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Basic Education: a planetary emergency
Introduction

Today the world faces many planetary emergencies: AIDS, environmental degradation, poverty, terrorism … This paper argues that within all those challenges, illiteracy is the one that requires our most immediate attention, because it is a prerequisite for any lasting solutions to all the others. Basic education is a requirement for sustainable development, individual health, poverty reduction and democracy. The paper analyses the correlations between basic education and these factors of development. It points out the main obstacles that literacy faces, highlights the importance of enhancing gender parity, and examines some of the main international efforts that have aimed at ending illiteracy. 

Facts

To fully understand the dimension of the illiteracy problem, we shall start by considering some of the current data provided by the World Bank
, UNDP
, UNICEF
 and UNESCO
, referring both to illiteracy rates and to its impact on economic and social sectors.

One-fourth of adults in the developing world –and 879 million people worldwide- cannot read or write. Two-thirds of them are women. While enrollment in primary school is increasing around the world, of the 680 million children of primary school age, 115 million —three-fifths of them girls— still do not attend school. Meanwhile, more than 150 million children in the developing world drop out without basic literacy or numeracy skills. 

Countries that improve literacy rates by 20–30% have seen GDP growth of 8–16%. An additional year of schooling raises incomes by 10% on average, and by much more in low-income countries. A farmer with just four years of basic education is, on average, 8.7% more productive than a farmer with no education. Educating girls, in particular, significantly increases per capita income and reduces poverty.

Life expectancy rises by as much as 2 years for every 1% increase in literacy. Children of uneducated mothers are more than twice as likely to die or be malnourished as are children of mothers who have secondary education. For instance, the child of a Zambian mother with primary school education has a 25% higher chance of survival than the child of a mother with no education. 

Countries with higher levels of enrollment in secondary education have greater political stability and stronger democratic rights.
World Bank research shows that investment in girls is the single most valuable development intervention any country can make.

To achieve universal primary education by 2015 is one of the Millennium development goals.
 While 83 developing countries are on track to achieve this goal, 71 others are not.

Analysis 

Why is basic education a priority? 
Basic education is a priority because it “determines the prospects of individuals and nations” and it is “the basis on which all other elements of development are founded.”

According to the World Bank, none of the world’s wealthier countries developed without making a significant investment in basic education. No country has ever achieved continuous and rapid economic growth without reaching a critical threshold of about 40 percent in its adult literacy rate. This data suggests that an educated population is a fundamental requirement for broad-based economic growth. The fact is that while basic education is always important in helping people to obtain gainful employment, in a highly technological and rapidly globalizing world basic education becomes critical. In the words of Amartya Sen, “all the cases of speedy use of the opportunities of global commerce for the reduction of poverty have drawn on help from basic education on a wide basis.”
 Education is obviously determinative in sectors where quality control and production according to strict specification are crucial. However, it is equally important in primary sectors, such as agriculture, because it provides the knowledge (of new fertilizers, seeds, technologies, etc.) and skills to prevent environmental depletion and to ensure sustainable farming practices.

The Basic Education Coalition has pointed out the extent to which basic education improves all aspects of the quality of life.
 It teaches people about how they interact with nature and the consequences of non-sustainable uses of natural resources. It provides men and women with a greater appreciation of their own potential and rights. Particularly significant is its role in promoting a greater understanding of basic health, prenatal care, nutrition and methods of family planning. Educated women marry later, have fewer children and raise healthier families. Their children have higher survival rates and are more likely to succeed in school. 

Education is indeed a very effective way to address preventable diseases —would it be HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis or simply diarrhea— because it encourages children to practice healthy behaviors and gives them the knowledge and values to avoid contracting diseases. 

Basic education also prevents corruption and enhances political stability. Not only does it foster equity and social cohesion, but it is also recognized by the ILO as the most effective means of preventing child labor and sexual exploitation.
 Often, illiterate people have a limited ability to understand and invoke their legal rights. Basic education empowers them to express their demands effectively and to make informed choices. It gives a voice to the disadvantaged and is thus fundamental to the creation of democratic societies. 

Equally important is the fact that education provides the wisdom and judgment that enables tolerance, respect and understanding among peoples. Indeed, schooling is deeply influential in the identity of a child and the way they see “the others.” In that sense, widening the coverage and quality of basic education can help to promote tolerance and pluralism, and thus play a powerful role in preventing conflicts.

Which are our main challenges?

Two significant World Education Forums —Jomtiem (1990) and Dakar (2000)— have committed developing and industrialized countries to ensure Education For All (EFA): all children must have access to and must complete a quality primary education. However, funding for education has actually declined in the last decade and most industrialized countries and international financial institutions have failed to meet their funding commitments.

Following the first EFA Conference, during the 90s national and international efforts were concentrated on ensuring access to education. As a result, the majority of developing countries have sufficient schools to educate their primary school-age children, enrollments have increased in every region, and in many of them a large proportion of children are enrolled. However, enrollment does not mean completion, and only about a quarter of these countries are able to retain all the children through primary gradation. According to the UNDP, just over half the children who start primary school finish it.
 Child labor and unaffordable fees are the main causes.

The Dakar EFA Conference strengthened the importance of education quality. Many primary schools in developing countries have only one teacher, who is often poorly prepared. It is thus necessary to ensure the training of teachers in appropriate pedagogic and intercultural tools. It is also essential to improve the nature (gender-sensitive, non-sectarian and non-parochial) and the coverage of curricula, so that they are context-oriented and foster tolerance and multiculturalism. 

Girls’ education is probably the most important challenge still being faced. There are enormous disparities in educational access and achievement between boys and girls. Illiteracy rates are far higher among women, and at least 9 million more girls than boys are left out of school every year. This has lasting implications not only for the women, but also for their children and families as well: the children of educated mothers are more likely to succeed in school and send their own children to school. According to UNICEF, without “accelerated action to get more girls into school over the next two years, global goals to reduce poverty and improve the human condition would simply not be reached.”
 It is thus imperative to specifically address the barriers faced by girls. Development agencies, governments, families, and communities must work together, intensifying their efforts to overcome those obstacles and to ensure effective basic education. 
Certainly, the core initiatives to eradicate literacy lie with the national governments. However, the international community cannot continue to fail to assume a leading role and to honor its obligations. Today, it seems that for the first time there is a commitment to the principle of free, high-quality, compulsory education. Resource mobilization and management are at the heart of the education debate, and a global initiative is being developed to provide an effective framework for co-operation between countries and development and donor agencies.
 The challenge for all actors is now to work with others to convert good intentions into meaningful action.
Conclusion

No country has achieved sustained economic growth and development without attaining nearly universal basic education. Given its powerful socioeconomic impact on political stability, economic growth, nutrition, child and maternal mortality, AIDS prevention, and more, basic education is the key to the Millennium Development Goals regarding poverty and health. However, there is no global prescription for achieving MDGs. Countries must develop their own national strategies. It is crucial that basic education policies are clearly linked to poverty elimination and development strategies. Furthermore, governments must realize the potential of educated women as agents of change and, thus, must implement integrated strategies for gender equality. Finally, school fees of every kind should be eliminated; and investment in basic education should be significantly enhanced. 
In all, basic education must be approached as a human right. Only then will governments feel obligated to mobilize the necessary resources. Only then will parents hold their governments accountable for failing to do so. Children —girls and boys— have the right to be taught with professionalism. Their educational programs must promote equity, mutual understanding and tolerance, helping them to walk more safely and more unified into this challenging world.
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