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This paper shows there is an annual financing gap of US$22 billion over 2015-2030 for 
reaching universal pre-primary, primary and lower secondary education of good quality 
in low and lower middle income countries.

The post-2015 education 
agenda is a major opportunity 
for new financial commitments

Lack of adequate �nance was among the 
most signi�cant obstacles to achieving the 
Education for All goals. As debate over the post-
2015 education agenda reaches the decision 
point, attention is turning to implementation 
mechanisms that will allow the new targets to 
be reached. Ahead of the World Education Forum 
in Incheon (May 2015), the Oslo Summit on 
Education for Development (July 2015) and the 
Financing for Development Conference in Addis 
Ababa (July 2015), the EFA Global Monitoring 

Report has estimated the cost of achieving some 
of the key new education targets, and the annual 
�nancing gap remaining once available domestic 
resources are taken into account.1

The analysis covers all low and lower middle 
income countries, which face the greatest 
challenges in education provision and are 
the most likely to need external assistance. It 
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proposed in the outcome document of the 
Open Working Group. For the achievement 
of universal lower secondary completion, the 
costing exercise takes into account the need 
for all children to enter school, progress 
from one grade to the next, and achieve these 
intermediate steps well before the target year 
if they are to complete both primary and lower 
secondary education by 2030.
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■� The number of new classrooms to be 
constructed is based on two assumptions: 
there will be one classroom per teacher; and 
old classrooms will need to be replaced. New 
classroom construction is spread over ten 
years. The cost of each classroom is equal 
to a base construction cost multiplied by a 
durable furniture cost. A maintenance cost of 
1.5% is also assumed.

■� One-quarter of recurrent expenditure  is 
allocated for purposes other than teacher 
salaries. This assumption covers a wide  
range of cost items to improve quality, 
ranging from instructional materials 
to teacher training and school 
management reforms.

This exercise does not take into account 
objectives in the currently proposed post-2015 
education targets related to upper secondary 
education, tertiary education, skills for work, 
adult literacy and scholarships. 2

The analysis builds on, and is broadly comparable 
with, the costing exercise carried out for the  
2010 EFA Global Monitoring Report. However, 
there are several differences, two of which have 
an impact on the headline �gures ( Box 1).

The base scenario

The base scenario of this costing exercise 
assumes, �rst, that the targets will be reached 
by 2030; second, that GDP growth rates up 
to 2016 follow IMF projections and after that 
converge at a long term average of 5%; and, 
third, that tax ratios as a share of GDP and the 
share of budgets allocated to education increase 
at a declining rate.

Providing universal pre-primary, primary and 
lower secondary education by 2030 will cost 
US$239 billion per year

In absolute terms, the annual total cost of 
universal pre-primary, primary and lower 
secondary education in low income countries 
is projected to more than triple, from US$10.3 
billion in 2012 to an average of US$36.3 billion 
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pre-primary and primary levels. Absolute costs 
in lower middle income countries are higher 
because GDP per capita is higher.

Overall, for low and lower middle income countries 
combined, the increase in expenditure per student 
accounts for 82% of the increase in the total cost.

Government spending must rise to cover the cost 
of meeting new education targets

For the purpose of this paper, it is assumed 
that governments will increase tax revenue as 
a share of GDP from 16.6% in 2012 to 21.3% in 
2030, and the share of the budget allocated to 
education from 17.6% in 2012 to 18.9% (19.7% in 
low income countries).

The combined effect will be to increase domestic 
public expenditure on pre-primary, primary and 
lower secondary education from 2.3% to 3.4% 
of GDP in low income countries. Note that these 
countries increased the share of GDP dedicated 
to pre-primary, primary and lower secondary 
education by 0.7 percentage points between 
1999 and 2012. Lower middle income countries 
will need to increase their domestic public 
expenditure on pre-primary, primary and lower 
secondary education from 2.6% to 3.3% of GDP 
between 2012 and 2030.

On average, low and lower middle income 
countries spend 62% of their education budget 
on pre-primary, primary and lower secondary 
education. If they maintain this ratio, they 
will need to be spending 5.4% of GDP on 
education (including upper secondary and post-
secondary) by 2030.

The �nancing gap will not be �lled without 
increased donor aid

Many countries are unlikely to increase their 
public education expenditure to the levels 
required to cover the total cost of meeting  
the targets. The average annual financing  
gap remaining across all low and lower middle 
income countries between 2015 and 2030 is 
estimated at US$22 billion (Table 4). The  
annual gap totals US$10.6 billion in low  
income countries, or 29% of the total cost,  
and US$11.8 billion in lower middle countries, 
or 6% of the total cost.

Figure 1 summarizes the �nancing gap 
that remains once prospects for additional 
domestic resources and current aid have been 
taken into account.

Current aid levels only cover a small part of 
the gap. In low income countries, development 
assistance for pre-primary, primary and general 
secondary education amounts to US$2.3 
billion and would therefore need to more than 
quadruple to �ll the gap. Part of that gap could 
be covered if donors reallocated some of the 
US$2.6 billion of aid to education they give to 
low and lower income countries to fund post-
secondary education. Likewise, part of the 
gap could be covered by reallocating aid that 
is currently funding education in upper middle 
income countries.

Lower middle income countries are generally 
much less dependent on external �nance. 
However, there is considerable variation  
within this group, with some countries still 
requiring signi�cant external support to  
meet projected costs. For example, external 
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Alternative scenarios suggest 
that other options are not 
attractive

To assess the sensitivity of these cost 
projections, alternative scenarios were 
examined. Two extreme scenarios show 
the impact of the speed with which the 
targets are achieved.

Achieve the targets by 2020. Moving the target 
date forward by ten years results in large cost 
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No �nancial data are available for Nigeria, 
the country with the largest out-of-school 
population. It is entirely unknown what it will 
take to rebuild the education sector in countries 
that have been damaged by con�ict, such as the 
Syrian Arab Republic.

Second, strong national policies are needed 
to accompany suf�cient �nancing. The same 
level of spending may produce very different 
results in different countries because of policies 
and practices pertaining to equity, ef�ciency 
and effectiveness. Even so, given the level of 
ambition of the proposed SDG agenda, the 
lack of adequate �nancing will be the largest 
obstacle in poorer countries. 

Conclusion

The costing of key post-2015 education targets 
sharpens understanding of the �nancial 
challenges ahead. Achieving universal pre-
primary, primary and lower secondary education 
of good quality in the next 15 years requires 
external partners to provide US$22 billion per 


