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1. Overview 

According to recent estimates, approximately 152 million children were engaged in child labour 

globally in 2016 (ILO 2017a: 5)1. There are many forms of children's work, involving different 

levels of demand and danger. The International Labour Organisation (ILO) defines child labour 

as work that is detrimental to children, by depriving them of their childhood, their potential and 

their dignity. Children's work is sometimes distinguished as being hazardous2 or more benign 

(e.g., safe and does not undermine schooling), although this distinction is not relevant in all 

contexts. In some cases, children's work has the potential for both benefit and harm, and 

assessing harm and benefit in each context may be more useful than applying generalised 

standards. The worst forms of child labour (as defined by ILO Convention No. 1823)  are out of 

scope for this review.  

In many cases, work interferes with children's formal education by depriving them of the 

opportunity to attend school; forcing them to drop out prematurely; or requiring them to balance 

the competing pressures of schooling and work. Since the launch of the global Education for All 

(EFA) movement4, education is often understood to mean formal schooling. However, this 

definition excludes non-traditional and informal spaces of learning, as well as significant forms of 

learning that happen in the workplace.  

Many children's rights organisations and anti-child labour campaigns believe that child labour 

and education are incompatible, that children's work is an obstacle to EFA, that child labour 

should be abolished and that education is a key element in its prevention. With regards to 

hazardous child labour, this view is widely accepted. However, there is a counterview which 

argues that not all children's work is bad, that children's labour can be compatible with 

education and learning and that work can actually enable education.  

This study examines evidence on the links between child labour and education, including the use 

of education as a tool to bring children out of child labour, poor quality education pushing children 

out of the classroom and into work, as well as on children who combine work and school. It is 

one of a two-part series of reports. The second report (Orrnert 2018) examines the evidence on 

short- and long-term impacts of education interventions targeting working children. 

Key findings of this review include:  

                                                   

1 Of these, 73 million were in hazardous work. Nearly half (48%) were aged between 5-11 years and 42% were 
girls. The majority of children were working in the agricultural sector (nearly 71%), followed by services (just over 
17%) and industry (nearly 12%) (ILO 2017a: 5). Most child labour in the agricultural sector is unpaid, taking place 
within the family (ibid: 34). There is geographic variation. For example, Bangladesh reports a higher level of child 
labour in manufacturing (in particular, the garment sector) than in agriculture (Quattri and Watkins 2016: 26). 

2 The definition can be found on the ILO website. 

3 Worst forms of child labour according to ILO Convention No. 182 include slavery or practices similar to 

slavery, child prostitution and pornography, involvement in drug trafficking or other illicit activities or children 
recruited into armed conflict. 

4 The Education for All (EFA) movement is a global commitment to provide quality basic education for all 

children, youth and adults 

https://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/ipec/facts/WorstFormsofChildLabour/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C182
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/leading-the-international-agenda/education-for-all
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 There is a relatively large body of research on the links between child labour and 

education. Much of this focuses on whether child labour has a negative effect on 

educational outcomes. It does not necessarily account for the range of different work 

carried out by children across, and within, country contexts. The evidence on the causal 

relationship between child labour and education is mixed; causality can be difficult to 

establish (Brown 2012; Woldehanna and Gebremedhin 2015).  

 Existing evidence is drawn primarily from four types of research5:  

- reviews of statistical survey data (e.g., Guarcello et al 2015, Rosati et al 2015, 

UNESCO 2015);  

- large-scale and/ or longitudinal studies, using both survey and qualitative data 

(e.g., the numerous papers based on data from the Young Lives Study, such as 

Chuta 2014, Boyden et al 2016, Crivello and van der Gaag 2016, Morrow and 

Boyden 2018; also Quattri and Watkins 2016 large-scale Child Work and 

Education Survey);  

- smaller-scale studies combining statistics and qualitative research (e.g., Kim 

2009, Kraus 2016);  

- qualitative case study or ethnographic research (e.g., Aufseeser 2014, Arko-

Achemfuor 2014, Balagopalan 2018, Bourdillon ND). 

 Survey data tends to portray children as either in or out of school, but qualitative data 

illuminates more dynamic realities; the educational trajectories of working children are 

seldom continuous or linear. 

 Many children combine working with schooling6. There is a body of research that 

suggests that rather than interrupting education, children's work can in some 

circumstances enable it. In other cases, children may have to work, alongside their 

education, to support household income.  

 Some researchers argue that rather than trying to end all forms of children's work, 

interventions should support children in more 'benign' work to balance employment and 

schooling. There is widespread agreement, however, that all forms of harmful child 

labour7 should be banned. 

 Key interventions to get children out of work and into education include: improving 

access to education (by, for example, reducing direct and indirect costs), providing 

flexible schooling arrangements, offering alternatives to formal education (including 

vocational, transitional and non-formal learning) and improving the quality of education 

infrastructure and learning. Holistic interventions that rely on integrated approaches can 

be effective (see, for example, Quatttri and Watkins's 2016: 9).   

 Evidence also highlights the danger of unintended negative consequences of education 

interventions, and cautions against one-size-fits all solutions.  

                                                   

5 This review also includes a handful of interesting examples 'grey literature' as these may provide useful insights 
into interventions around education for working children. 

6 Although this does not hold true in all contexts. For example, in Bangladesh many of the working children 
surveyed in Dhaka slums by Quattri and Watkins (2016) did not have access to schools.  

7 This is understood to be paid or unpaid labour which affects the health and personal development of children, 
including – but not limited to – hazardous child labour. 
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This study identified a number of evidence gaps: 

 There is a lack of evidence beyond the more general relationship between child labour 

and education. Additional research, (particularly, longitudinal studies) is needed to 

illuminate different kinds of work, number of working hours, impact of work on learning 

outcomes, as well as the variations in the way work affects schooling across countries. 

 There is a need for more research on how poor quality education pushes children out of 

the classroom and into work, including the incentives, or lack thereof, of remaining in 

education when work can offer more viable routes to adult employment. 

 There is a lack of research on the gender dimensions of child labour more generally 

(Dammert et al 2017: 3). Specifically, there is a need for studies on the gendered nature 

of new opportunities for paid employment among children, how these impact on 

conventional gender norms and practices as well as gendered time allocation between 

work and school (Singh and Khan 2016; Crivello and van der Gaag 2016; Dammert et al 

2017).  

 Despite the large number of children in both work and school, there is limited research on 

combining education and employment (Singh and Khan 2016). 

 Whilst there is evidence that work can have a range of benefits for children, these are 

often ignored in discourses around child labour. More research is needed on how to 

maximise the benefits of children's work, and minimise the harm.  

 There is a gap in up-to-date research, which examines the relationship between child 

labour and education as learning, rather than just formal education within the school 

system. 

 There is a limited body of research on the long-term consequences of withdrawing 

children from family-based work to attend school (e.g., what knowledge or skills from this 

family based work become lost? Are there other social consequences?).  

2. Links between education and child labour 

There is a fairly sizeable literature on the links between child labour and education, much of 

which focuses on the negative effect that child labour has on children’s school attendance and 

educational outcomes (UNICEF 2014; ILO 2015; Pereznieto 2016). It is, however, difficult to 

establish precise relationships between the two (Brown 2012: 9; Woldehanna and Gebremedhin 

2015: 1). Whilst, poverty is understood to push many poor children out of the classroom into 

work, child labour is a complex phenomenon, affected by many factors (Dammert et al 2017: 2): 

 inequality (Pereznieto et al 2016: 16);  

 economic uncertainty (created, or intensified, by droughts, floods, rising food prices 

and/ or family illness or deaths) (Brown 2012: 10; Chuta 2014; Dammert et al 2017: 3); 

this can be a particular risk for girls (Pereznieto 2016: 22); 

 limited accessibility of education (Pereznieto et al 2016: 26); 

 considerations about relative returns of children’s work and education (Kraus 2016; 

Pereznieto et al 2016: 14; Dammert et al 2017: 2); 

 social and cultural norms can also play a part; in many countries labour is seen as a 

productive, valuable and normal use of a child’s time (Pereznieto et al 2016: 13).  
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There are divergent views within the literature about the compatibility of children’s work and 

formal education, as well as the impact of children’s work on their schooling. On the one hand, 

child labour and education are often depicted as mutually exclusive activities (Rosati et al 2015: 

32). According to this view, work has a negative impact on children’s educational trajectories and 

education is key to eradicating child labour (e.g., ILO 2009; Brown 2012). Quattri and Watkins 

(2016: 9), in their large-scale study of the relationship between child labour and education in poor 

households in Dhaka’s slums, find that parents are often compelled to send their children to work 

to meet minimum income requirements - what the authors term a ‘distress choice’. This view is 

supported by other literature suggesting that unaffordable, inaccessible and/ or irrelevant 

education results in a lack of perceived returns to education in poor households, particularly in 

rural areas (Kraus 2016). This can make sending children to work seem a more useful option 

than sending them to school (Brown 2012; Pereznieto et al 2016: 13). A smaller study by Kim 

(2009) disputes that poverty is the main determinant of child labour in the Cambodian context, 

arguing that diverse reasons children work need to be better understood in order to eradicate 

child labour and achieve universal basic primary education. 

Another view – emerging notably from some recent papers from the longitudinal Young Lives 

Study8 - challenges the notion that work and school are in direct opposition, and that the 

elimination of child labour – with the notable exception of hazardous child labour - should be an 

end in and of itself. Although children’s work can negatively affect children’s educational 

achievement (Woldehanna and Gebremedhin 2015), working can also enable children to pursue 

education (Aufseeser 2014: 114; Tafere and Pankhurst 2015: 20; Bourdillon ND: 8). Many 

children engage in both school and work; in some cases this is not only necessary, but useful 

(Tafere and Pankhurst 2015: 4). Several studies highlight both benefits and risks related child 

labour (Tafere and Pankhurst 2015; Morrow 2015). In other contexts, education is regarded as 

an activity to fit around other aspects of life, especially work (Crivello and van der Gaag 2016: 

19). In such cases, policy concern should be with supporting children who combine working and 

education, rather than with abolishing children’s work (Bourdillon 2017; Morrow and Boyden 

2018).  

Moreover, Aufseeser (2014: 117), in her qualitative study of formal and informal learning 

experiences of working children in Peru, suggests that anti-child labour campaigns focusing on 

education have had negative effects on children’s work experiences. These children’s ability to 

‘learn and take pride in their work’ is obstructed by ‘the bombardment of messages that they 

should not be working’. In their case study on children combining school and work in Ethiopia, 

Tafere and Pankhurst (2015: 24) argue that whilst banning children’s work ‘may seem logical at 

face value’, such initiatives may be unrealistic in some contexts; some children need to work, 

either to support their families or to be able to afford schooling.  

The literature on combining work and school is examined in more detail in the following section of 

this review. 

  

                                                   

8 This is an international study of childhood poverty following the lives of 12,000 children in Ethiopia, India 

(in the states of Andhra Pradesh and Telangana), Peru and Vietnam over 15 years. 

https://www.younglives.org.uk/content/about-us
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3. Evidence on combining work and school  

Whilst survey data tends to portray children as either in or out of school, evidence indicates that 

many children combine work with schooling (Tafere and Pankhurst 2015: 21; UNESCO 2015: 

65). There is some evidence that children who combine work and formal education are more 

likely to work within their own families, while those working but out of school are more likely to be 

in paid employment (Guarcello et al 2015: 15). Unpaid family work may be more likely than work 

outside the home to correlate with low school enrolment (Bourdillon 2017).  

Combining work and school does not mean that children are in regular school attendance (Tafere 

and Pankhurst 2015: 21). In many cases, schooling has not lessened children’s labour 

responsibilities; instead, it has created competing pressures of work and formal education 

(Morrow 2015: 2; Brown 2012: 35; Pereznieto et al 2016: 8). For many children, ‘the choice is not 

between school and work but rather how much time and effort should be given to each activity’ 

(Boyden et al 2016: 11). The evidence on children’s time use is mixed. Crivello and van der 

Gaag (2016: 19), in their study of how poverty and gender shape paths to adulthood in Ethiopia, 

suggest that education is often fitted around household or external, paid work. Boyden et al 

(2016: 24) note that ‘depending on the kind of work on offer and the perceived returns to 

education, many children attend as and when possible, balancing education with their productive 

and reproductive responsibilities.’ Other research indicates that children’s time for work is taken 

from children’s leisure, rather than school, time (Bourdillon et al 2015: 9) 

Studies from the Young Lives project also highlight numerous challenges faced by children 

struggling to balance the demands of school with their family and work commitments (Tafere and 

Pankhurst 2015; Crivello and van der Gaag 2016: 20). There is wider evidence that working 

children lag behind their non-working peers in terms of educational outcomes and progression 

(Guarcello et al. 2015: 18; UNESCO 2015: 65; Quattri and Watkins 2016: 16). The hard physical 

labour that often characterises children’s work alongside the high costs and inflexibility displayed 

by the school system combine to create difficulties for working children who also wish to attend 

school (Morrow 2015: 17). Exhaustion resulting from long working hours can hamper children’s 

concentration in the classroom and subsequent learning (UNESCO 2015: 65). Many poor 

children faced difficulties when trying to re-enrol in school, even after short periods of absence 

(Boyden et al 2016: 22). Children trying to balance both work and schooling often have 

inadequate support to do so (Aufseeser 2014: 114). Additionally, some children report feeling 

ostracised, and discriminated against, in school because of their poor financial status and need 

to work (ibid). 

Some of the literature highlights that external ‘shocks’ (such as drought, family illness or death) 

or having to care for ill or elderly family members can exacerbate the pressures of combining 

work and school and disrupt educational trajectories (Chuta 2014; Crivello and van der Gaag 

2016). The detrimental effect of such shocks are often most acutely felt by poorer children and 

their families, and rural children are more vulnerable than their urban peers (Chuta 2014: 10). 

The notion of educational linear progression may be irrelevant for working children in many 

contexts. For example, Boyden et al (2016: 24) found in that in rural Ethiopia, children did not 

attend school continuously; instead, they attended school when possible, balancing this with their 

economic and household responsibilities.  

There is wide agreement on the need to prevent dangerous and exploitative work. Some 

researchers advocate, however, that rather than banning child labour across the board, 

governments should support children to engage in light, safe or beneficial work whilst also 
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attending school (see for example, Morrow and Boyden 2018: 39). The relationship between 

children’s work and education can be complex and prohibiting children’s work may not always be 

realistic (Tafere and Pankhurst 2015). In some cases, children’s work can enable their 

participation in education by providing the financial means to do so (Bourdillon ND). It can also 

enable children to help their families financially (for example, by paying siblings’ school fees) as 

well as earn their own money, which can positively affect their self-esteem and teach them 

important social and technical (Bourdillon 2017) and life skills (Aufseeser 2014: 117). Because 

abolishing labour in family enterprises can disempower the children, and their families, Bourdillon 

(2017) encourages the identification of ways in which family work can be encouraged without 

interrupting schooling. 

4. Education to reduce child labour 

In the literature on education as a tool to reduce child labour or to support those children 

combining work and school, a number of themes emerge. A related K4D report (Orrnert 2018) 

examines the evidence on short- and long-term impacts of education interventions for working 

children.  

Access to education 

Increasing access to education is widely cited within the literature as key to getting children out of 

work (see, for example, UNICEF 2014: 7; ILO 2017a: 52). Education can break inter-generational 

cycles of poverty and provide a viable alternative for working children (ILO 2017a: 52). In the 

long-term, there is evidence that a child who has benefitted from education is more likely to 

invest in their own children’s education (ibid). In the short term, education removes children from 

child labour (for at least part of the day) and, at least in theory, provides them with the skills and 

knowledge needed for future work. Empirical research indicates, however, that this is not always 

the case (see section 5 of this review). Moreover, decent work is not always available upon  

completion of education (Bourdillon ND).  

Obstacles to school attendance can include school fees and other costs (Singh and Khan 2016: 

11). Cost considerations can also include the availability of a household’s resources to meet 

‘immediate economic and social care requirements’ (Boyden et al 2016: 10-11). Credit-

constrained households may struggle to cover school-related expenses. Moreover, even where 

parents and children value schooling, investment in education may not be prioritised when 

sending children to work enables meeting immediate subsistence needs (Dammert et al 2017: 6). 

In some cultures, labour is seen as a normal and valuable way for children to spend their time 

(Pereznieto et al 2016: 13), although types of work can differ between boys and girls (for 

example, paid economic activity for boys and household work for girls). Notably, households’ 

opportunities and constraints, as well as available resources, and work and education 

opportunities often change and fluctuate (Boyden et al 2016: 11). 

Abolishing school fees and providing support for additional costs, such as books, school uniforms 

and transport can encourage working children to attend school (ILO 2017a: 52). UNICEF (2014: 

5) highlights that these interventions can be particularly beneficial for children who belong to 

marginalised groups (girls, indigenous children, children with disabilities, child refugees and 

migrants, unaccompanied and separated children, or children associated with armed forces and 

armed groups). There are no one-size-fits-all solutions, however, and interventions need to be 

tailored to each particular group and the specific risks they face (ibid).  
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Globally, primary-level education enrolment is nearing universal; secondary enrolment is also 

rising. School attendance on its own, however, is an inadequate indicator of the success of 

interventions to get children into education (ILO 2017a: 48). Universal enrolment does not mean 

that children do not work (Morrow and Boyden 2018: 9). Despite the growth of universal 

education, retention remains a challenge in many contexts (UNICEF 2014: 8; Quattri and 

Watkins 2016: 21). Children who have missed school or dropped out also need better support, 

including extra tuition and better facilities for re-enrolment (Morrow and Boyden 2018: 41). 

Flexible schooling 

Flexible schooling arrangements, and accommodating employers, can support the education of 

working children who are balancing diverse time pressures (Tafere and Pankhurst 2015: 13; 

Bourdillon 2017). These include schools operating with flexible hours and allowing pupils to work 

before or after school, or during school holidays. Morrow and Boyden (2018: 38) note that 

schools that have adjusted the school timetable to the subsistence cycle (giving children a two-

week break to help with harvesting or dividing the school day into morning and afternoon shifts to 

fit around children’s employment commitments) have helped prevent working children from 

dropping out of formal education.  

Flexible schedules or half-time schooling can be particularly beneficial for rural pupils working on 

family farms. Permissive school regimes that allow children to work during school hours and 

compliant employers who accommodate school schedules, can support children combining 

employment with studies (Boyden et al 2016: 24).They do not always do this however; Bourdillon 

et al (2015: 8) note that in practice, schools providing flexible schedules in Ethiopia were not 

flexible enough in accommodating working children. The authors note that, ‘rather it is the 

working children who are required to be flexible to fit in with the school system and bear the 

burden of trying to combine their various responsibilities’.   

Transitional, vocational and non-formal education  

Transitional education programmes, sometimes referred to as ‘bridge schools,’9  have been set 

up in several countries, including India, Mongolia and Nepal, to bridge the education gap 

between the day-to-day realities of working children and the formal education system (ILO ND: 

80). These aim to help (former) working children who have missed out on school ‘catch up’ with 

their non-working peers (ibid) and provide the foundation to help them adapt to formal school or 

vocational training (UNESCO 2015: 69). The formal education system does not often take into 

account the specific circumstances of (formerly) working, children – for example, having missed 

years of schooling, having low literacy and learning levels, being more mature than their age, or 

trying to balance parental expectations to continue working (ILO ND: 80). In this context, bridge 

schools support children’s adjustment to formal schooling. The ILO’s International Programme on 

the Elimination of Child Labour (IPEC)10 emphasises informal and transitional programmes are 

not an alternative to the state-run formal education system, but rather a mechanism for getting 

working children into the mainstream system.  

                                                   

9 See https://educationinnovations.org/program/mamidipudi-venkatarangaiya-foundation-
elimination-child-labor-program and https://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/india_56635.html 

10 See https://www.ilo.org/ipec/programme/lang--en/index.htm 

https://educationinnovations.org/program/mamidipudi-venkatarangaiya-foundation-elimination-child-labor-program
https://educationinnovations.org/program/mamidipudi-venkatarangaiya-foundation-elimination-child-labor-program
https://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/india_56635.html
https://www.ilo.org/ipec/programme/lang--en/index.htm
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Morrow and Boyden (2018: 40) emphasise the importance of learning which prepares children 

with relevant skills for the local labour market. This can comprise vocational training and 

employment programmes catered to the educational and skill-levels of young people who have 

dropped out of school (Tafere and Chuta 2016: 23). A detailed case study by Bourdillon (ND) 

describes an ‘earn-and-learn’ school in Zimbabwe where (primarily, but not exclusively, poor) 

children work on a tea plantation in return for receiving an education. Although dated11, the study 

provides useful insights into the experiences of children combining work and schooling through 

an ‘education with production’ approach (see also Arko-Achemfuor 2014). Although working 

conditions were at times, described as harsh, employment enabled the children to pay for their 

own, and siblings’, schooling, help their families financially, and earn their own spending money. 

Importantly, they also received a practical education, intended to prepare them for adult 

employment – though as Bourdillon states, unrealistic hopes were often raised about work 

prospects. Although tensions were noted between balancing work and school, the initiative 

enabled children to access education who might otherwise be excluded . Arko-Achemfuor (2014: 

607) also outlines an ‘education with production’ initiative in South Africa where adults and young 

people can learn academic, vocational and practical subjects, such as plumbing, carpentry, 

bricklaying, growing vegetables and rearing cattle. The author suggests that similar examples of 

teaching and learning could be usefully replicated, particularly in rural communities (Arko-

Achemfuor 2014: 612). 

Education is frequently understood to mean formal schooling. Yet, as Aufeeser (2014: 113) 

notes, this ‘actively devalues’ other spaces of learning; moreover, it can exclude children trying to 

balance both work and school. ‘Second-chance and non-formal learning opportunities’ can 

support young people who are unable to continue with formal schooling (UNESCO 2015: 68-69; 

Rosati et al 2015: 38). Informal learning spaces can be particularly important for children and 

young people who have experienced ‘feelings of failure and alienation’ in more formal school 

settings (Aufseeser 2014: 118).  

Non-formal learning projects can also support ‘street-connected children’, who are often engaged 

in child labour; many are unable to access education due to barriers, including lack of identity 

documents, precarious families, challenges of daily survival, experiences of ‘failure’ in formal 

schooling; stigma and prejudice, substance abuse and involvement in juvenile crime (Corcoram 

and Lewis 2017: 4). Innovative education interventions can help to navigate these barriers. In 

some cases, education is intended to prepare children to engage in more formal education. 

Where formal education systems may not be accessible to street-connected children, alternative 

schools can provide important learning and support (ibid: 5). Other examples of non-formal 

education are highlighted in the literature. For example, the Basic Education for Hard-to-Reach 

Urban Working Children project in Bangladesh12 provides ‘life skills-based, non-formal basic 

education’ for 10-14-year olds who have never been in school or who have dropped out 

(UNESCO 2015: 68-69).. 

Debates about child labour do not always acknowledge the workplace learning that can occur: 

children can, and do, learn social and technical skills through working (Aufseeser 2014: 117; 

Crivello and van der Gaag 2016: 19; Morrow 2015: 13). Family enterprises provide opportunities 

                                                   

11 The field research was carried out in 1998. 

12 More information about the Basic Education for Hard-to-Reach Urban Working Children project can be found 

here. 

http://dergipark.gov.tr/download/article-file/90755
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for children to acquire a variety of social and other relevant skills in a protected environment 

(Bourdillon 2017). This learning can further enable children to ‘become collaborative contributors, 

establishing sound social relations and developing social responsibility’ (ibid)13.  

Morrow (2015: 23) suggests that discussion on child labour and education must take into account 

both positive (learning, integration, interdependence) and negative aspects of work (risk of injury, 

exhaustion, interference with schooling). Importantly, young people’s ability to learn from work is 

dependent on the specific space and context in which they work (Aufseeser 2014: 116). 

However, policy responses often overlook the diverse range of experiences in child labour (ibid). 

Integrated approaches 

Because of the complex causes of child labour, education interventions alone may not be 

enough to get working children into the classroom. There is evidence that education interventions 

are strengthened if delivered through integrated approaches, which also include social protection 

and legal components (Quatttri and Watkins’s 2016: 18). Social protection programmes - 

including those that provide access to credit to help households deal with ‘shocks’ (Woldehanna 

and Gebremedhin 2015: 21) - may reduce the negative impacts of poverty by improving the 

financial state of the household and, consequently, lessening, the financial burdens related to 

sending children to school. The impact of these on the whole is undetermined, however, as the 

evidence shows mixed results (Dammert et al 2017). While labour-market oriented interventions 

may provide additional income to families, they may also increase the demands for children to 

perform household chores or work in the family business to compensate for adult time spent 

outside the household (Dammert et al 2017: 9).  

Providing cash transfers or non-means-tested benefits (ILO 2017a: 52-53) can improve the 

labour market position of the poorest households and offset the indirect cost of children’s 

education, encouraging school enrolment (Quattri and Watkins 2016: 16). Making these 

conditional upon school attendance may strengthen their impact (Woldehanna and Gebremedhin 

2015: 21), although there is evidence that interventions based on both conditional and 

unconditional cash transfers reduce child labour (Dammert et al 2017: 3) Additional incentive 

programmes, including school feeding programmes (Dammert et al 2017: 19), provision of 

educational materials and other subsidies can also enable working children to regularly attend 

schools (Tafere and Chuta 2016: 22). Impact may increase where cash benefits are integrated 

with these additional programme elements (Dammert et al 2017: 3).  

Getting children out of work and into school may require wider changes to public policy to allow 

families to choose education over child labour (UNICEF 2014: 9) . Integrated approaches can 

involve laws and regulation related to labour and compulsory schooling. Such legislation is used 

by many countries to target paid child employment outside of families14. However, findings from 

Edmonds and Shresthra’s (2012) study of 59 countries indicate that minimum age of employment 

regulation merely shifts child labour from outside to inside the household without significantly 

changing the time allocation of children between work and schooling (Edmonds and Shreshtra 

2012: 25). This study suggests that the importance of minimum age of employment regulation in 

                                                   

13 As Bourdillon (2017) points out, children working in family enterprises may also experience exploitation. 

14 Edmonds and Shresta (2012: 1) note that most countries legally prohibit economic activity of children under the 
age of 12 and regulate employment through age 17. 
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shaping children’s educational pathways is overstated, although it notes that these laws may 

generate other benefits – for example, they might ‘help establish norms over very long time 

horizons’ (ibid: 26).   

Quattri and Watkins (2016: 18) highlight the ‘transformative potential of integrated interventions’ 

to eliminate child labour, improve the quality of schooling and reduce household poverty. 

Specifically, the authors argue that it is the absence of an integrated strategy that currently 

hampers the effectiveness of existing policies. Additionally, they suggest that a process of 

dialogue is necessary to change prevailing attitudes about child labour.  

Brown (2012: 11) notes that in Brazil, efforts to combat child labour have been successful 

because of an integrated framework: the national strategy strengthens legal codes, enhances 

monitoring and enforcement, enforces punitive measures against companies responsible for 

employing children, and provides cash transfers to poor households conditional on children 

attending school. 

Unintended negative consequences of interventions 

In some instances, education interventions, which are contingent on reducing or banning child 

labour, can have unintended negative consequences for children and their families (Morrow and 

Boyden 2018: 38). For example, enforcement of compulsory education in India and Ethiopia 

means families have lost vital help with subsistence farming and household chores (Morrow and 

Boyden 2018: 38). Similarly, Bourdillon (2017) notes that schooling can disrupt the role of 

children as collaborative contributors to their households, damaging social relations and the 

social fabric of their communities. In Peru, anti-child labour legislation had a negative impact on 

‘the ability of educators to reach children outside of the classroom’ (Aufseeser’s 2014: 118). This 

was due to both budget cuts and eligibility requirements, which required participating children to 

quit working in order to participate in the learning opportunities. 

In some cases, Dammert et al (2017: 3) warn, education interventions may even increase child 

labour. In order to avoid unintended negative consequences, interventions must be designed 

within context-specific constraints.  

5. Poor quality education pushing children into work 

In its Meta-analysis of ILO Child Labour Programmes Projects in Africa, 2009-2014, the ILO 

(2017b: 17) identifies poor quality education as a key contributory factor to child labour (others 

include poverty and cultural effects). This view is also taken in the wider literature (UNICEF 2014: 

9; Morrow 2015; ILO 2015: 4; Singh and Khan 2016: 11; Quattri and Watkins 2016: 19). For 

example, Boyden et al (2016: 22) find that in Ethiopia poor quality education was a stronger 

determinant of the interruption of children’s schooling than work. UNESCO (2015: 68-69) suggest 

that approaches should be developed which improve not only access to education but also 

‘quality and relevance, so that families not only have the opportunity to invest in their children’s 

education as an alternative to child labour but also that the returns to schooling make their 

investment worthwhile.’ Indeed, Morrow and Boyden (2018: 36) find that ‘children and their 

families might lose confidence in education as a means to escape poverty if education was 

perceived to not lead to better jobs’. 

In some cases, observed limitations on learning reflect the poor quality of education. Quattri and 

Watkins (2016: 62) find, for example that ‘many working children learned very little while 
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attending school– and […] the basic literacy skills they did acquire erode very quickly’ (ibid: 62). 

UNICEF (2014: 9) finds that a staggering proportion of children in primary school globally are not 

learning to read or write. Vennam et al’s (2016) study in India found that while enrolment rates 

had improved, school performance had declined (ibid: 6). Indeed, Crivello and van der Gaag 

(2016: 23) suggest that ‘being enrolled in school at age 10 might be an indication of 

perseverance rather than good progress, or good quality schooling’. Education may be deemed 

less attractive if it is perceived to be of low quality, or schools are unwelcoming or have poor 

infrastructure and that this can impact on decisions made by children and their families weighing 

the relative returns to children’s education and employment (Morrow and Boyden 2018: 36). 

Aufseeser (2014: 115) finds that the school curriculum is often ‘disconnected from the context of 

children’s lives’, and reliant on ‘old-fashioned methods of rote memorisation and physical 

punishment, verbal humiliation for children who do not learn well or conform to the school 

environment’. Government teachers at the primary level receive minimal training in approaches 

to cognitive development. The training they do receive places emphasis on rote learning and 

memory recall. For children who have no experience of pre-school, come from home marked by 

limited literacy and enter school with low expectations, these are ‘particularly damaging teaching 

models’ (Quattri and Watkins 2016: 25). 

While the quality of education may not be the only reason that children and young people drop 

out of school, it can exacerbate this tendency in situations where other factors - for example, 

economic, environmental and/ or family-related ‘shocks’ – persist. A wide range of quality issues 

have been identified as discouraging children from taking up, or continuing, education. These 

include:  

 poor infrastructure (Quattri and Watkins 2016: 25; ILO 2017b: 36);  

 poorly-qualified teachers (Quattri and Watkins 2016: 25; Singh and Khan 2016: 11; 

Balagopalan 2018) and teacher absenteeism (Tafere and Pankhurst 2015: 16-17; 

Morrow and Boyden 2018: 34); 

 overcrowded and poorly resourced classrooms and schools (Quattri and Watkins 

2016: 25; Singh and Khan 2016: 11);  

 violence in schools and concerns for student safety (UNICEF 2014: 8; Aufseeser 

2014: 115; Morrow and Boyden 2018: 34);  

 corporal punishment (UNICEF 2014: 8; Aufseeser 2014: 115; Morrow and Boyden 

2018: 34), discrimination or humiliating treatment (UNICEF 2014: 8; Aufseeser 2014: 

115; Singh and Khan 2016: 11). 

6. Children from marginalised groups 

Numerous studies note the ways in which poorer children are disadvantaged and how these 

disadvantages can make them more likely to engage in child labour and miss out on schooling. 

For example, Balagopalan (2018: 5) in her ethnographic research on street children and child 

labourers in Kolkata finds that compulsory schooling is characterised by class divisions as child 

labourers are often forced out of government schools and into poorer quality alternative ‘schools’, 

staffed by teachers with minimal qualifications (ibid). These schools reinforce the exclusionary 

politics for labouring, lower caste children (Balagopalan, 2018: 5). The importance of wage 

labour for these children and their families must be seen in the context of the practical skills that 
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children can gain in waged labour as well as the context of their earlier exclusion from schooling 

and the more recent provision of poor quality education (Balagopalan, 2018: 13).  

Quattri and Watkins (2016: 25) also highlight that poor quality education impacts most starkly on 

poorer children in their study in Dhaka. For instance, the poorest quintile of students also had the 

highest student-to-teacher ratios and were taught by teachers with fewest qualifications and 

frequently took the brunt of other infrastructure deficits. 

In some cases, when poorer families, who are unable to afford school fees and other costs of 

schooling, have to make decisions about sending children to school, girls can be excluded from 

education (ILO 2009: 53). In such cases, conditional cash transfers can have a particularly 

positive effect on getting girls into education (ibid). In Mexico, for example, higher stipends have 

been paid for girls to attend school than boys, whilst in Cambodia and Pakistan, scholarship 

programmes have transferred cash to families whose daughters enrol in secondary school (ibid: 

54).  

In other contexts, however, girls and young women are more likely to attend school. This 

phenomenon has been noted in studies based on Young Lives data in Ethiopia (Crivello and van 

der Gaag 2016; Boyden et al 2016; Morrow and Boyden 2018: 39) and India (Singh and Khan 

2016: 9). Boyden et al (2016: 24) emphasise that gender ‘is not simply a cultural artefact’; rather, 

it interacts in specific locations (for example rural or urban), with specific economic conditions to 

become ‘a source of disparity among children’ (ibid). Moreover, they note that gender advantage 

in the labour market can be detrimental to education. In Ethiopia, for example, boys seem more 

influenced than girls by low-quality education due to perceived low returns to education. 

Gendered disadvantages for girls are often ‘subtle and complex’ (ibid). Because of fewer 

opportunities for fulltime employment, girls may have greater freedom to continue with their 

education. Despite this, ‘gender norms limit their economic advancement’ (ibid). These findings 

are also reflected by Crivello and van der Gaag (2016), who highlights that gender is not the only 

factor which shapes young people’s transitions to adulthood, including their experiences of work 

and education and decisions about time-use between the two; it is crucial to understand the ways 

in which poverty and gender also interact with location (rural or urban), class, age and birth 

order. Singh and Khan (2016: 9) in their research for the Young Lives study in Andra Pradesh, 

found that while children up to the age of eight went to school (regardless of gender, caste and 

household wealth) significant gender and urban-rural gaps appeared by age 12; gender-based 

discrimination continued to result in declining enrolment over time. 

Once in formal education, girls and young women have been found to encounter specifically 

gendered problems, which can discourage them from attending, including lack of adequate or 

private toilets (Morrow and Boyden 2018: 34) or sexual abuse (Aufeseeser 2014: 115). ILO 

(2017b: 21) evaluation of an education and vocational training intervention in Kenya, found that 

inadequate support and attention to their specific situations heightened the risk of teen mothers 

dropping out.  

Other groups of children are also acknowledged to face specific disadvantages, although these 

receive scanter attention in the wider literature. The ILO (2017a: 52) highlight the importance of 

acknowledging children with disabilities in the context of providing safe and quality education, 

keeping children in school and ensuring good education outcomes. Wu (2017: 28-29), in her 

case study of children with communication difficulties, highlights that school (re)integration 

programmes that focus on (re-) enrolment, with little to no consideration for children’s specific 

learning needs, may contribute to high drop-out rates. She notes that training and deploying 



14 

learning-support-assistants to work with children with disabilities can have a number of benefits, 

including positive learning experiences and social impact for children with special educational 

needs. The benefits can extend beyond disabled children, for example improving all children’s 

learning and reducing stigma. 

Morrow and Boyden (2018: 34) highlight that ethnic minority children in Vietnam were teased 

by classmates and often felt unwelcome in school. Additionally, they experienced negative 

impact resulting from language of instruction in Vietnamese schools as they did not have the 

language of instruction as a first language (ibid). 
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