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1. Introduction

Since emerging from over 15 years of civil war in 1991, Ethiopia has significantly improved access to education. Having 
had one of the lowest enrolment rates in the world in the early 1990s, it is now arguably on track to achieve universal 
primary enrolment within the next decade. This expansion of the education system has allowed many chronically poor 
children to attend school for the first time. 

Numerous factors have contributed to these achievements, the most significant being a sustained and effective 
government-led effort to increase public access to education. Benefiting in part from increasing rates of growth 
and a peace dividend, the government, with the support of development partners, invested heavily in improving 
access to education by abolishing school fees, increasing expenditure on school construction and maintenance 
and hiring and training thousands of new teachers, administrators and officials. This was an integral component 
of a long-term strategy to address the country’s high level of rural poverty and inequality, which had been a 
source of instability for decades. 

The government’s commitment to the equitable expansion of the education system has also manifested itself in 
initiatives aimed at reducing the opportunity cost of education, by bringing schools closer to children, increasing the 
number of teachers to keep up with rapidly growing demand, fostering community involvement and, most notably, 
integrating previously marginalised and excluded groups, such as the rural poor, girls and pastoral communities. 
Further, the government has been able to gradually increase donor commitment to its education sector reforms, 
thereby ensuring that the pace of progress in recent years has not stagnated.  These measures have reduced the 
costs for parents of children attending school and led numerous parents to participate actively in the improvement of 
local schools. Addressing demand- and supply-side constraints that have kept children out of school has also reduced 
gender, geographic and socioeconomic inequalities in the education system. These measures have been complemented 
by the government’s increased devolution of power to the federal regions, both through its language policy, which 
promotes mother tongue as the medium of instruction, and in its gradual decentralisation of the education system to 
progressively lower administrative levels.

Nonetheless, millions of school-age children still face substantial barriers to entering and remaining in school. Quality 
of education has also come under increased strain. Further, it is improbable that current levels of financing will be 
sufficient for Ethiopia to achieve the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and Education for All (EFA) goals, and 
donors will likely have to work with the Ethiopian government to address these challenges.
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1.  The number of primary schools increased from 3,196 in 1974/75 to 7,900 in 1985/86. Numbers of children attending increased from fewer 
than 1 million to 2.4 million (Teshome, 2008).
2.  The EPRDF is composed of four organisations: the Tigray People’s Liberation Front; the Amhara National Democratic Movement; the 
Oromo People’s Democratic Organisation; and the Southern Ethiopian Peoples’ Democratic Front. The last is itself a front encompassing eth-
nic peoples’ democratic organisations in each of the Southern Nations, Nationalities and Peoples region’s ethnic administrative units (Vaughn 
and Tronvoll, 2001).

2. Context

Ethiopia is considered a least-developed country (LDC), ranking 171st (out of 181 countries) both on the UN 
Development Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index (HDI) and in terms of gross domestic product (GDP) per 
capita (UNDP, 2010). 

The country has traditionally been one of the most educationally disadvantaged in the world, and the majority of its 
population has had little access to schooling (Brown and Teshome, 2007). Only 36% of the country’s adult population 
(15 and over) is literate (UNESCO, 2010), and education poverty is particularly evident among the chronically poor. 
According to 2005 data (Demographic and Health Survey, DHS), 78% of all 23-27 year olds in the bottom income 
quintile, and 86% of women in this age and income group, have never been to school. 

The main hindrances to progress have included the country’s vast territory, diversity within the population (consisting 
of over 80 different ethnic groups), frequent economic shocks and natural disasters and persistent political turmoil 
(Yamada, 2007). During Ethiopia’s imperial regime, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church opposed the establishment of a 
modern education system, and schooling remained available to a small urban elite only (Teshome, 2008). The system 
was considered highly bureaucratic, inequitable, wasteful, rigid and not relevant to the lives of most Ethiopians 
(Teferra, 1996, in Teshome, 2008). 

Under the Marxist Derg regime (1974-1991), there was a significant expansion of the schooling system, which 
provided an important foundation for post-1991 efforts towards a more equitable expansion of access.1 However, 
many of the schools did not meet minimum standards: teachers lacked basic teaching skills and the curriculum 
remained deeply politicised. Further, the system was highly centralised, and instruction was in English and Amharic 
rather than in the students’ mother tongue: Clapham (1990, in Ministry of Education/USAID 2008) argues that ‘a fairly 
good education for a relatively small number of children had under the socialist regime been transformed into quite a 
poor education for a much larger number of children.’ This was compounded by a civil war that lasted for almost the 
entirety of the Derg regime, as well as severe droughts and famines during the 1980s, which negatively impacted on 
improvements in access that had been achieved. By the end of the civil war and the 1991 overthrow of Derg by the 
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) and its allies,2 the country’s infrastructure was devastated. 
Access to education was low, and the poverty rate was extraordinarily high. 

On the basis of data from the early 1990s, when the gross enrolment ratio (GER) was in the 20% range, Rose et al. 
(1997, in Rose, 2003) argue that ‘in spite of recent enrolment increases, with no other changes to admission rates or 
to progression rates within the system, by 2008/09 almost two-thirds of the school-aged population would still remain 
out of primary school, and the gender gap would worsen.’ 

Ethiopia’s gradual improvements in the education sector, and in other areas of human development, began with 
the end of the civil war in 1991 and the Transitional Government’s consolidation of power in the early 1990s. 
The new direction was set out in the government’s 1994 Education and Training Policy (ETP). Key policy shifts 
included: a special focus on girls’ and women’s education; curricular reform and a shift to vernacular language; 
and gradual decentralisation of school administration. These priorities were operationalised in the first Education 
Sector Development Plan (ESDP I) in 1997. The Ethiopian government went on to invest in education on a previously 
unprecedented scale. 
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3. What has been achieved  

3.1 Scale of progress

Ethiopia has gone from having one of the lowest enrolment rates in the world during the 1980s and early 1990s to 
potentially achieving universal primary education within the next decade.3 The most notable outcome has been the 
unprecedented expansion of the primary – and increasingly of the secondary – education system. In 1992, almost four 
out of five children were out of school. Fifteen years later, this figure had dropped to approximately one in five. 

This section focuses mostly on achievements in terms of expanding access to education and ensuring that access is 
more equitable. Survival, attainment and quality outcomes have been more mixed, although not entirely unfavourable 
on the whole. In some cases, there has been an undeniable adverse impact through the unprecedented increase in 
enrolment, as average expenditure per student, number of schools, quantity of trained teachers and administrators 
and other factors impacting on quality have not grown at a pace commensurate with the surge in enrolment. 

3.1.1 Access to education

Since 1990, total enrolment in government schools has increased substantially, with public primary education driving 
much of this growth (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Increase in enrolment figures, 1993/94-2007/08 

Source: CSA (2008).

3.  According to some informants interviewed for this study, Ethiopia is on track to enrol all Grade 1 students by 2015. 
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Both primary and secondary school net enrolment rates (NER) have more than doubled since 1999, and are 
approaching GERs.4 Having stood at an estimated 22.5% in 1992, in 2007 the NER (75%) had surpassed the regional 
average for the first time.5 According to the most recent Ministry of Education statistics, the NER stood at 83.0% 
in 2008/09. Approximately 3 million pupils were in primary school in 1994/95; primary enrolment reached 8.75 
million in 2002/03 and 15.5 million in 2008/09, an increase of over 500% (Ministry of Education, 2010). The NER at 
primary level has also increased substantially faster than the GER, indicating that the primary school age structure is 
approaching the appropriate age. However, this is likely to take some time: Ethiopia’s apparent intake rate for primary 
still exceeded 150% in 2008, indicating that a large number of over-age students were still enrolling in primary 
school.6 This extraordinary rise in primary enrolment is now also noticeably increasing access to secondary education, 
with enrolment in the first cycle of secondary school (Grades 9 and 10) increasing from less than 0.5 million in 1996/97 
to 1.38 million in 2008/09.

A substantial increase in the number of schools has accompanied – and at least in part enabled – this increase 
in enrolment. According to Ministry of Education data, the number of primary schools in operation increased by 
over 140% between 1996/97 and 2008/09 (almost 13% per annum), and more than 80% of the almost 15,000 
new primary schools are in rural areas. This is borne out by qualitative research conducted by Young Lives, a non-
governmental organisation (NGO) working on children’s welfare issues in Ethiopia. One parent from Bilballa, whose 
child had recently begun attending school, said (in Woldehanna et al., 2005a), ‘He could learn as there is a school 
nearby and everyone is going. I saw my friends sending their children to school and I followed suit.’ 

3.1.2 Attainment and progression 

Surprisingly, this substantial expansion of schooling has not led to a sustained decline in the survival rate in recent years 
(although there was a sudden drop in 2007).7 At the same time, gross intake to the last grade of primary – a proxy 
for primary completion – has been growing in recent years, from 21% in 1999 to 52% in 2008. The rate of transition 
from primary to secondary has also remained within a few percentage points of where it was prior to the surge in 
enrolment (Figure 2).8 Paired with the increase in enrolment, this does suggest that substantially more students are 
completing primary school.

Nonetheless, the dropout rate (14.6% in 2007/08) remains of concern. It is significantly higher than in most countries 
in the region, with children most frequently dropping out after the first or second grade, before they are able to read 
or write properly (Woldehanna et al., 2005a). This presents a significant challenge for the coming years although, as 
Lister (2007) argues, ‘to have maintained survival rates, albeit at the admittedly modest rates of 60 percent to Grade 4 
and 38 percent to Grade 8, in the face of the system’s massive expansion is indeed a remarkable achievement.’

4.  The NER is defined as ‘enrolment of the official age group for a given level of education expressed as a percentage of the corresponding 
population, with a high NER denoting a high degree of coverage for the official school-age population. It excludes overage students to more 
accurately capture the system’s coverage and internal efficiency, but as result some children fall outside the official school age because of late 
or early entry.’ The GER, on the other hand, is defined as ‘total enrolment in a specific level of education, regardless of age, as a percentage 
of the eligible official school-age population corresponding to the same level of education in a given school year. It therefore can exceed 
100% due to the inclusion of over-aged and under-aged children, and grade repetition’ (UNESCO, 2009).
5.  See UIS Statistics in Brief: Education in Ethiopia, accessed at http://stats.uis.unesco.org/unesco/TableViewer/document.aspx?ReportId=121&IF_
Language=eng&BR_Country=2300. 
6.  A teacher interviewed for the Young Lives survey noted that some over-age children were starting schooling in part because of greater ac-
cess: ‘Children should officially start formal schooling at the age of 7. However, there are now 16-year old children starting school with 7-year 
old kids. Parents’ attitudes and school distance largely account for this change’ (in Woldehanna et al., 2005a).
7.  The discrepancy between completion and survival rates, and particularly the recent drop in survival rates in this context, is counterintuitive, 
and may have been caused by a number of factors. The 2007 data capture the progression to Grades 4 and 8 for many students who entered 
following school fee abolition or following the extraordinary increases in enrolment that occurred between 2003 and 2005. Many of these 
students may have dropped out, leading to the correction of the survival rate. The problems may have also depended on an over-counting 
in prior years. The Education Statistics Annual Abstract (Ministry of Education, 2010) addresses the decline in the survival rate: ‘The fact that 
there seems to be a “pause” in the increase in Survival Rates suggests that some of the earlier, comparatively easy wins in enrolling and re-
taining students in primary grades may have peaked, and that additional, very focused work is necessary, particularly in rural areas […] At this 
point, we are not sure about the causes of this discrepancy, but believe it is linked to population estimates – perhaps underestimating female, 
single age populations in selected regions.’
8.  The transition rate is defined as the number of pupils (or students) admitted to the first grade of secondary education (Grade 9) in a given 
year, expressed as a percentage of the number of pupils (or students) enrolled in the final grade of the lower level of education (Grade 8) 
in the previous year. It therefore conveys information on the degree of access or transition from one cycle or level of education to a higher 
one. The survival rate measures the retention capacity and internal efficiency of an education system and is defined as the percentage of a 
cohort of pupils (or students) enrolled in the first grade of a given level or cycle of education in a given school year who are expected to reach 
successive grades. The gross intake rate to the last grade of primary is a proxy measure of primary completion and is calculated by taking the 
total number of new entrants in the last grade of primary education, regardless of age, expressed as a percentage of the population at the 
theoretical entrance age to the last grade of primary. It is indicative of the capacity of the education system to provide primary completion for 
the theoretical entrance age population to the last grade of primary.
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Figure 2: Progression and completion indicators, 1999-2008

Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (www.uis.unesco.org/).

3.1.3 Quality of education

Despite (or possibly because of) the extraordinary progress achieved in increasing enrolment, education quality has 
suffered substantially and remains the most significant challenge for the Ethiopian education system. Gender parity 
and universal primary and secondary enrolment have until recently been viewed as the overriding policy objectives, 
with policymakers aware this may come at the expense of quality. With insufficient numbers of rooms and teachers, 
increases in enrolment have led to larger classes. This is likely to have impacted learning outcomes substantially.9 

According to informants, donors and opposition parties drove the focus on this issue in the run-up to the 2005 
elections, by raising concerns that low education quality was resulting in a ‘lost generation.’ Prior to this, the EPRDF 
had launched a massive enrolment drive – often resorting to substantial pressure – which increased access significantly 
but also led to even lower quality of education and increased frustration for many Ethiopians. Given the increased 
resonance of this issue among Ethiopians, it has now become a greater focus of the government’s education policy.10 
Table 1 shows how increased enrolment initially led to increases in the pupil-teacher and pupil-section ratios. These are 
gradually returning to pre-2000 levels, although they remain high.11 

Table 1: GER, pupil-section ratio and pupil-teacher ratio, 1994/95-2008/09

Year GER (%) Pupil-section ratio Pupil-teacher ratio

1994/95 26.2 48:1 33:1

1999/00 51.0 66:1 56:1

2004/05 79.8 69:1 66:1

2008/09 94.4 59:1 54:1

Source: Ministry of Education (2010); UNICEF/World Bank (2009).
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9.  One informant interviewed for this study felt the low quality of education constituted a ‘missed opportunity’ – the focus on improving 
enrolment means ‘an entire generation has never have been exposed to quality education.’
10.  According to the Minister of Education at the time, Genet Zewide, quality was recognised as very important, but it was to be seen as ‘a 
relative term.’ It was understood that potential declines in quality ‘would have to be dealt with as well as being possible throughout.’
11.  There is also significant variation among pupil-teacher ratios across regions. Four of the eleven regions have primary level ratios below 35. 
However, Somali region (where primary enrolment has increased at 16.7% per year over the past five years) has a pupil-teacher ratio of 137:1 
for Grades 1-4. 
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In the most recent National Learning Assessment (NLA), it became clear that, although student performance had 
not completely deteriorated, the massive increase in enrolment had led to a decline in student scores (Ministry of 
Education/USAID, 2008). The mean composite scores of students from Grades 4 and 8 (40.9 and 35.6, respectively) 
were found to be lower than those in 2004 (48.5 and 39.7) and 2000 (48.1 and 41.1).12 This was borne out in focus 
groups carried out during the NLA, in which parents, teachers and students felt that the quality of education was 
frequently inadequate and that students did not acquire the expected knowledge, abilities and skills (ibid). Although 
disconcerting, the decline in NLA results is, Dom argues (2009), also ‘a predictable consequence of the shift to a more 
universal system, in which students facing more difficult living conditions are now involved.’13

Compared with other countries that have abolished school fees and experienced rapid increases in enrolment, Ethiopia 
has been relatively successful at responding quickly and hiring additional teachers. Between 2004/05 and 2008/09, 
the number of teachers at primary level increased at an annual rate of 12.1%; at secondary level it was 20.6%. The 
percentage of teachers with the required certification remains around 90% for the first cycle of primary school (Grades 
1-4) and above 70% for secondary school and the second cycle of primary (Grades 5-8). Given the number of students 
entering the system, the decline in quality could have been significantly worse without the government’s supply-side 
efforts to adequately plan and sequence reforms and provide sufficient and timely resources to hire, train and deploy 
teachers. Therefore, education quality in Ethiopia most likely has not suffered as much as in other countries that have 
recently experienced enrolment surges following abolition of school fees.

3.2 Equity of education

Improvements in access to education have helped narrow the gender gap and have also significantly benefited the 
poorest in Ethiopia. Promoting access for girls has been central to the government’s efforts and, between 1991 and 
2007, the gender parity index in primary education increased from 0.66 to 0.88, although the ratio between boys and 
girls at secondary level has stagnated. This is likely to change, as an increasing number of girls who enrolled in primary 
school during the late 1990s and early 2000s progress to secondary school.14 Girls’ primary GER is also approaching 
that of boys. According to Ministry of Education (2010) data, the gender gap in the primary GER decreased from 
16.5% in the 2004/05 school year to 6.8% in 2008/09, and in two provinces (Tigray and Addis Ababa) the female 
GER is approximately equal to the male rate. 

There have been substantial efforts to increase classroom construction, with an emphasis placed on building 
near to marginalised communities in areas with large out-of-school populations. A total of 85% of the 6,000 
new schools constructed are in rural areas. As distance to schooling is considered one of the most significant 
barriers to girls’ participation in education, the focus on building schools to reach the marginalised has been key 
to increasing demand for education, particularly among girls in rural areas (UNESCO, 2009). Further, this can be 
explained in part by a number of initiatives introduced by the government within the framework of the ESDP 
including, for example, affirmative action programmes, as well as the establishment of girls’ clubs and women’s 
departments (see Section 4.1.3).

There is also evidence of a normative shift, with fewer girls married at a young age, as a Semha-based school director 
emphasised (in Woldehanna et al., 2005b): ‘Earlier we had more dropout cases of girls from 7th and 8th grades. That 
was an effect of early marriage, which is no longer practiced, hence the rise in the number of female students.’ 

Girls in Ethiopia today are also much less likely to never go to school. Figure 3 compares girls in different age 
cohorts in 2005, thereby providing a proxy for cross-time improvements in access to education. The proportion 
of girls who have zero years of education is declining significantly: 64% of girls aged 23-27 have never been to 
school, but this has dropped below 50% for girls aged 7-16. Moreover, the rate of education poverty is declining 
at a much faster rate in the poorest quintiles, although large disparities remain, particularly between the richest 
20% and the remaining 80%. 

12.  The key explanatory factors positively associated with student performance included: parents’ economic strength to buy clothes, 
materials and meals; possession of study supplies (such as desks, books and a dictionary); extent of teacher supervision and training; 
teachers’ perception of students’ attitude towards school; and ability of schools to provide adequate curriculum materials and gener-
ate internal income (Ministry of Education/USAID, 2008). In light of the importance of poverty in determining student performance, 
it is not surprising that – given the system’s expansion and absolute achievement scores that can be tracked over time – the system’s 
increased capacity pushed down scores. 
13.  Interestingly, in four regions – Afar, Amhara, Oromia and Tigray – pupils from rural schools performed significantly better than those in 
urban schools.
14.  This is further aided by the fact that Ethiopian girls have – on the whole – had higher rates of survival to the last grade of primary school 
and higher transition rates to secondary school than boys.
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Figure 3: Girls’ education poverty by quintile, 2005

Source: Deprivation and Marginalisation in Education (DME) dataset (www.unesco.org/en/efareport/dme).

Income inequality in Ethiopia is low by international standards, and the situation has improved in recent years: the 
Gini coefficient has declined from 0.4 (1995) to below 0.3 (most African countries are in excess of 0.45). Although 
education data disaggregated by income quintile are available for only one year (2005), it nevertheless becomes clear 
that young adults who came of age during and following the end of the civil war and in the first years of the EPRDF 
government had significantly higher educational outcomes than the cohort before them (Figure 4). This is true for 
all quintiles except the wealthiest 20%, which was already at a substantially higher level than the 80% below and 
experienced only a slight drop (Table 2). At the same time, there are still remarkable disparities in access to education 
between the richest and the poorest: whereas the poorest 20% of 17-22 year olds had only 1.6 years of education on 
average, the richest quintile had 7.4 years.

Figure 4: Years of education by age group and quintile

 

Source: DME dataset (www.unesco.org/en/efareport/dme).
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According to key informant interviews, ‘regional variation remains staggering,’ yet education outcomes have improved in all 
regions of the country, and all four of the most disadvantaged regions (Benishangul Gumuz, Gambella, Afar and Somali) have 
made substantial progress. Two of these ‘emerging regions’ targeted by the EPRDF government – Benishangul Gumuz and 
Gambella – have managed to increase the primary GER to over 100%. However, the latter two (Afar and Somali) still remain far 
behind the rest of the country, as the cross-time comparison of primary GER by gender and region indicates (Table 2).15

Table 2: Primary GER by gender and region, 1994/94-2009/10 (%)

Region 1994/95 2004/05 2008/09
Male Female Total Male Female Total Male Female Total

Addis Ababa 84.4 85.3 84.9 141.1 159.0 150.2 107.6 110.5 109.2
Afar 10.0 6.8 8.4 24.0 17.0 20.9 33.3 28.5 31.2
Amhara 19.9 16.8 17.9 79.0 72.6 75.9 113.5 111.5 112.1
Benishangul Gumuz 49.3 20.2 35.4 125.1 88.8 107.4 126.9 97.5 112.7
Dire Dawa 42.8 39.1 41.0 90.8 76.6 83.9 97.2 86.9 92.1
Gambella 67.8 38.2 53.9 150.0 103.3 127.4 121.8 102.0 112.5
Harari 55.3 51.4 53.4 102.5 81.8 92.4 118.6 97.1 107.9
Oromia 27.2 14.9 21.2 100.5 74.3 87.5 94.4 83.3 88.9
SNNPR 39.5 17.4 28.8 91.7 66.0 78.9 107.7 94.1 101.0
Somali 16.2 6.6 11.6 27.6 18.3 23.3 37.5 31.7 35.0
Tigray 49.0 38.0 43.7 90.8 91.1 91.0 107.2 107.1 107.1
All Ethiopia 31.7 20.4 26.2 88.0 71.5 79.8 97.6 90.7 94.2

Source:  Ministry of Education (2010); World Bank (2008).

Despite improvements in recent years, there are still substantial inequalities limiting access to education, with almost 
40% of the bottom quintile expected never to enrol in school (Figure 5). Further, clustered disadvantages around wealth, 
gender, location, language and livelihoods play a mutually reinforcing role in this regard. Whereas 39% of Ethiopian men 
aged 17-22 are extremely educationally deprived according to the most recent DME (less than two years of education), 
over 85% of pastoral men in Afar and 88% of women have less than two years of education. Similarly, the percentage of 
primary-age girls not attending school in Afar is 50% higher than the national average (UNESCO, 2010).

Figure 5: Access to education according to the richest and poorest quintile 

 

Source: Bruneforth (2009), in UNESCO (2010). Source: DME dataset (www.unesco.org/en/efareport/dme).

15.  According to key informant interviews, Ministry of Education statistics for primary enrolment in both Somali and Afar are not as 
robust as those in other regions. The substantial increases in the GER reflect efforts to increase access to alternative basic education 
centres, but there has been little in-depth study of whether these children are staying in the system or not.
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Moreover, clustered sources of inequality, including those pertaining to wealth, gender, location, language and 
livelihood, have a compounding function. One of the key challenges as Ethiopia aims to achieve universal primary 
enrolment will lie in reaching those who have been left behind thus far.

This is exacerbated by HIV/AIDS, which has increased the vulnerability of the over 1 million HIV orphans and 200,000 
children living with HIV/AIDS (Rose and Dyer, 2008). However, recent efforts have improved the attendance rate of 
orphans, from 60% of the attendance rate of non-orphans in 2000 to 90% in 2005.16 Targeted programmes are 
aiming to address the special needs of these children while integrating information on HIV/AIDS prevention and 
treatment into the general curriculum. 

3.3 Sustainability 

Although Ethiopia’s rapid expansion in access to education has created a number of additional problems (most 
notably concerns over declining quality), it is reasonable to assume that progress achieved to date is likely to be 
sustainable over the medium term. In fact, a number of factors indicate that outcomes will continue to improve. 
This is predominantly because the factors contributing to progress – explored in greater detail in Section 4 – are 
likely to remain in place. 

First, the government appears to remain committed to achieving improved educational outcomes, and is also 
beginning to prioritise improved quality. Recent trends in the pupil-teacher ratio and teacher hiring suggest that 
overcrowded classrooms may become less of a problem in future years. Similarly, investment in education (in real 
terms and as a percentage of total government expenditure and GDP) has been increasing in recent years, at 
25% per year between 2004/05 and 2008/09. Aid has been an important factor, but the process has largely been 
nationally owned (see Section 4). Ethiopia has succeeded in achieving its education targets even when aid has 
declined (as it did during the 1998-2000 border conflict with Eritrea). With the deadlines for the MDGs and the EFA 
goals approaching, the initiatives, targets and expenditure projections for the fourth ESDP are likely to include a 
final large-scale push to achieve universal primary education by 2015, while also focusing increasingly on secondary 
education and improving quality. 

Second, expansion of the education system and decentralisation of service delivery have exposed urgent capacity 
needs at all levels, which are gradually being addressed, especially since this became a greater government focus 
during the second ESDP. As many teachers, administrators and school education officials have now benefited from 
additional training, and the results of better trained and educated teachers and officials are becoming apparent, the 
system is likely to become more efficient and effective in the future. 

Third, aid has been an important factor in the improvements achieved, and does not appear likely to decrease 
significantly in the near future. Each successive ESDP has been endorsed and supported financially by more donors 
than the previous one, and donor confidence in Ethiopia’s management of the education sector seems to be solid. 
Lister (2007) argues that the sector could absorb substantially more aid than it currently receives. It is thus not unlikely 
that sector support will increase in the future. The third ESDP has been endorsed by the EFA Fast-Track Initiative (FTI), 
and Ethiopia has recently begun receiving support from the FTI Catalytic Fund to help it achieve EFA goals. To address 
the decline in education quality, the multi-donor General Education Quality Improvement Programme (GEQIP) was 
launched in 2009, with the aim of implementing a new curriculum, providing textbooks and teacher guides, improving 
teacher training and building administrative capacity (World Bank, 2008). Supported by a $50 million International 
Development Association (IDA) credit, it is expected to leverage a collective investment of $417 million in additional 
resources from the government, the FTI Catalytic Fund and other development partners.

Fourth, progress on education in Ethiopia has coincided with substantial improvements in poverty reduction 
and human development outcomes. Ethiopia’s progress on increasing access to education seems to have been 
matched by increased access to health services and, to a lesser extent, improved water and sanitation services. 
These improvements in terms of economic and human development indicate that, barring significant economic 
shocks, demand for education is likely to continue to increase. The percentage of people below the dollar-a-day 
poverty line decreased from 60.5% in 1995 to 39% in 2005.17 Per capita household consumption has increased 
almost 60% since 2001, and the country’s score on the HDI has increased significantly faster than the average 
for sub-Saharan Africa. Further, education is highly correlated with improvements in health and reductions in 
fertility, infant mortality and morbidity rates (Rose and Dyer, 2008), and many key indicators in this area have 

16.  Data from the MDG database. 
17.  According to the Household Income Consumption and Expenditure Survey, the proportion of poor people (poverty headcount index) in 
the country decreased from 45.5% in 1995/96 to 38.7% in 2004/05. Depth and severity of poverty have declined at much faster rate than 
that of the headcount index (Alemu, 2009). However, this varies significantly throughout the country: according to qualitative research con-
ducted in the northeast highlands, the proportion of destitute households has increased three-fold in the past 10 years (Rose and Dyer, 2008).
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18.  All data on health-related indicators in this section on outcomes come from the MDG database. 
19.  On the basis of Young Lives data for four countries (including Ethiopia), Sanchez (2009, in UNESCO, 2010) finds a strong association 
between nutritional status at 6-18 months and cognitive achievement at age 4-5, and also at age 7-8. 
20.  However, owing to its limited fiscal space, Ethiopia is considered potentially relatively vulnerable to the downturn. Recent International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) loans to Ethiopia include requirements to tighten fiscal and monetary policy as well as to reduce public spending 
(UNESCO, 2010).

improved dramatically since the early 1990s. Infant and under-five child mortality rates declined by 37.7% and 
38.5% between 1990 and 2007, respectively, and life expectancy has improved substantially. The percentage of 
one year olds immunised against measles almost quadrupled between 1991 and 2007.18  This has been paired 
with improvements in nutrition and food security, with the percentage of children classified as stunted and 
underweight – although still disconcertingly high – declining between 2002 and 2006/07, according to household 
surveys conducted in selected districts (Young Lives, 2008).19 

Fifth and finally, the country has thus far remained relatively sheltered from the effects of the ongoing global 
economic crisis, as it is not very exposed to global financial markets. The country’s annual GDP per capita growth 
rate has been between 10% and 15% for the past five years, and the growth projection for 2010 is expected to 
remain between 5% and 10% despite the global downturn.20 Although the country has faced inflation and balance 
of payments problems in recent years, its fiscal situation appears relatively sound, and it is likely that the country will 
be able – at least in part – to compensate for any potential fall in aid.
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21.  This ‘rural bias’ has, Brown and Teshome (2008) argue, been tempered periodically by a more strategic alignment with what are seen as 
more entrepreneurial middle and wealthier peasants.
22.  Although there has been some criticism of the educational system for being too ideological, the focus on shaping students’ attitudes to-
wards socially relevant issues and life skills, such as preventive health, environmental protection, civics and ethics and cultural issues, has been 
quite successful, as the most recent NLA demonstrated (Ministry of Education/USAID, 2008). 

4. Drivers of progress   

A review of the literature and interviews with expert informants revealed four key factors that contributed to 
Ethiopia’s progress in education: 1) a sustained commitment by the leadership to expanding education, particularly 
to girls and the rural poor; 2) increased devolution of power to regions and districts; 3) increased community 
participation in the education system; and 4) effective cooperation with development partners. These are examined 
here in greater detail.

4.1 Sustained top-level commitment to equity and poverty reduction

Although the increase in primary and secondary enrolment figures is the most visible manifestation of the country’s 
progress in education, these advances are best seen in the context of the Ethiopian government’s commitment 
to poverty reduction and greater equity. Education has been seen as central to the achievement of these goals, 
and from the outset the government has afforded this area high priority. The leadership recognised the necessity 
of a comprehensive reform of the education system to ‘set a new process in motion and break the vicious circle’ 
(GoE, 1994). The government’s priorities in education – increasing enrolment and access in rural areas (with a 
goal of universal primary enrolment by 2015), gender equality, a shift to a mother tongue medium of instruction, 
decentralisation and curriculum reform – were grounded in an effort to increase access to, and equity of, educational 
opportunities as a means to improve economic and human development outcomes. 

4.1.1 Education as a means to achieve poverty reduction and rural development

The Ethiopian government’s leadership sees the promotion of education as linked inextricably with poverty reduction 
and rural development. According to the 1994 ETP, education is intended to ‘develop the mental potential and 
problem-solving capacity of individuals by expanding education and in particular by providing basic education for all’ 
(GoE, 1994). It is to be ‘integrated with research, practice and development to contribute towards an all-rounded 
development of society’ (ibid). Brown and Teshome (2007) argue ‘the EPRDF leadership has seen the rural poor as its 
primary political constituency and viewed its central purpose as bringing development to the countryside.’ Education 
is seen as a key strategy to address chronic poverty, and improving educational outcomes is viewed as instrumental to 
producing educated farmers and workers who can use new agricultural technologies and help develop competitive 
industries in the country (Ministry of Education, 2005). 

As the EPRDF gradually consolidated its power during the early 1990s, delivery of social services, and specifically 
improving access to education and sustaining existing improvements, became central to its image as a revolutionary, 
pro-poor movement and as the representative of the rural masses (Brown and Teshome, 2007). The government’s 
prioritisation of education was integral to its broader strategic objectives and to its political legitimacy as a vanguard 
movement for the rural poor. Inequality of access to services and resources had been a primary root of conflict for 
many decades, and ensuring greater democratisation of access was central to maintaining the coalition of regional 
forces comprising the EPRDF (Vaughn and Tronvoll, 2003). Policies were set centrally and regionally, and then 
implemented through a ‘campaign approach’ contingent on mass mobilisation efforts (Brown and Teshome, 2007).  
Within this ideological focus on equity and the impoverished masses, education was seen to have a central nation-
building role in the transmission of communal and national values; one of the key objectives of education policies is to 
generate ‘good citizenship,’ as defined by the government. 



15

23.  Among the 22 sub-Saharan African countries reporting education expenditure figures as a percentage of GDP for both 1999 and 2007, 
only Mozambique (163%), Cameroon (85.7%) and Mali (63.3%) had a larger increase than Ethiopia (57.1%) in this eight-year period. 
24.  However, only 24 of the 45 countries in sub-Saharan Africa reported education expenditure figures for 2007 to the UNESCO 
Institute of Statistics. 
25.  This figure was calculated from Ministry of Education (2010) by taking the planned share (66.6%) of the recurrent budget dedicated to 
primary and secondary education (5,251.05 million birr, or around $315 million), divided by the number of students enrolled in primary and 
secondary school during the 2008/09 school year (16,935,467 students). Figures are not adjusted for inflation. Dom et al. (2010) find that, 
following substantial increases in federal per capita education expenditure between 2002/03 and 2005/06, this seems to be levelling off. The 
average growth rate from 2002/03 to 20009/10 was 23.3%; however, average growth between 2005/06 and 2009/10 was only 4.4%. At 
the regional and woreda (district) level, the picture is more varied, with education per capita expenditure increasing substantially in Amhara 
(6.6% regionally and 6.9% in woredas) but decreasing in Tigray (-3.5% and -1.4%, respectively).

This close linkage between education policy and strategic development considerations is clear in many initiatives set 
out in the ETP. For example, extension of the primary education cycle from six to eight years was linked to agricultural 
reform as part of the government’s agricultural development-led industrialisation strategy (ADLI). Similarly, expansion 
of technical and vocational educational training (TVET) programmes and tertiary education is tied closely to improving 
competiveness and long-term economic growth.

From the start of the EPRDF regime, the leadership identified education as one of two priority social sectors (along with 
health). The Prime Minister’s Office commissioned a more comprehensive Education Sector Investment Programme in 
order to determine the financial requirements for implementation, which eventually culminated in the first ESDP. Key 
aspects of this plan included: ensuring educational equity between urban and rural localities and males and females, as 
well as among national regions; opening new educational institutions; establishing a TVET system to develop middle-
level skilled manpower; and enabling the community to participate directly in school management and administration 
(ENA, 2001). This prioritisation of education as a means of promoting equality, pro-poor growth and rural 
transformation has not changed fundamentally. It has been sustained throughout key policy documents, including 
ESDP II (2001-2005), ESDP III (2006-2010) and both poverty reduction strategy papers (PRSPs). These objectives have – 
from the outset – been strongly linked to the EFA goals and attainment of the MDGs, although not all EFA goals have 
been afforded equal priority: universal primary enrolment and gender equity are generally seen as the primary goals 
(Shibeshi and Arsano, 2007).

4.1.2 Expenditure on education

Unlike many other countries that have made similar commitments on paper, the EPRDF government’s public 
commitments have been supported by sustained implementation, involving significant increases in expenditure and 
a structural transformation of service delivery. Financed by ‘the most pro-poor budget in Africa’ (DFID, 2009, in 
Dom, 2009), government commitments to improving education outcomes have far exceeded those of most other 
sub-Saharan African countries.23 Whereas public spending on education in the 1980s remained under 10% of total 
expenditure, and under 3% of GDP, by 2000 it constituted 4.1% of GDP and 13.6% of total spending (Table 4). By 
2007, this had increased to over 5.5% of GDP and 23.6% of total expenditure, exceeding the target set for ESDP III 
(19.9% of the total budget). In 2007, only Senegal, Swaziland and Lesotho spent a greater share of total expenditure 
on education (UNESCO, 2010).24 

This has meant that per student expenditure has caught up with and exceeded expenditure levels from prior to 
the enrolment surge of the mid- and late 1990s. Per-student expenditure was 239.30 birr in 1994/95 (around 
$14), decreasing to 164.17 birr (around $10) in 1999/2000. According to the most recent planned budget figures, 
expenditure per student in primary and secondary school is expected to have increased to 310.06 birr (around $19).25

Table 3: Education expenditure trends, 1980-2009

Year 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2009

Education expenditure 
(million birr)

203.6 328.3 491.9 1,337.00 2485.1 4638.9 11,340.00

Total government 
expenditure (%)

8.6 8.2 7.5 13.8 13.6 16.7 23.6

Source: Ministry of Education (2010); UNICEF/World Bank (2009).
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26.  Throughout most of this period, the vast majority of the education budget has been allocated to primary education, although, during 
ESDP II, funding for TVET programmes and tertiary education grew, whereas funding for primary education dropped below 40% briefly 
before increasing to above 50% in 2007/08. 
27.  ESDP III committed to increasing the contribution to adult and non-formal education from 164.1 million birr (around $9.9 million) in the 
previous period to 288.2 birr (around $17.3 million) in the current educational action plan.
28.  One key informant interviewed for this study argued that the importance of girls’ schooling was recognised from the start by the leader-
ship, in part because of the key role women played fighting alongside men during the civil war. The government’s Minister of Education, 
Genet Zewide, who set up a Women’s Affairs Office in her ministry and was active in promoting girls’ education, also championed this issue.

Expenditure has increased even more in recent years, with the commitment to education increasing 25% per year since 
the beginning of the third ESDP, although the focus is shifting gradually from basic education to TVET programmes 
and tertiary education.26 Further, the ratio between recurrent and capital expenditure has been increasing again lately, 
indicating a shift from construction towards training and salaries, although the ratio of capital expenditure remains 
high by historical standards (World Bank, 2005; Ministry of Education, 2010). 

This demonstrates the sustained financial commitment of the government of Ethiopia and its development partners 
to further improving education outcomes. Notwithstanding the current global economic crisis, recent trends in 
expenditure also seem to indicate that the government’s investment in education is more likely to increase than 
decrease in the near future. 

4.1.3 Key pro-poor policies and initiatives to improve education outcomes

The EPRDF government’s prioritisation of education translated into the implementation of a number of policies 
that aimed to increase access to schooling for all Ethiopians, and particularly targeted those groups that had been 
marginalised in the education system, including girls and the rural poor. These included the following:

School fee abolition: As one of its first major initiatives within the ETP, the government of Ethiopia announced 
the abolition of school fees for primary and lower secondary school (Grades 1-10) starting in 1995/96. School fees 
had functioned as a gatekeeper, precluding many students from enrolling. Although abolition was introduced only 
gradually, and community contributions were encouraged, abolition is believed to have been a decisive factor in the 
rapid growth in enrolment (Dom, 2009; UNICEF/World Bank, 2009). Fees, which played an important role in the 
management and administration of schools, were replaced by block grants provided by districts to schools. Community 
contributions played a significant role in financing capital expenditures (see Section 4.3). The abolition of fees led to a 
23% increase in total enrolment and 29% growth in Grade 1 intakes from 1994/95 to 1995/96, along with a further 
13% increase in the following year. Unlike other countries that implemented fee abolition, like Malawi and Uganda, 
the removal of fees did not lead to an immediate and steep increase in the pupil-teacher ratio, although this did go up 
significantly in the late 1990s.

Teacher training and construction of schools: Supply-side measures, including dramatic increases in school 
construction and teacher hiring and training, have complemented measures that stimulated demand. In recent years, 
the growth in the number of schools and teachers has been increasing at a faster rate than enrolment. Between 
2004/05 and 2008/09, primary school construction increased by 11.2% per year; preschool construction by 26.8% 
per year; and secondary schools by 14.1% per year. Numbers of teachers have increased at similar rates (31.6% per 
year for preschool; 11.9% for primary; 21.4% for secondary), and the proportion of qualified primary school teachers 
was over 85% in 2007/08, an increase of 15% on 2000/01. This means that over 130,000 teachers were trained and 
deployed or upgraded their qualifications in the course of seven years. This has led to a gradual decline in the pupil-
teacher and pupil-section ratios, despite increasing enrolment rates. 

Alternative basic education (ABE) and non-formal education (NFE): As expansion of primary education during 
the ESDP failed to reach many of the poorest and most remote communities, the government of Ethiopia has made 
a substantial push to increase enrolment through ABE and NFE (Anis, 2007).27 Having made a substantial impact in 
Tigray and Amhara, among other regions, these are now being implemented on a large scale in the pastoral regions of 
Afar and Somali, where the GER remains below 40%. Programmes include basic education for out-of-school children 
aged 7-14, a functional adult literacy programme for youth and adults over 15 and community skills training centres 
for youth and adults. 

Girls’ education: Traditionally, boys were more likely to attend school and less likely to drop out once enrolled, 
as the opportunity cost of sending girls to school was seen as greater (FAWE, 1996, in Workineh et al., 1999). 
In 1994/95, the GER for boys was more than 50% higher than that for girls (31.7% and 20.4%). The ETP aimed 
to combat this by gearing education towards ‘reorienting society’s attitude and value pertaining to the role and 
contribution of women in development’ (GoE 1994).28 Since then, a number of initiatives have been implemented to 
improve access to education for girls and women and to ensure women receive vocational guidance at all education 
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29.  The authors point to some of the following findings: girls are now being appointed as classroom monitors; an affirmative action system 
where girls who complete primary education will be given preference for local government jobs in order to incentivise girls to remain in 
school; girls’ clubs in schools to encourage girls’ education and address issues of sexual harassment and violence; and the creation of 
women’s departments in regional and local education offices to ensure greater attention is paid to issues of gender equality.
30.  Boys’ and girls’ NERs are even closer together, at 84.6% and 81.3%. 
31.  Devereux et al. (2006) also find that almost half of beneficiaries (46.1%) stated that they used health care facilities more than in the 
previous year, and 75.9% of beneficiary households directly attributed these improved outcomes to the PSNP. Further, three-quarters of 
households reported consuming more or better food than in the previous year, and 60% reported that they had been able to retain more of 
their own food to eat rather than selling it for other needs. Around a quarter of beneficiaries acquired new assets, with 55% attributing this 
directly to the PSNP.

institutions, have access to the same curricula as men and are free to choose their field of study (Rose, 2003). This 
high-level political commitment has also translated into the promotion of girls’ education at the grassroots level 
(Woldehanna et al., 2005b).29 The Ethiopian government has further encouraged women’s employment in the civil 
service, promoted gender-sensitive teaching methods and provided education on harm done by traditional practices, 
while increasing the minimum age for marriage from 15 to 18. In the 2008/09 school year, full gender parity was 
almost achieved: the GER was 90.7% for girls and 96.7% for boys.30

School feeding programmes: Children from food-insecure households are less likely to attend school and more 
likely to drop out than those who are well-fed (Brown and Teshome, 2007). Accordingly, in the 2007 NLA, pupils 
who reported usually eating once day (10.3%) performed more poorly than those who ate twice or three times a 
day (Ministry of Education/USAID 2008). School feeding programmes represent an important demand-side policy to 
increase enrolment and attendance, and have been afforded priority in the two most recent ESDPs. Despite concerns 
about their cost effectiveness and sustainability, Ethiopian schools where these have been implemented have seen 
stabilised attendance, reduced dropout rates, improvements in the ability of children to learn and a decline in the 
gender gap (Rose and Dyer, 2008). 

Wzro Argash, a mother in the Amhara region, said: ‘We were not aware of the value of education earlier, that was 
why we were very angry when the school commenced with providing biscuits […] But now we are indebted to the 
assistance given and are willing to send all our children, even the small ones, to school. The school feeding shares our 
responsibility of feeding children and makes their lives better than ours’ (WFP, 2002, in Rose and Dyer, 2008).

The Productive Safety Net Programme (PSNP): The PSNP is the cornerstone of the Ethiopian government’s social 
protection and food security programme, and has provided assistance to more than 7 million people since 2005 
(Hoddinott et al., 2009). It targets households, but has also been instrumental in improving child well-being in terms of 
reducing total time spent on working, child care and household chores, and in increasing girls’ time spent on studying, 
which has strong implications for access to education (Woldehanna, 2009). Slater et al. (2006) find that about 15% 
of cash transfer payments go to education, and half of beneficiary households reported being able to keep children in 
school longer as a result.31 

Although by no means comprehensive, these policies and their results are demonstrative of a sustained commitment 
to achieving progress in education. Seen in aggregate, they have helped address demand for and supply of schooling. 
This has been supported by substantial pressure exerted on local administrators to implement these key policy 
initiatives and meet targets (Brown and Teshome, 2007). Although most of the key ESDP initiatives were designed in a 
relatively top-down manner, their implementation has been reviewed and monitored, with results informing potential 
changes and highlighting the possible need for complementary policies. 

4.2 Increasing the autonomy of regional and local government

The government’s commitment to improving access to education for the poor created a foundation for the 
achievement of progress, and improvements in service delivery that aimed to increase efficiency and foster greater 
participation have been key in ensuring these ambitions were successful. The gradual devolution of power to 
successively lower levels of governance was one of the Transitional Government’s key policies, and was central to the 
EPRDF’s ability both to hold power within the federalised system and to govern more effectively. 

Decentralising service delivery and increasing the autonomy of regions and woredas (districts) has been complex, 
entailing two major stages: 1) the creation of the Federal Republic in the years following the overthrow of the Derg 
regime, involving reform of the curriculum and the use of regional and local languages as the primary medium of 
instruction; and 2) the decentralisation of service delivery to the woreda level during the initial years of the first ESDP 
and culminating in a gradually increasing devolution of power and authority from 2002 onwards.



ETHIOPIA’S PROGRESS IN EDUCATION: A rapid and equitable expansion of access

18

4.2.1 Curriculum reform and the language policy

The gradual and ongoing process of devolving power away from the centre was initiated in 1991 through the 
Transitional Government’s federalism policy. In response to the longstanding cultural suppression of Ethiopian ethnic 
groups, regions were granted full expression of languages and cultures, resulting in the administrative and political 
reorganisation of the state into a radically de-concentrated federation (Keller and Smith, 2005; Vaughn and Tronvoll, 
2003). This devolution of governance and responsibility for service delivery was integrated into the 1995 Constitution, 
providing significant autonomy to Ethiopia’s 11 regions (Watson and Yohannes, 2005). Although the policymaking 
process is still relatively centralised, the Ministry of Education consults with the regional governments to develop overall 
policy guidelines and programme frameworks. These then have some latitude in the implementation of policies. 

Attempts to improve the relevance of the curriculum were initially conducted at the national level, with each region 
in turn developing its own syllabi and textbooks using regionally relevant content and languages. The initial stage 
of decentralisation was intended to address the perceived lack of relevance of the previous curriculum to the lives of 
Ethiopians, as well as the imposition of Amharic as the national language. One of the key objectives of the ETP was to 
‘recognize the rights of nations/nationalities to learn in their language, while at the same time providing one language 
for national and another one for international communication’ (GoE, 1994). Permitting schools to teach core subjects 
in local and regional languages was highly controversial at the time, as it was feared it would undermine national 
unity. However, this policy has been significant in increasing performance, and presentation of the curriculum in 
students’ mother tongue ‘appears to have contributed to motivation and active participation in the teaching-learning 
process’ (ENA, 2001). In a recent analysis of the outcomes of this shift, the ‘policy of eight years of mother tongue 
medium of schooling is one of the best on the continent and promotes sound educational practice’ (Heugh et al., 
2007). The 2007 NLA finds that learning in the mother tongue has enabled students to relate what they have learned 
with their environment and to understand it easily (Ministry of Education/USAID 2008), and may have increased school 
participation (Garcia and Rajkumar, 2008). Despite some concerns about the capacity of textbook developers and weak 
quality assurance (Ministry of Education/USAID 2008), new curricula are seen as more relevant to the lives of students 
and better geared towards labour market needs (UNESCO, 2010).

Further, there has been an emphasis on increasing the focus in the curriculum on social development issues, such 
as family planning, HIV/AIDS transmission, environmental conservation, hygiene, disease prevention and population 
control, along with cultural and citizenship values promoted by the Ethiopian government. According to the most 
recent NLA, this new curriculum is making a difference in terms of shaping students’ attitudes on social issues. Perhaps 
more disconcertingly, the education system is also arguably serving the role of promoting ideological consistency in line 
with government objectives and values: education officials interviewed in Brown and Teshome (2007) stated that one 
of their key duties was to mobilise poor people to change their mindset and attitudes. 

4.2.2 Woreda-level decentralisation

Decentralisation of education, which occurred within the context of wider government efforts aimed at improving 
service delivery, was a central objective of the first ESDP. This was to further increase accountability, as democratically 
elected woreda and kebele (sub-district) councils would have to be more responsive to the needs of communities 
(Ministry of Finance and Economic Development, 2002). However, decentralisation was initially mired in numerous 
problems, related to the autonomy of woredas, their implementation capacity and the allocation of resources. Despite 
these problems during the first stages of implementation, it is assumed that decentralisation has improved the 
efficiency of the system, increased its relevance to local conditions and also fostered public participation in the process. 

This policy was renewed in 2001, and a more genuine devolution of power took place (Watson and Yohannes, 2005). 
The aim was to provide greater flexibility in the allocation of financial resources through woreda and kebele councils. 
The woredas and woreda education offices in particular are ‘the nexus of decentralisation’ (UNICEF/World Bank, 2009) 
in the Ethiopian administration (Figure 6). These offices were made responsible for planning the education structure of 
the woreda, ensuring standards and accreditation of institutions, implementing and evaluating projects, administering 
schools, monitoring programmes, establishing volunteer-based community committees and allocating budgets. Since 
this time, total spending allocated to decentralised levels has increased as a share of total expenditure. 
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Figure 6: Decentralised structure of primary school administration

Source: UNICEF/World Bank (2009).

Although capacity constraints initially limited the effectiveness of decentralisation, these are being addressed more 
effectively, most noticeably since the creation of the Ministry of Capacity Building in 2003. Watson and Yohannes (2005) 
argue that, ‘although capacity constraints are still real, the pressures of political accountability are keenly felt, and appear 
to be acting as a spur to improve performance despite resource constraints.’ Similarly, Vaughn and Tronvoll (2003) find 
that the Ministry of Capacity Building has resulted in dramatic improvements in capacity at regional and woreda level, 
with many woreda administrative personnel holding a civil service college degree or diploma. Despite this, capacity 
remains uneven and frequently inadequate, although Dom et al. (2010) argue that, ‘it is a remarkable achievement to 
have expanded woreda-managed staff and services so rapidly with only limited adverse effects on quality.’

It appears that initial problems of capacity and in the structure of administration and governance are gradually 
being overcome, and devolution is leading slowly to significant improvements in education outcomes. The Joint 
Review Mission (JRM, 2006) finds a ‘strong commitment to decentralised governance’ but notes that the costs of 
decentralisation at woreda level are a source of pressure on the envelope of resources available to finance basic 
services, including education.

However, education planning remains quite centralised, with regions and woredas receiving a large part of their funds as block 
grants (‘subsidies’) from regions, in addition to additional revenues generated through community contributions (Handley, 
2009).32 Initially, the allocation of federal resources occurred according to a formula that determines distribution among the 
regions, with each region receiving its share of the supplemental budget based on three criteria: population, development 
indices and the efforts of the region to increase its revenue. This has been revised recently towards a ‘fiscal equalisation 
system,’ which attempts to direct its focus more transparently to ensure that all citizens receive equal levels of services, that 
federal resources are distributed neutrally to regional expenditure priorities and that these provide special assistance to the 
emerging (formerly disadvantaged) regions. In practice, this has meant the poorest regions, which traditionally received 
subsidies larger than their population share, continue to do so, albeit to a lesser extent under the new 2009 formula.

32.  Despite this, much of woreda funding remains earmarked and contains explicit guidance and targets. As such, substantial constraints 
remain to both regional and woreda autonomy. Dom et al. (2010) argue ‘it has become much more of a reality than ten years ago, that 
Regions have their own priorities, fixed by or in discussion with the Regional Council. Woredas are more tightly constrained, not only by the 
federal and regional policy frameworks which guide them, but also by their more limited mandates, capacities and fiscal resources.’
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In their extensive analysis of the effects of Ethiopia’s decentralisation reforms, Dom et al. (2010) also highlight the 
difficulty in attributing a direct causal influence to decentralisation reforms, as these took place in the context of 
rapid increases in service volume and access. However, evidence points to increasingly different spending patterns 
in different regions and jurisdictions, which is likely to reflect different spending priorities despite tightly constrained 
discretionary budgets. Further, there is evidence that decentralisation efforts have had numerous additional effects on 
the expansion of basic services, including by providing more resources to remote woredas, raising local awareness of 
national strategies and more effectively mobilising community participation and resources.

4.3 Increased community participation in education system

One of the ESDP’s key aims was to ‘enable the community to participate in the school management and administration 
with a sense of ownership’ (ENA, 2001). Numerous supply-side efforts to improve access to education, paired with 
a more accountable structure and more favourable economic circumstances for many in the country, have led to 
increased direct participation in and support of the education system among Ethiopians. This has been supplemented 
by initiatives reducing the opportunity cost of education, such as the PSNP and school feeding programmes. 

Increased community involvement has manifested itself in two primary ways: participation in community 
associations; and financial contributions. Community participation is supported by the establishment of institutional 
arrangements within the sector, such as School Management Committees (SMCs) and Parent Teacher Associations 
(PTAs), which have also had a significant influence on schools’ operations. PTAs are involved in planning and 
budgeting, and also in addressing discipline and attendance issues. In relation to NFE programmes, Centre 
Management Committees (CMCs), comprising influential people in the community, have effectively monitored 
learning centre sites and mobilised participation. Qualitative research has found that, in some areas, these 
committees call community meetings to address low attendance issues, and will particularly follow the case of a 
student if that student is repeatedly absent (Anis, 2007).

Community organisations have likely been influential in terms of increasing attendance, and it is argued that the surge 
in school enrolment that occurred in the 2004/05 school year, when Grade 1 intake increased by 38% compared 
with the previous year, was caused by the mobilisation efforts of PTAs, kebele education and training boards, woreda 
education and training boards and woreda education offices. These had spent the previous two years on advocacy 
and school construction and on encouraging parents to send their children (particularly girls) to schools (UNICEF/World 
Bank 2009). However, according to key informants, the surge was often also motivated by substantial pressure exerted 
on parents in order to increase enrolment prior to the 2005 elections.33

Community financial contributions make up a significant portion of the shortfall between block grants and operating 
costs, frequently constituting between 10% and 20% of the woreda budget (Garcia and Rajkumar, 2008). On the one 
hand, this means school fees have been – at least in part – replaced by financial contributions. On the other hand, the 
increased sense of ownership improves the likelihood that parents will hold teachers, administrators and officials (at 
woreda or federal level) accountable for the school’s performance. Contributions often support the capital budget to 
finance construction projects. 

These contributions seem frequently to be voluntary, according to parents interviewed for Young Lives (in Woldehanna 
et al., 2005b): ‘As for me, I want to contribute because I have seen my children reading and writing and I want more, I 
am very poor but whenever they ask for contribution, I’ll do everything to get that money.’ 

Similarly, a schoolteacher in Wurib said (ibid), ‘People have started to take notice of the school. What I mean is they 
contribute money and manual labour to build new schools. Even in this school, the people constructed the rooms you 
see over there […] Regarding the contribution, we do not force them, they just give what they have, and even give 
more than they were asked.’34 The general satisfaction with expansion of education is also borne out in Citizen Report 
Cards, which show improved satisfaction with access to education (PANE, 2006, in Brown and Teshome, 2007).35

Increased community involvement – in terms of both financial resources and time – has further improved the 
education system and is likely to continue doing so in the future. Following the substantial push by the Ethiopian 
government and donors since the mid-1990s, a hysteresis effect seems to have set in, in which an increase in the 

33.  Realising the heavy-handed efforts of local officials to increase enrolment and financial contributions in the run-up to the elections led 
to substantial anti-government sentiment, there have been efforts to return to more open community consultations on the quality of service 
delivery and a less coercive approach to fostering participation. Nonetheless, in many communities there is still substantial – albeit less overt – 
pressure to contribute (key informant interviews).
34.  However, this does not seem to be the case universally, and contributions are frequently considered mandatory, constituting a de facto school fee. 
35.  This is further reflected in a Participatory Poverty Assessment that found that, of all areas of public service and infrastructure, increased 
school provision received the greatest emphasis (Ellis and Woldehanna, 2005, in Brown and Teshome, 2007). 
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supply of education is met by an increased willingness on the part of Ethiopians to dedicate scarce resources to 
further improving local schools, thereby improving education outcomes above and beyond what would be expected 
on the basis solely of government expenditures. 

4.4 Effective cooperation with development partners

Throughout the past two decades, Ethiopia has been one of the largest recipients of aid, and in 2006 was the seventh 
biggest recipient among 169 aid-receiving countries (Alemu, 2009). International cooperation and development 
finance is likely to have contributed to Ethiopia’s progress, accounting for around 17% of projected education 
expenditure in 2010 (UNESCO, 2009).  Although the flow of net ODA actually declined from 1992 to 2000, it 
increased sharply in 2001 following the end of the Ethio-Eritrean War.36 Nonetheless, aid per capita remains relatively 
low compared with in other countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Since 2003, total ODA (in current prices) has grown 
rapidly and is now more than five times what it was during the 1990s, with a substantial increase – particularly in 
recent years – in aid to education (Figure 7). 

Figure 7: Aid to education and basic education, 1999-2008 ($ million)

Source: Dom (2009).

4.4.1 Donor cooperation within a sector-wide approach

The quantity of ODA is indicative of the fact that donors have played a key role in Ethiopia’s progress, and aid 
has frequently constituted up to half of Ethiopia’s recurrent education expenditure (World Bank, 2005). However, 
despite Ethiopia’s aid dependency, the government is seen to have remained largely in charge of the policy 
agenda (Dom, 2009). 

However, in the initial phase of the ETP’s formulation, donors were wary about many government policy initiatives. 
One government official interviewed for this study said ‘some donors were surprised that we wanted to write our own 
policies.’ Disagreements tended to centre on issues of modality and timeframe, rather than on objectives, with donors 
generally more cautious with regard to what they felt was realistic (Yizengaw, 2006).

The Ethiopian government has reputedly been notoriously steadfast in negotiations, and has rarely backed down 
on its key policy priorities. Fraser and Whitfield (2008) argue that, ‘the EPRDF Government’s negotiating strategy, 
since it came to power in 1991, has been to adapt those policy prescriptions [of the World Bank and IMF] that 
it finds acceptable to its own development agenda and to reject others.’ Donors have become less prescriptive 
(Yizengaw, 2006), whereas the Ethiopian government has come to better appreciate the role of donor education 
development planners in the design, implementation and monitoring of projects and programmes. Further, on 
thornier issues, such as the relative balance between spending on primary and tertiary education, donors have on 

36.  The main driving force behind donors resuming their assistance was the end of the border war with Eritrea and the development of the 
Sustainable Development Poverty Reduction Programme, Ethiopia’s first PRSP, in 2001/02. 

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

Total aid to basic education Total aid to education



ETHIOPIA’S PROGRESS IN EDUCATION: A rapid and equitable expansion of access

22

the whole chosen not to fund the contested parts of the agenda. The working groups are particularly valuable 
during more technical discussions, as they ‘help keep channels of communication open between the donors and 
the line Ministries on these sorts of issues’ (Furtado and Smith, 2007).

The development and implementation of the ESDPs is viewed as part of a long-term strategy to achieve sustainability, 
and as indicative of the Ethiopian government’s ownership of the process.37 The government led the process of 
developing a sector-wide plan for education, the ESDP (Yizengaw, 2006). The government then worked with donors, 
led by the World Bank, to refine and elaborate its programmes (Lister, 2007). Progress has been monitored jointly 
through Annual Review Meetings and Joint Review Missions that report back on the performance of various initiatives. 
This has contributed to a productive partnership between Ethiopians and donor country officials.

The early development of a sector-wide approach helped solidify donors’ recognition of the government’s key education 
priorities and also allowed for the development of a shared agenda based around the EFA goals and the MDGs. This 
approach has been key to obtaining increased donor support for major investments, while aiming to ‘contain donor 
efforts to influence policy or increase their presence through technical co-operation’ (Brown et al., 2001). This has 
resulted in significantly improved policy alignment of donors around government plans, and has contributed to greater 
understanding among donors of the importance of working within national systems (Handley, 2009). 

Although the ESDP process has been influential in improving cooperation, on the whole donors were reluctant to 
support the first ESDP, and it has only recently begun to be an effective instrument in mobilising aid to the sector. 
The initial implementation of the programme coincided with the border conflict between Eritrea and Ethiopia, during 
which aid to the education sector was reduced significantly. It is all the more a sign of Ethiopia’s commitment to 
progress in education that it increased domestic funding to education during this time to make up the shortfall. 
Despite this interruption in aid, the country nevertheless managed to achieve many of its ESDP I targets.

Donors gradually moved to direct budget support following the Ethio-Eritrean War (1998-2000), although this was 
suspended following political violence and allegations of fraud in the aftermath of the disputed 2005 elections. 
However, since then, aid to education has increased dramatically through the Protection of Basic Services (PBS) 
programme. The PBS has been an effective mechanism to address the government’s projected budget shortfall for 
social services spending. Through it, funds are channelled directly to region and woreda budgets, thereby providing 
decentralised budget support to co-finance the government’s provision of services (Dom, 2009). Donors have also 
been able to enhance the role of domestic civil society in policy discussions and debates and to increase reporting and 
auditing requirements to promote more accountable and transparent use of funds. Despite frequent frictions around 
issues of governance and Ethiopia’s high military expenditure, donors and the government have found an effective way 
of working together to ensure key social sector budgets remain protected.

In recent years, the multi-donor FTI, which aims to scale up donor support to the achievement of the EFA goals, to 
which Ethiopia has committed itself, has endorsed the ESDP. Ethiopia is also gradually beginning to benefit from the 
FTI Catalytic Fund and the multi-donor GEQIP (see Section 3.3). Nonetheless, a substantial financing gap remains in 
relation to the achievement of the EFA goals.38

4.4.2 Engagement with NGOs 

Particularly in recent years, the Ethiopian government has begun to work more closely with NGOs and private sector 
organisations to improve education outcomes. The second ESDP called for increased participation of community 
organisations and NGOs in the education sector, most notably in the provision of ABE and NFE. This was motivated in 
part by an awareness of the substantial resources that international NGOs can provide in this regard, as well as their 
ability to work in remote areas. The government now relies heavily on NGOs as service providers.

This relationship has tended to work quite well, with NGOs seeing themselves as supporting the functions of the 
state rather than substituting for them (Rose and Dyer, 2008). Recent studies find that support from NGOs for 
education is widespread across districts. This has frequently resulted in effective cooperation that has successfully 
complemented government-led efforts (Anis, 2007). However, since the 2005 elections, there has been an 
increasingly uneasy relationship between government and civil society organisations, with the latter having to 
operate under stringent regulations.

37.  Brown et al. (2001) contrast this with less successful education sector-wide approaches in Tanzania and Ghana, where donors have be-
come frustrated at perceived weaknesses of sector policy and have attempted to take the lead. 
38.  The financing gap has generally been estimated at between $150 and $300 million per year through 2015. This is equivalent to 25% 
to 50% of regional and woreda spending on education in 2007/08 and to projected donor funding for the forthcoming three to four years 
(Dom, 2009). 
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5. Conclusions

5.1 Key lessons

Ethiopia has made remarkable progress in improving education outcomes and, despite a significant degree of context 
specificity, the example does offer a few key lessons. 

•	 	 The importance of ownership: Although the government of Ethiopia has benefited from significant 
international assistance, improvements in education have largely been led by the Ethiopian government. 
Government officials and donors have found an effective balance between supply-side policies (such as the 
construction of schools in remote areas) and complementary policies aimed at stimulating demand (e.g. fee 
abolition and the shift to mother tongue instruction). Even though it has frequently been ambitious in its goals, 
the government has effectively pursued expansion of the education system through pro-poor policies sustained 
through increased government and development partner financing. 

•	 	 De-concentration and increased autonomy have increased participation in and relevance of education: 
The shift to greater regional autonomy – particularly in determining language of instruction – and greater 
administrative efficiency and accountability in woredas have helped increase participation and led to more 
widespread popular recognition of the importance of education for boys and girls. Sustained government 
and donor efforts and greater efficiency and accountability have increased ownership for many Ethiopians, leading 
to remarkable increases in participation and recognition of the importance of education in improving the medium- 
and long-term welfare of children and their parents. 

•	 	 A sector-wide planning framework has been vital to promoting effective medium-term planning and 
resourcing: The ESDP framework has provided a comprehensive sector-wide approach to improving the 
national education system, and allowed for reasonably effective planning and sequencing of the system’s 
expansion, as well as adequate resourcing. The extensive monitoring and review mechanisms in place have 
meant there is an ongoing process of consultation, lesson learning and evaluation to inform future policies. This 
has effectively coincided with social protection and poverty reduction strategies that have helped reduce food 
insecurity and improve health and childhood nutrition outcomes.

5.2 Challenges

Despite the progress achieved to date, numerous challenges remain, and the system’s rapid growth suggests Ethiopia’s 
accomplishments may remain fragile.

•	 	 Although	progress	has	been	significant,	millions	of	Ethiopian	children	–	and	particularly	many	of	the	chronically 
poor and most vulnerable – remain out of school. It is unlikely that current increases in aid to education 
will be adequate to ensure Ethiopia reaches its EFA goals, and there is likely to be a need for donor support 
and government expenditure far beyond the level reached in the past (see Dom, 2009). This will also require 
a continued emphasis on social protection and cash transfer programmes to reduce food insecurity 
and child labour demands, as well as a focus on child and maternal health and a fostering of early childhood 
education in order to ensure that children are ready for school. 

•	 	 The remarkable expansion in primary education will require efforts to ensure the expansion of 
secondary schooling keeps pace. Failure on this front could choke demand for primary school completion, 
as parents may view the accessibility of secondary education as a requirement for putting children through 
primary. Government spending priorities are increasingly shifting towards the secondary and tertiary sectors, 
but support is needed to ensure that quality does not suffer and that the labour market absorbs graduates 
effectively. Undergraduate enrolment increased by 22.3% per year between 2004/05 and 2008/09; TVET 
enrolment grew at 30.5% per year in this timeframe, almost twice the growth rate of TVET instructors 
(Ministry of Education, 2010). 
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•	 	 Given	resource	constraints,	and	the	large	number	who	have	not	been	reached,	there	is	an	inevitable	trade-off	
between focusing on quality improvement and further expanding access to the most marginalised. However, high 
rates of dropout and the low quality of schooling remain a substantial problem, and this is being addressed 
only gradually. Some key informants argue that the technocratic command approach that has been so successful 
in mobilising efforts to achieve quantitative targets (such as the MDGs) is less well-suited to achieving qualitative 
goals. The most recent NLA (Ministry of Education/USAID 2008) calls for a ‘comprehensive school reform […] to 
be introduced to improve the academic performance of the school system, taking each subject into account.’ It 
appears the Ethiopian government has recognised the precipitous decline in quality as a fundamental problem and 
has already made some progress in terms of improving quality indicators over the course of the third ESDP. The 
new large-scale multi-donor programme dedicated to improving education quality shows the government remains 
committed to working with donors to improve the situation. However, resource constraints, the large number who 
have not been enrolled and the large number of over-age children mean that a trade-off exists between focusing 
on quality improvement and further expanding access to ensure that the most marginalised benefit.
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