More kids in school, but adult illiteracy is a global disgrace: UNESCO 
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The number of children starting primary school worldwide has shot up since 2000 despite continuing inequalities but adult illiteracy remains a “global disgrace,” UNESCO said in a report Thursday. 

“Literacy is a fundamental human right, a foundation . . . for reducing poverty and broadening participation in society,” said the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization in its annual report. 

The body has published a report on global education every year since 2000, when 164 governments agreed at a conference in Dakar to act to improve ‘education for all’ by 2015. 

Seven years later, UNESCO warned: “Illiteracy is receiving minimal political attention and remains a global disgrace, keeping one in five adults (one in four women) on the margins of society.” 

Some 774 million adults worldwide lack basic literacy skills, the report said. Three-quarters live in 15 countries and the majority of these in just eight: Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Egypt, India, Indonesia, Nigeria and Pakistan. 

Adult literacy is below 50 percent in many countries in south and west Asia as well as sub-Saharan Africa, UNESCO added, although it highlighted that progress had been made in China. 

Efforts to improve the situation led to 688 million children starting primary school in 2005, compared to 647 million in 1999. In sub-Saharan Africa enrolment rose by 36 percent, and 22 percent in south and west Asia. 

The UNESCO report noted “rapid progress towards enrolment and gender parity at the primary level”, particularly in Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, India, Mozambique, Tanzania, Yemen and Zambia. 

This showed “that national political will combined with international support can make a difference”, it said. 

But inequalities continue in the provision of education, between urban and rural areas, rich and poor children and for handicapped children. 

The proportion of children from slum areas attending school has actually fallen since 2000 in some countries including Brazil, Guatemala, Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe, according to the report. 

UNESCO also warned that gender equality “remains elusive”. 

“Being a girl heightens the probability of not being in school,” it stressed, noting that the percentage of girls as a proportion of out-of-school children had barely changed, from 59 percent in 1999 to 57 six years later. 

The problem is worst in south and west Asia and Arab countries, it said. 

Another serious concern is the quality of the education provided, which UNESCO said varies widely, often because of a lack of resources. 

It noted that in several African countries, “between 25 percent and 40 percent of teachers say they possess no book or guide for the subjects they teach”, and urged donor countries to target aid more effectively. 

The report concluded that on current trends, 58 out of 86 countries that have yet to offer universal primary enrolment will not achieve it by 2015, while 72 of the 101 countries with widespread adult illiteracy will not manage to halve that rate by 2015.

