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Summary

The Dakar targets and the Millennium Development Goals have provided a framework for educational investment since 2000. Strategies based on these ambitions have stressed universalizing access to primary education and gender equity at primary and secondary level, though the goals themselves are more extensive. There remain about 45 million children in the Commonwealth who remain out of school at primary level, of whom about 70% are in South Asia and 30% in Sub Saharan Africa. Most are children $ who did enroll but who failed to remain in school and complete successfully. Much larger numbers – about 140 million - fail to access secondary schooling.

Low income Commonwealth countries have been successful in reducing gender gaps. Across the Commonwealth average female enrolment is 48% of the total at primary and 49% at secondary. However’ gender disparities at primary remain high in parts of India and Pakistan, and in Mozambique and Nigeria

where less than 45% are female. At secondary level only nine countries have fewer than 45% girls. 
Gender disparities at secondary are closely associated with low overall enrolment rates. Thus nearly 90% of countries with secondary Gross Enrolment Rates (GER) below 50% have more boys than girls enrolled; all countries with secondary GERs above 50% have at least 48% enrolment female. Gender parity is also

associated strongly with overage enrolment – if girls schooling is delayed by late entry or repetition they are more likely to drop out than boys.

The Commonwealth is now half way towards the MDG targets set for 2015. It is now time to take stock of progress and reprofile the challenges that remain and revisit the targets that have been set. There are several reasons:

Some goals and targets are unlikely to be achieved in some countries

Existing goals and targets are losing currency in Commonwealth countries that have largely achieved them

EFA and the MDGs are largely blind to equity, quality and distributional aspect of growth in access that are becoming more and more important

Sector planning, that links investment at different levels and recognizes the interactions between primary, secondary and higher education has yet to become a reality, especially in low enrolment countries

In particular, more and more countries are facing problems in financing and managing the expansion of secondary schooling in ways that are sustainable

This paper reviews key issues in improving access in the light of recent developments, identifies where and why new approaches to goal setting and educational financing are needed, and discusses the reforms necessary to extend access to those who remain excluded. There were never good reasons why so many children were denied access to literacy and numeracy, and to the higher levels of knowledge and skill that are associated with the kind of secondary schooling that can reduce poverty. The problems can be resolved if all the partners in the process play their roles with trust and commitment, and have the courage to keep asking why has it not happened? Otherwise the children of EFA will have every right to hold them to account.
