality and the availability of primary schooling will, of course, have
effects upon demand.  Reductions in the average walking distance to school sharply
reduce the private costs (and, for girls, the dangers) of attendance.  Automatic
promotion reduces the time it takes to graduate from school.  Qualitative improvements
make schools more enjoyable, and their effects more productive.  Each of these changes
will help to stimulate demand.

Nevertheless, where demand for schooling, particularly for girls, is very low, more
direct policy measures will also be needed in order to attain SFA.  Critical, here, will
be measures to mitigate the costs of school attendance.  Community financing would
need to be confined to the wealthier areas and schools, and all direct costs, such as fees
or charges for books, materials and other consumables, would need to be reduced and,
where possible, removed.  Scholarships, or fee-wavers are needed for girls first, in
societies where fees are charged.  Elsewhere, subsidies for school uniforms, meals and
free transport to school need to be focussed particularly upon increasing the incentives
for girls to attend. But broader measures will also be required.19

Actions by the state to attempt to reduce the resistance towards educating girls could be
extremely important, including publicizing, in simple, accessible terms, the
impressively wide range of benefits of female education (accruing both to society and
to individual households) which are now known to exist.  Nevertheless, attitudes will
often change only slowly.  It will be necessary in some societies to facilitate girls'
schooling in ways which recognize this.  Single-sex schools, the recruitment of more
female teachers, and more flexible timetabling to reduce conflict with household
responsibilities each provide some means of increasing the incentives to enrol girls.

The most important ingredient for successful policy design will be careful analysis of
the factors which constrain enrolments in each case.  Country circumstances differ
widely, and there is no single package of supply- or demand-side policies which are
relevant in all circumstances.  Usually there are a number of factors which act together
to influence enrolment outcomes.  It must be expected therefore, that a range of different
policies will be needed, affecting both demand and supply, in order effectively and
rapidly to enhance the enrolment of both girls and boys.

                                                            
19 There is little systematic information available on the relative costs and effects of policy

alternatives to improve the incentives to educate girls.  However, a useful review of what is
known can be found in Herz, Subbarao, Habib and Raney, 1991.
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