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International Development 

The importance of education: one way out of the poverty trap 
There are several factors that can contribute to poverty alleviation; one of these is education. 
A quality education has the power to increase an individual’s skillset and employability, 
ultimately providing a path for them to free themselves from the poverty trap.  

Significant gains in access to education have been achieved in the past 2 decades. 

Between 1999-2006, primary school enrolment rates have increased: 
- from 54% to 70% in Sub-Saharan Africa;
- from 75% to 88% in East and South Asia12.

Between 1995-2008, secondary school enrolments (grade nine and above) have increased: 
- from 25% to 34% in Sub-Saharan Africa;
- from 44% to 51% in South Asia;
- from 64% to 74% in East Asia12.

Figure 6: Number of school-age children (million) out of school worldwide, by level of 
education and sex, 2000-201713 

Source: (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2016) 
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The global increase in enrolment rates is encouraging. Some of the world’s poorest countries 
now have primary school enrolment rates of above 80%. Nevertheless, as of 2018 there were 
still approximately 260 million school-age children not enrolled in school; in other words, one-
fifth of school-age children worldwide. The situation is particularly dire for particular regions of 
the world, namely, Sub-Saharan Africa13. 

The increased school enrolment rates of the past two decades are encouraging, however 
they tell us only about the quantity of education provided. By attempting to determine the 
relative quality of education worldwide, we begin to see a clearer picture of the state 
of global education. Alarmingly, in 2015 more than half of the world’s school-age 
population, an estimated 55%, lacked minimum proficiency in mathematics and reading. 
Once again, like access to education, quality education is distributed unequally 
throughout the world. The situation is particularly dire in Sub-Saharan Africa where a 
startling 84% and 88% of school-age children lack minimum proficiency in mathematics and 
reading respectively. Similar rates are present in Central and Southern Asia: 76% for 
mathematics and 81% for reading13.  

Figure 7: Percentage (%) of school-age children (million) not achieving minimum proficiency 
in reading and mathematics, 201513 

Source: (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2016) 
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Barriers to education: 
There are various barriers preventing the world’s poor from accessing quality education. 
These include, but are not limited to, financial, institutional, social and psychological barriers. 

Perhaps the most pronounced barriers to quality education are financial and institutional. 
Education is not an inelastic good: in other words, education doesn’t receive a proportional 
allocation of someone’s pay irrespective of changes in their income. In fact, there is a strong 
causality between the amount someone earns and the amount they spend on their child’s 
education12. This causal trend spans both developed and developing countries.  

To ensure that every member of their society has access to education many developed 
countries facilitate a state market. However, for most people living in a developing country, 
they are not afforded this privilege.   

In Australia, we are fortunate to have access to robust and fair institutions. We acknowledge 
that these opportunities are by no means extended to every member of society. Nevertheless, 
by taking a global comparison, Australia has some of the most accessible educational 
institutions in the world. In fact, the expected years of schooling for a child of school entrance 
age in 2017 was higher in Australia than any other country: 22.9 years, almost double the 
global average of 12.7 years. Compare this to South Sudan, one of the countries where ERFA 
works, where the average years of schooling is just 4.9 years14. 

Figure 8: Measures of global inequality in living conditions between countries14 

Source: (Our World in Data, 2013) 
Data is compiled from various UN publications 

Note: The expected years of schooling metric is calculated by assuming that the age-specific enrolment rates of a 
country persist throughout the lifetime of the child. 

It is important to note that institutional barriers to education do not start and end with 
schooling. How an individual can make use of their education impacts the power of that 
education to alleviate poverty. Education on its own is often not substantial to translate 
into economic outcomes for those living in developing counties15. The value of an 
education is contingent upon numerous complex institutional factors, including a healthy 
labour market. 
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Access to education disproportionately affects girls and women. The financial and social 
barriers of poverty and gender bias reinforce one another, preventing girls in developing 
countries from receiving a quality education. 

Figure 9: Female-to-male ratios (percentage) of average years of schooling by global region, 
1960-201016,17

Source: (Our World in Data, 2016) 
Data is compiled from Lee & Lee (2016) 

Note: the gender ratios of mean years of schooling are expressed as a percentage. Data has been obtained from 
populations aged 15-64. Regional estimates are population-weighted averages. 

Table 2: Female-to-male ratios of average years (percentage) of schooling by global region, 
1960-201016,17

Although there have been significant improvements in increasing girl and women’s access to 
education over the past 50 years, there is still plenty of work to be done until gender parity is 
achieved.  

There is a robust body of evidence demonstrating how women’s educational attainment is 
instrumental in achieving other measures of gender equality, including closing gender wage 
gaps15. In addition, there is increasing evidence linking education to reduced violence and 
practices such as female genital mutilation15. 

Region 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010 

Eastern Europe 83.70 85.21 91.05 95.20 100.08 101.28 

Latin America and 
the Caribbean 

87.43 89.91 91.88 98.41 99.12 101.28 

Advanced 
Economies 

94.78 94.68 95.03 96.99 98.08 100.00 

Middle East and 
North Africa 

36.17 40.39 51.6 63.34 76.52 87.50 

Asia and the Pacific 52.86 63.89 69.35 80.14 75.95 84.07 

Sub-Saharan Africa 58.04 58.32 59.22 67.36 74.32 82.00 
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ERFA’s approach to education 
Edmund Rice Foundation Australia (ERFA) is an international development organisation that 
focuses on sustainable and transformational education. We support development programs 
in some of the poorest communities in the world, including Kenya, India, South Sudan, the 
Philippines and Papua New Guinea. We also partner with domestic programs in Australia. 

We believe that quality education is the key to sustainable change. Quality education 
empowers the beneficiary to harness their own agency to improve their conditions and break 
free from the cycle of poverty. This approach to education, as a sustainable and community-
driven support tool, is distilled through all of the programs that we support, within Australia and 
worldwide. 

ERFA supports three types of education projects: 

1. Formal education:
By supporting schools and vocational training we attempt to improve the material conditions 
of the poor by increasing their skillset and employability. ERFA is committed to providing 
quality education to impoverished youth from an early age: by focusing on mathematical and 
reading literacy we hope that their life trajectory may be permanently altered for the better. 
ERFA supports educational programs for adults, such as business development and 
microfinance projects that attempt to enhance the financial literacy of women.

2. Community education:
The community education programs we support attempt to improve the social conditions of 
the poor. For example, education on hygiene and disease prevention aims to reduce the 
incidence of preventable diseases and improve the health conditions of the poor.

3. Development education:
The development education programs we support attempt to empower the lives of the poor 
through qualitative means. By conducting training sessions on human rights and gender 
equality for adults and children we hope to break down some of the social barriers that prevent 
the poor from escaping poverty. We take a particular focus towards at-risk segments, including 
women, children and people with disability.
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