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The alleviat ion of poverty is a many faceted undertaking in which educat ion 

plays an im portant  role.  Where early childhood learning opportunit ies are 

available, we see benefits beyond the obvious.  This art icle will point  out  

som e of these prim ary, secondary and even tert iary benefits in a comm unity 

and then point  out  the challenges to arr iving at  those.  Finally we will look at  

som e current  known init iat ives. 

“Educat ion is not  a way to escape poverty ;  it  is a way of fight ing it .” 1  So 

said Julius Nyerere, form er president  of Tanzania.   “During the World 

Educat ion Forum  held in Dakar in 2000 the internat ional community 

underscored the need to eradicate ext rem e poverty and gave its collect ive 

com mitm ent  to work towards this aim  through educat ion. … The role of 

educat ion in poverty eradicat ion … is crucial. No count ry has succeeded if it  

has not  educated its people.  Not  only is educat ion im portant  in reducing 

poverty, it  is also a key to wealth creat ion.” 2 

I n Jomt ien, Thailand in 1990 the UN- sponsored Educat ion for All 

(EFA)  init iat ive was launched to bring the benefits of educat ion to “every 

cit izen in every society.” 3  Partners com prised a broad coalit ion of nat ional 

governments, civil society groups, and development  agencies such 

as UNESCO and the World Bank. I n response to slow progress over the 
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decade, the commitment  was reaffirmed in Dakar, Senegal in April 2000 and 

then again in September 2000, when 189 count ries and their partners 

adopted two of the EFA goals am ong the eight  Millennium  Development  

Goals (MDGs) .4 

The Dakar Fram ework for Act ion 2000 underscored Early Childhood Care and 

Educat ion (ECCE) 5 as part  of EFA which emphasized the necessity to start  

educat ion at  the pre-prim ary level, ages 3-5.  I t  states clear ly that  many 

count ries have com e a long way in achieving many of the Dakar goals, but  

there is st ill a long way to go, with ”115 m illion children who have never 

seen the inside of a classroom .” 6  “According to UNESCO I nst itute for 

Stat ist ics ( I US) , 12%  of school age children are likely never to at tend 

school.” 7 

Early childhood educat ion is important , because the developm ent  of the 

brain occurs prim arily and part icularly rapidly in the early years.8  Cognit ive 

skills, such as language, are said to double every year between 18 months 

and 6 years of age.9  Vocabulary development  is a pivotal skill for success in 

learning later.10  

Early childhood learning is meant to em phasize a child’s holist ic developm ent  

– cognit ive, emot ional, social and physical skills.11  Services for older 

children will be on literacy and numeracy. 

“Educat ion is a fulcrum for social and econom ic developm ent .  Among other 

things, it  leads to greater personal freedom  and em powerm ent , higher labor-
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force part icipat ion, lower crude bir th rates and child m ortality, more 

democrat ic societ ies, greater equity and econom ic growth.” 12  

Of the many benefits of pre-prim ary educat ion we can point  to the obvious 

of the children perform ing bet ter once they enter primary school.  They will 

be less likely to have to repeat  a grade or even drop out  of school ent irely.  

I f both genders part icipate in pre-primary schools, equality in primary school 

is m uch more likely.  Secondary benefits may be staying in school longer, 

having bet ter chances of good health, finding work, higher earnings and 

social inclusions and a m ore inform ed and literate society, as well as a 

lowering of crim e rates.  Posit ive early life experiences have long term  effect  

on adult  social behavior, com petence and econom ic growth and polit ical 

stability.  What  may not  be so obvious are the tert iary benefits which go to 

the mothers of the children enrolled in pre-prim ary schools.  They can feel 

m ore secure in finding jobs while the children are safe at  school.  

Furtherm ore, many studies have shown that  the higher the literacy rates 

among gir ls/ wom en are, the lower the fert ility rates and the bet ter the 

health of the wom en becom e. 13 

But  implem ent ing these init iat ives takes m oney.  I t  was est im ated that  the 

cost  of put t ing 85%  of the world’s children in a good quality prim ary school 

by year 2015 (EFA’s goal)  will be $7-17 billion/ year.14  I mportant ly, ECCE 

should be supported as a primary source for achieving EFA.  I f all children do 

not  have access to ECCE, then the prim ary grades, as indicated above, will 

see more dropouts and repeats in prim ary and secondary grades and 

ult imately not  have the desired effect  on EFA.  Later conferences began 

focusing on the quality imperat ive, i.e. teachers and classroom  processes 

now being front  and center as the key to educat ion quality.15 
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Current ly we are seeing approxim ately 32%  of the E-9 count ries’ children 

enrolled in pre-prim ary schools.  At  the high end are Mexico and Brazil, and 

at  the low end Egypt  .16  E-9 count ries are:  Bangladesh, Brazil, China, Egypt , 

I ndia, I ndonesia, Mexico, Nigeria, Pakistan.  “ Mandatory funding, or some 

form of obligatory investm ent  in ECCE, seem s inevitable.  Otherwise, the 

start ing point  of lifelong learning is not  likely to be on the government ’s 

priority investment  list .  Count ries that  have achieved universal prim ary 

educat ion, for exam ple, do not  turn to ECCE as their logical next  goal.  They 

tend to move on to secondary, adult  and higher educat ion, despite a 

plethora of studies proving that  investment  in ECCE reaps great  social, 

educat ion and econom ic returns.” 17  I t  has been est imated that  at  the low 

end, for every $ spent  on ECCE, there is $4 in benefits – after health care, 

this is one of the highest  mult ipliers m easured.  I n som e cases, the 

m ult iplier has been measured to be 17.18   

We also need to rem ind ourselves that  today’s children will be product ive in 

a decade, and the bet ter educated they become the higher the count ry’s 

product iv ity and growth prospects will be in this global economy. 

Apart  from  the challenge of m oney, the biggest  challenge is to find teachers 

– qualified, capable, willing and t rained.  The 2004 UNESCO report  

emphasizes that  “ teachers have the st rongest  influence on learning and on a 

wide variety of other quality factors within schools” .19  The teacher shortage 

is part icularly acute in Afr ica.20  I n order to achieve universal primary 

educat ion, “Sub-Saharan Africa needs to recruit  1,361,000 new teachers 

between 2000-2015 – crit ical issue is how to ensure that  the supply is of the 

quality desired” .21  Because businesses benefit  from a well-educated 

workforce, it  is in their best  interest  to cont ribute to buildings, books and 

other m aterials, as well to t raining of teachers and development  of 
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curricula.22  Local condit ions m ust  be factored into the design of learning 

m aterials.23 “ I n addit ion to classrooms, adequate sanitat ion in terms of 

water and lat r ines is an important  aspect  of school facilit ies for increasing 

the willingness of parents to enroll their gir ls.” 24 The UNESCO 2004 Report  

also points out  that  “ teachers is the largest  public expenditure in budgets of 

less-developed count ries”  and this is exacerbated by exploding enrollm ents 

and the need to im prove the quality of teachers already in place. 

One addit ional challenge for access by the poor to prim ary educat ion is 

government  policy and commitment .  Governm ent  policy in developing 

count ries can have a larger impact  on primary educat ion access and 

outcomes than would be the case in developed count ries.  Because 

educat ion, its ram ificat ions and infrast ructure may fall within different  

governmental departments cooperat ion among and between these 

departments or m inist r ies is vital.  I t  is essent ial, because educat ion is part  

of a poverty reduct ion st rategy, and it  is a way of removing poverty at  its 

roots.  One way many analysts consider to increase school part icipat ion of 

the poor is to reduce the cost  of school, perhaps by subsidizing at tendance. 
25 

I n som e count ries the language in which teaching is conducted in pre-

primary classes has also caused som e difficulty.  Research shows that  young 

children do bet ter at  mastering concepts of reading and not ions of numbers, 

shapes, and arithm et ic  in the language spoken in their homes .  Some 

developing count ries use the colonial language as the m ain language for 

inst ruct ion.26 

Before ment ioning current  init iat ives it  is helpful to rem ind ourselves of 

special gender challenges.  Stat ist ics indicate that  75%  of the world’s 

illiterate adults are wom en.27   “Social benefits derive from educat ing gir ls 
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and women, including;  ( i)  lower fert ility rates;  ( ii)  lower infant  m ortality 

rates;  ( iii)  improved nut r it ion;  ( iv)  increased life expectancy;  and (v)  bet ter 

opportunit ies for children in the next  generat ion.” 28  “ I n situat ions of 

ext rem e poverty, gir ls are part icularly at  r isk as they tend to inherit  the 

poverty of their m others.  They are prone to abuse of all forms, and very 

often confined to households in which they are virtual slaves. …  Other 

groups of poor children who merit  special at tent ion are children orphaned by 

HI V/ AI DS, st reet  children and children of some ethnic m inorit ies.” 29  

"The world is start ing to grasp that  there is no tool for development  more 
effect ive than the empowerm ent  of wom en and gir ls,"  Mr. Kofi Annan, 
former UN Secretary General, said addressing the Comm ission on the Status 
of Wom en. "Study after study has taught  us that  no other policy is as likely 
to raise econom ic product ivity , or to reduce infant  and maternal m ortality." 30 

I t  is encouraging to discover many init iat ives underway to achieve ECCE and 

ult imately the goal of EFA in 2015.  Let  us point  to a few. 

I n Bangladesh UNESCO  has provided  Hiram on Resource boxes.   The 

program me is tailor-made to the needs of the borrowers, as they decide 

what  is it  they want  to know. I t  covers shop-keeping, goal- set t ing, health 

and other areas. A resource cent re supports the program m e and provide a 

m obile resource box "The Hiramon", which is t ransported by a rickshaw. I t  

was named after the Bengali mythical bird that  flew from place to place 

giving advice. The Hiram on takes m aterials (posters, gam es, puzzles, folk 

tales) , and videos to the villages. A bat tery powers the first  one, but  a new 

one will be const ructed which will ut ilize solar panels. The women 

themselves are responsible for the care and up-keep of the resource cent res 

and the Hiramon. The exposure to knowledge has st im ulated the wom en to 

want  to be literate and num erate.31  

Also in Bangladesh, the Grameen Bank as part  of its 16 decisions states:  
“No. 7 – We shall educate our children and ensure that  they can earn to pay 
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for their educat ion.” 32  The Gram een Bank has specifically established the 
Gram een Shikkha/ Educat ion.   This is a com pany in the fam ily of Gram een 
com panies. Established in 1997 its main object ives are to prom ote mass 
educat ion in rural areas, provide financial support  in the form of loans and 
grants for the purpose of educat ion, use I T for alleviat ion of illiteracy and 
development  of educat ion, prom ote new technologies and innovate ideas 
and m ethods for development  of educat ion etc. Grameen Shikkha has been 
conduct ing Life Oriented Educat ion Program, Pre-school/ Child Development  
Program , Early Childhood Developm ent  Program and Arsenic Mit igat ion 
Program  in various dist r icts of Bangladesh.33  

I n 2007 Opportunity I nternat ional34, one of the world’s largest  and oldest  

m icro- finance organizat ions, launched Microschools of Opportunity™35.  

Microfinance involves loans, savings and insurance, and in the case of the 

Microschools, the loans go to teachers, and they become edupreneurs.  

These edupreneurs will open schools for poor children with no other means 

to get  an educat ion.  Even during its very brief existence Microschools’ 

children outperform  public counterparts in I ndia, China and Africa – Kenya 

and Ghana.  

Based on an init iat ive by an Am erican Greg Mortensen, Cent ral Asia I nst itute 
was established.   I t  “ is a 501(c)3 (US)  non-profit  organizat ion with the 
m ission to prom ote and support  com munity-based educat ion, especially for 
gir ls, in remote regions of Pakistan and Afghanistan.”  36 So far 76 schools 
have been built .   Mr. Mortensen spent  some t im e in the region and found 
that  the African proverb “ you educate a boy, you educate an individual;  you 
educate a gir l, you educate a nat ion” 37 was a basis for assist ing in the 
building of schools for gir ls only.  They were not  otherwise afforded the 
opportunity to learn in the poor and rem ote areas of these count ries.  

���������������������������������������� �������������������
�

/ �
� �� � �

� � � �� � �
� �
� E�d�KDDhE/dz W �
� ��
�d � � � � � � �' � �� �: �� �< � � �
� � � � � �



�

�

“The Spark Group is a group of student  ent repreneurs from MI T who want o 
invest  in I ndian edupreneurs serving poor comm unit ies to ensure that  the 
next  generat ion receives quality educat ion.” 38  

The Seva Sadan Society was set  up in Mum bai, I ndia and runs a pre-primary 
school with no government  aid or grant .  The children are underpriv ileged 
gir ls and most ly from  single women.39 

For many ideas of school opportunit ies, edupreneurs and new init iat ives in 
I ndia, visit  this website 
ht tp: / / www.nextbillion.net / blogs/ topic/ educat ion?page= 3 (accessed 5 
August  2008) . 

We end with this observat ion by Nobel laureate Am artya Sen:   “ I f you want  

to build a count ry, build a school.”  
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