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OVERVIEW

In recent years, Pakistan has taken significant steps to advance the 
right to education. In 2010, Article 25-A of the Constitution legislated 
free and compulsory education for children aged 5-16. The devolution 
of education to the provinces has driven support for systemic 
reforms, leading to the development of subnational education sector 
roadmaps. More recently in 2015, Pakistan adopted the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), including SDG 4 on education, reinforcing 
the government’s long-term commitment to education for every child 
without discrimination.

The federal government has made out-of-school children a national 
priority. In December 2018, Pakistan’s National Assembly passed 
a resolution in which it recognized the rights of every child born in 
Pakistan as well as mothers.1 In particular, it declared that the National 
Assembly would “make all efforts to ensure that every child is in 
school and learning well, safe from all kinds of domestic and external 
harm and is realizing his/her full potential.”

While enrolment and retention rates are improving, progress has 
been slow and large inequities persist.² Hence, amid improvements, 
Pakistan did not achieve the Millennium Development Goal targets of 
universal primary education and gender parity in education. Gaps in 
service provision at all education levels remain a major constraint to 
education access. 

Disparities based on gender, socio-economic status and geography 
are significant. In rural Sindh, 65 per cent of the poorest children 
never attend school, and in Balochistan, 75 per cent of girls are out 
of school.³ An encouraging increase in education budgets has been 
observed, though at 2.8 per cent of the total GDP, it still falls short 
of the 4 per cent target. At the systems level, inadequate financing, 
limited enforcement of policy commitments, and challenges in 
equitable implementation impede reaching the most disadvantaged.
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Pakistan has the world’s second-highest number 
of  out-of-school children at the primary level, with 5 
million children aged 5-9 not attending school. After     
primary-school age, the number of out-of-school 
children doubles, with more than 11 million children 
aged 10-14 not receiving formal education. In total,                 
23 million Pakistani children do not go to school – 
nearly half of school-age children. Disparities based 
on gender, socio-economic status, and geography are 
significant.

EVERY CHILD LEARNS GLOBAL 
TARGET

SDG 4: Goal 4 of the Sustainable Development 
Goals aims to ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and promote lifelong learning 
opportunities for all.

UNICEF 
PAKISTAN 

TARGET

By 2022, more children, particularly girls and the 
most disadvantaged, benefit from equitable and 
appropriate early learning and basic education.

I had never seen a school before I came here. Now, 
I am the one teaching my father how to write his 
name. 

Shehnaz, 13
Student in a UNICEF-supported Alternative Learning 
Programme centre in Balochistan 

“
“
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Given renewed efforts by the Government of Pakistan to contextualize 
the SDG 4 agenda on education and achieve Pakistan's constitutional 
education commitments, UNICEF prioritizes early learning and out-
of-school children. This is especially important given that significant 
numbers of children still remain out of school and are not learning 
even if they are attending school. 

HOW UNICEF WILL HELP ACHIEVE RESULTS

If education sector governance continues to improve and become 
more evidence and equity based…

If there are more equitable and quality early childhood care and 
education (ECCE) and basic education services available, including 
alternative learning pathways for disadvantaged girls and boys, 
among them adolescents…

If knowledge, motivation and engagement of parents, children and 
other duty bearers for on-time enrolment and completing a full 
course of education is enhanced…

…Then more children and adolescents, particularly the most 
marginalized out-of-school children and girls, are more likely to 
enter school at the right age, remain in school, complete a primary 
education and transition to lower secondary level with improved 
learning outcomes.
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SDG 4 
Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote 

lifelong learning opportunities for all

UNICEF Strategic Plan — Goal 2 
Every child learns

Outcome 
By 2022, more out-of-school children, particularly girls and the 
most disadvantaged, benefit from equitable and appropriate 

early learning and basic education
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Quality and Learning
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DATA PROFILE

The high number of out-of-school children – 23 million, nearly half the 
population of school-age children (aged 5-16) remains a challenge. Of 
these, approximately three-quarters (18 million) have never been to 
school while one quarter (5.4 million) have dropped out. 

Number of out-of-school children
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Source: UNESCO. Country statistics. http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/pk.

% of GDP % of total government expenditure

Relative to GDP, government expenditure on 
education has remained stagnant
Government expenditure on education

Government expenditure per student (in PPP$)
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Data profile
Many children who are in school are not learning much. The 2014 
National Education Assessment Report showed that a large proportion 
of Pakistani students scored in the “below basic” ranges for core 
subjects. Data from the 2015 Annual Status of Education Report 
indicates that less than half of children in class five meet the minimum 
threshold of educational attainment. Other studies also point out 
significant inequities in learning between provinces/areas, gender, and 
urban/rural locations.⁴
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8686 Girls are not learning as much as boys

Of the 22.6 million Pakistani children who are out of school, 12.1 
million (53 per cent) are girls while 10.5 million (47 per cent) are boys.
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Source: UNESCO. Country statistics. http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/pk.

Source: National Education Management Information System (NEMIS). Pakistan 
Education Statistics. 
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ACCELERATING CHANGE IN PAKISTAN

Global Partnership for Education and out-of-school 
children
UNICEF is the coordinating agency for the Global Partnership for 
Education (GPE) in the provinces of Sindh and Balochistan, where it 
provides direction and focus for all development partners in provincial 
sector planning. Further efforts are now being made to translate plans 
and budgets into targets. 

To facilitate systemic change and sustainable service delivery in the 
face of entrenched education challenges, UNICEF expanded its role in 
education sector planning in all four provinces. As co-chair with DFID 
of the National Education Development Partners’ Group, UNICEF 
is advising the government in allocating the next US$100m GPE 
allocation for Pakistan. An analysis by UNICEF on the cost of inaction 
informed the government investment case on out-of-school children.

Non-formal education
With USAID, which led the development of an implementation 
framework for the Sindh Non-Formal Education (NFE) Policy, UNICEF 
technical assistance supported a comprehensive costing model aiming 
to bring 600,000 out-of-school children and adolescents to school in 
five years. Punjab’s first-ever Non-Formal Education Policy was finalized 
with a corresponding social behaviour change communication strategy 
for enrolment of out-of-school children; Khyber Pakhtunkhwa’s first 
such policy will be endorsed in 2019. These contribute to ensuring that 
children excluded from education have a pathway to learn and develop 
skills through alternative learning programmes (ALP), especially for 
over-age adolescent girls and boys. The first batch of ALP students in 
Balochistan completed the three-year programme with a 98.6 per cent 
pass rate on the government Grade 5 test, demonstrating the success 
of this approach. 
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EQUITY

Pakistani boys continue to outnumber girls at every stage of education. 
Nearly 10 million boys and 8.1 million girls are enrolled at the primary 
level; this drops to 1.9 million boys and 1.4 million girls at the lower 
secondary level.⁵ 

Poverty, gender, and location intersect: 59 per cent of out-of-school 
girls aged 5-9 belong to the poorest households, compared to 5 per 
cent from the richest.⁶

Socio-cultural demand-side barriers combined with economic factors 
and supply-related issues (such as availability of school facilities) 
hamper access and retention of certain marginalized groups, in 
particular adolescent girls.

Average number of years of schooling for youth (aged 20-24)

Source: Reproduced from UNICEF. The State of the World's Children: A Fair Chance 
for Every Child; UNESCO. Global Education Monitoring Report; World Inequality 
Database on Education. WIDE 2013 DHS data.
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CHALLENGES

Enabling environment
• Social exclusion and discrimination within the education system 

create inequities in access to, and completion of, the education 
cycle for certain minorities and marginalized groups, particularly 
girls.

• The federal government is still strengthening its coordination and 
standard-setting roles to ensure coherence in policy, normative 
standards, advance emerging policy priorities, and SDG 4 planning 
and monitoring.

• Pre-primary is not yet an official “class” and the 3-4 age group falls 
outside Pakistan’s Article 25A on education.7

• Article 25A is not being fully implemented across all provinces.
• Poor compliance with child-friendly discipline policies, with 

corporal punishment commonly reported. 
• The government is not spending 4 per cent of GDP on education 

as committed; presently, the spending is around 2.8 per cent of 
GDP.

• Limited capacities at federal, provincial and district levels to 
implement legislation and policies.

Supply — Availability of essential commodities 
and services

• Pre-primary classes ("Katchi") are only informally offered in public 
schools, without allocation of trained teachers or other resources.

• There are not enough schools to enrol all children, particularly at 
pre-primary and at lower and higher secondary levels, especially in 
remote rural and low-income urban areas. When available, schools 
often lack appropriate school buildings, walls, toilets and water, 
particularly for girls.

• There is a lack of education provision and school safety in certain 
areas related to disaster-risk and insecurity, including attacks on 
schools.

• There is a lack of access to adequately staffed services, materials, 
and information, especially for children with disabilities.  

• School management is weak and teacher absenteeism remains 
a concern. There are not enough teachers, especially female 
teachers at pre-primary levels. They are not sufficiently trained to 
teach effectively and respond to students’ needs.

• Essential learning materials are not always available or supplied 
on time.

• School environments are not always safe or conducive to learning. 
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Knowledge and demand for services
Financial barriers

• Poor households tend to place a comparatively low value on 
education because of immediate survival needs. Child labour  
and early marriage continue to be an impediment, with working 
children and married children the least likely to attend school.

Social and cultural practices and beliefs
• Lack of awareness about the importance of pre-primary education 

and on-time enrolment, resulting in significant age variance, late 
enrolment and drop-out.

• Social and cultural factors result in girls being more likely to be 
out of school or to drop out, particularly adolescent girls from 
conservative areas where early marriage is common. The main 
reason for girls to be out of school is parental disapproval (34 per 
cent), whereas for boys the primary reason is unwillingness to go 
to school (38 per cent).8

• Poor involvement of local communities in accountability and 
monitoring of schools.

Quality
• Ineffective learning processes, classroom management and 

time-on-task; language issues; multi-grade teaching; inadequate 
textbook quality; lack of capacity in student and teacher 
assessment.

• Poor quality of assessments and examinations.
• Various parts of the education system are not interacting or 

working in synergy to produce optimal learning outcomes (e.g. 
teacher training, curriculum/textbooks, supervision).

• Lack of reliable data and gaps in data and analysis. 

LOOKING FORWARD

As part of its 2018-2022 country programme of cooperation, UNICEF 
is working to ensure that by 2022, more children, particularly girls and 
those from marginalized groups, benefit from equitable and appropriate 
early childhood development and basic education services.

UNICEF is contributing to a greater focus on equity in provincial 
and district sector planning and budgeting, strengthening data and 
assessment systems, and evidence-based policy advocacy. To address 
education supply-and-demand issues, UNICEF is strengthening the 
institutional capacity to:

• Deliver quality and scalable early-learning models to improve 
school readiness

• Expand equitable, quality alternative learning programmes at the 
basic education levels for out-of-school children and adolescents, 
particularly girls

• Improve public communication efforts and school-community 
linkages through behaviour change communication strategies 
to increase on-time enrolment, reduce dropout, and ensure 
completion and transition in under-performing schools.

UNICEF is working with a variety of partners to drive a quality learning 
agenda that leaves no child behind.
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School readiness: early childhood education and pre-primary 
education (SDG 4.2)
Investment in quality early learning/pre-primary education so that young 
children are ‘ready for school’ has high positive impacts on primary 
school enrolment, survival and learning, and is cost-effective. Benefits 
are highest for children from poor and vulnerable households.9

Bringing out-of-school children (OOSC) back to school: basic 
education and alternative learning programmes (ALPs), including 
second-chance education (SDGs 4.1 and 4.5)
UNICEF will prioritise decreasing the number of OOSC, with a focus 
on girls through ALPs that give children a second chance at education. 
These programmes involve local community leaders and are particularly 
effective in marginalized communities.

On-time enrolment, retention, completion and transition: school-
community engagement (SDGs 4.1 and 4.5)
UNICEF is tackling the obstacles to on-time enrolment, retention, 
completion and transition. By building on best practices, UNICEF is 
well positioned to fine-tune technical and operational communication 
strategies to bring children, especially girls, back into schools.

Equity-based budgets, plans and strategies: systems reform and 
evidence-based advocacy (SDGs 4.1, 4.2, and 4.5)
Social exclusion and discrimination within the education system are 
perpetuating inequities in access and quality of education. UNICEF  
is focusing on the effective implementation and enforcement of 
policy commitments. Equity-based investments by the government 
continue to be key to ensure that education systems include the most 
disadvantaged girls and boys.
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RESEARCH, KNOWLEDGE, EVALUATION

• Situation Analysis of Children in Pakistan, 2017
https://www.unicef.org/pakistan/reports/situation-analysis-
children-pakistan

• Establishing a Baseline of School Safety Practices using 
RapidPro Real-time SMS technology in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
Education Section UNICEF Pakistan Country Office: www.unicef.
org/pakistan/Report_Baseline_Schools_vFinal.pdf

• Minimum Standards for Quality Education in Pakistan 
Ministry of Federal Education and Professional Training, 2016: 
http://moent.gov.pk/mopttm/userfiles1/file/Minimum%20
Standards%20for%20Quality%20Education%20in%20Pakistan.
pdf

• Climate Change Adaptation and Disaster Risk Reduction in 
the Education Sector: Resource Manual
UNICEF, 2017: www.unicef.org/publications/index_68843.html

• Fixing the Broken Promise of Education for All
UNICEF and UNESCO, 2015: www.unicef.org/publications/
index_78718.html

Many children across Pakistan still don’t have the chance to get an 
education. In the Balochistan province, 70 per cent of children do not 
go to school and only one girl out of five (20 per cent) is enrolled in 
school.

Alternative learning programmes present a second chance for students 
like 13-year-old Shehnaz, who did not enrol into school on time. She 
has been studying in the centre for more than two years. She was 
among the first three students to enrol and is now preparing for the 
exam to pass the primary school certificate.

“I had never seen a school before I came here,” says Shehnaz. “Now, 
I am the one teaching my father how to write his name,” she adds, 
full of joy. 

Aziz, her father, is proud of her. “I am not educated but I am glad to 
know the importance of education. I cannot think of a reason not to 
send my children to school,” he says.

Shehnaz says that she is given fewer chores at home so she can do 
her homework. She says that going to school is a daily celebration 
because she gets to spend time with friends and learn new things.

REAL LIVES, REAL CHANGE
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“I hope many others will be given the opportunity to learn,” says 
Shehnaz, who is proud to report that her grades are among the top 
three in her class.

The centres are being installed or expanded in partnership with the 
authorities of Balochistan, one of the provinces in Pakistan. Shehnaz’s 
teacher Samira explains that she uses the modern, child-friendly 
teaching techniques she was taught as part of the programme in the 
centre. Instead of rote learning, she uses interactive techniques to 
help students remember their lessons in English, Urdu, mathematics 
and science. She also teaches extra-curricular subjects, such as how 
to maintain good hygiene and sanitation. 

Alternative learning programmes provide a route to education for 
children who are excluded, such as those living in impoverished 
agricultural communities. The key to success is the involvement of 
local partners and community members, which helps build ownership 
and sustainability. This also makes it easier to convince parents to 
send their daughters — and sons — to the centres. 

“I cannot imagine a life where all the children in the area could not 
have the chance to go to school,” Shehnaz says. “I hope many others 
will be given the opportunity to learn.”

For her, the centre is a cherished opportunity to learn and build a better 
future.
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