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Foreword


It has never been more crucial to make education a universal right, and a reality for all. Our rapidly-changing world 
 faces constant major challenges – from technological disruption to climate change, conflict, the forced movement 
 of people, intolerance and hate – which further widen inequalities and exert an impact for decades to come. 


The COVID-19 pandemic has further exposed and deepened these inequalities and the fragility of our societies. 


More than ever, we have a collective responsibility to support the most vulnerable and disadvantaged, helping to 
 reduce long-lasting societal breaches that threaten our shared humanity.


In the face of these challenges, the messages of the 2020 GEM Report on inclusion in education are even more 
 poignant. It warns that education opportunities continue to be unequally distributed. Barriers to quality education 
 are still too high for too many learners. Even before Covid-19, one in five children, adolescents and youth were 
 entirely excluded from education. Stigma, stereotypes and discrimination mean millions more are further alienated 
 inside classrooms. 


The current crisis will further perpetuate these different forms of exclusion. With more than 90 per cent of the 
 global student population affected by Covid-19 related school closures, the world is in the throes of the most 
 unprecedented disruption in the history of education. Social and digital divides have put the most disadvantaged at 
 risk of learning losses and dropping out. Lessons from the past – such as with Ebola – have shown that health crises 
 can leave many behind, in particular the poorest girls, many of whom may never return to school. 


This Report’s core recommendation for all education actors to widen their understanding of inclusive education to 
 include all learners, no matter their identity, background or ability comes at an opportune time as the world seeks to 
 rebuild back more inclusive education systems. 


This Report identifies different forms of exclusion, how they are caused and what we can do about them. As such, 
 it is a call to action we should heed as we seek to pave the way for more resilient and equal societies in the future. 


A call to collect better data, without which we cannot understand or measure the true scope of the problem. A call 
 to make public policies far more inclusive, based on examples of effective policies currently in force, and by working 
 together to address intersecting disadvantages, just as we saw Ministries and government departments are capable 
 of when addressing Covid-19. 


Only by learning from this Report can we understand the path we must take in the future. UNESCO stands ready to 
 help States and the education community so that, together, we can develop the education the world so desperately 
 needs and to ensure that learning never stops. 


To rise to the challenges of our time, a move towards more inclusive education is non-negotiable – failure to act 
 is not an option. 


Audrey Azoulay
Director-General of UNESCO
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(6)Education makes an essential contribution to building inclusive and democratic societies, where differences of 
 opinion can be freely expressed and where the wide range of voices can be heard, in pursuit of social cohesion and in a 
 celebration of diversity.


This year’s Global Education Monitoring Report reminds us that education systems are only as inclusive as their creators 
 make them. Disadvantage can be created by these systems and their contexts. It exists where people’s needs are not 
 taken into account.


Inclusion in education is about ensuring that every learner feels valued and respected, and can enjoy a clear sense of 
 belonging. Yet many hurdles stand in the way of that ideal. Discrimination, stereotypes and alienation do exclude many. 


These mechanisms of exclusion are essentially the same, regardless of gender, location, wealth, disability, ethnicity, 
 language, migration, displacement, sexual orientation, incarceration, religion, and other beliefs and attitudes.


The Report reminds us of continuing and disturbing education disparities, including in ensuring access to all, which 
 should be the foundation of inclusion. But an ‘all means all’ approach to inclusion also means dropping any stigmatizing 
 labels assigned to children. Adopting learning approaches on account of such labels limits their potential, ignoring the 
 benefits that varied learning approaches can bring to all children. 


Thus, how education systems are designed is critical. Countries can choose what counts in deciding whether their 
 education system is on the right track or not. They can choose to address an inclusion agenda in a piecemeal approach, 
 or they can tackle the entire set of challenges head on. 


There are dilemmas and tensions involved in reaching the ideal of full inclusion. Moving from where we are now to 
 having systems which cater for every learner’s needs, including those with severe disabilities, is difficult. This Report 
 does not deny that the full ideal of inclusion may have its downsides too. Well-intended efforts to include can slide 
 into pressure to conform, wear down group identities, and drive out languages. Recognising and helping an excluded 
 group in the name of inclusion could serve to marginalize them at the same time. There are also practical challenges 
 in deciding on the speed of change, whether for richer countries looking to move away from systems which were 
 originally based on segregation, or for poorer countries looking to create an inclusive system from scratch. 


In full recognition of these challenges, though, the Report asks whether it really is necessary to seek justifications for 
 inclusive education to be pursued. It notes that debating the benefits of inclusive education can be seen as tantamount 
 to debating the benefits of the abolition of slavery, or indeed of apartheid. Inclusion in education is a process, and not 
 only a desired end point. On that journey, many changes can be made easily – in gestures made by teachers, in the 
 ethos school leaders create for their learning environments, in the way families make decisions when school choices are 
 presented to them, and in what we, as a society, decide we want for our future. 


Inclusion is not just a choice for policymakers. Imposed from above it will never work. So, the question you, as readers, 
 are asked in the report is whether you are ready to challenge the current mindset and ready to decide that education is 
 for everyone and must strive to be inclusive of all.


The Right Honourable Helen Clark 
 Chair of the GEM Report Advisory Board
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HIGHLIGHTS



Identity, background and ability dictate education opportunities.



In all but high-income countries in Europe and Northern America, only 18 of the poorest  youth complete secondary school for every 100 of the richest youth. In at least 



20 countries, mostly in sub-Saharan Africa, hardly any poor rural young women complete  secondary school.



Discrimination, stereotyping and stigmatization mechanisms are similar for all learners at  risk of exclusion.



While 68% of countries have a definition of inclusive education, only 57% of those definitions  cover multiple marginalized groups.



Despite progress, many countries still do not collect, report or use data on those  left behind.



Since 2015, 41% of countries, representing 13% of the global population, have not had  a publicly available household survey to provide disaggregated data on key education  indicators; the region with the lowest coverage is Northern Africa and Western Asia. 



Recent data from 14 countries using the Child Functioning Module suggest that children  with disabilities constitute 15% of the out-of-school population. They face complex barriers. 



Those with a sensory, physical or intellectual disability are 2.5 times more likely to have  never been in school than their peers without disabilities.



Millions are missing out on the opportunity to learn.



In middle income countries, despite a 25-percentage point increase in the past 15 years, 

only three quarters are still in school by age 15. Of those, only half are learning the basics, 

a rate that has been stagnant over the period. And many assessments overestimate how 

well students are doing: three quarters of students who did no better in multiple choice 

questions than random guessing were considered proficient in reading in a regional 

assessment of 15 countries in Latin America.
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A key barrier to inclusion in education is the lack of belief that it is possible and desirable.



One in three teachers in 43 mostly upper-middle- and high-income countries in 2018  reported that they did not adjust their teaching to students’ cultural diversity.



While some countries are transitioning towards inclusion, segregation is still prevalent.



In the case of students with disabilities, laws in 25% of countries (but over 40% in Asia and  in Latin America and the Caribbean) make provisions for education in separate settings,  10% for integration and 17% for inclusion, the remainder opting for combinations of 



segregation and mainstreaming. In OECD countries, more than two-thirds of all immigrant  students attend schools where at least half the students are immigrants.



Financing needs to target those most in need.



Across 32 OECD countries, socio-economically disadvantaged schools and classrooms  are more likely to have less qualified teachers. Conditional cash transfers in Latin America  since the 1990s have increased education attainment by between 0.5 and 1.5 years. One in  four countries has some form of affirmative action programme to help the marginalized get  access to tertiary education. About 40% of low- and lower-middle-income countries have not  taken any measures to support learners at risk of exclusion during the Covid-19 crisis.



Teachers, teaching materials and learning environments often ignore the benefits of  embracing diversity.



Some 25% of teachers in 48 education systems report a high need for professional 



development on teaching students with special needs. Just 41 countries worldwide recognize 

sign language as an official language. In Europe, 23 out of 49 countries do not address sexual 

orientation and gender identity explicitly in their curricula.



(21)This photo symbolises the potential strength, 
 power and confidence of the many girls in 
 Solomon Islands if we are given the chance to 
 complete our secondary education.


CREDIT: Plan International
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Introduction



How far away is inclusion 

in education?
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KEY MESSAGES


Education resources and opportunities are distributed unequally


„ An estimated 258 million children, adolescents and youth, or 17% of the global total, are not in school. 


The number out of school in sub-Saharan Africa is growing.


„ In low- and middle-income countries, adolescents from the richest 20% households are three times as 
 likely as those from the poorest to complete lower secondary school; of those who complete, students 
 from the richest households are twice as likely as those from the poorest households to reach minimum 
 proficiency in reading and mathematics.


„ In 10 low- and middle-income countries, children with disabilities were 19% less likely to achieve 
 minimum proficiency in reading than those without disabilities.


International declarations have made commitments to non-discrimination since 1960 and to inclusion 
 since 1990; inclusion permeates the 2030 Agenda, with its call to leave no one behind


„ Several Sustainable Development Goals and targets refer directly to equity, inclusion, diversity, equal 
 opportunity or non-discrimination, including SDG 4 on education.


„ The 2006 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) guaranteed the right to 
 inclusive education but stopped short of precisely defining inclusion in education. The struggle of people 
 with disabilities has shaped perspectives on inclusion in education.


„ In 2016, General Comment No. 4 to CRPD Article 24 described inclusive education as involving ‘a process 


… to provide all students … with an equitable and participatory learning experience and environment that 
 best corresponds to their requirements and preferences’.


Layers of discrimination deny students the right to be educated with their peers or to receive education 
 of the same quality


All over the world, discrimination is based on gender, remoteness, wealth, disability, ethnicity, language, 
 migration, displacement, incarceration, sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, religion and other 
 beliefs and attitudes; the Covid-19 pandemic has added new layers of exclusion.


„ In sub-Saharan Africa, teachers may fear teaching children with albinism.


„ Stateless children and youth in Gulf States cannot enrol in public education institutions.


„ Rohingya who are internally displaced or refugees have had no access to formal public schools.


„ Roma children in Europe are segregated and more likely to be placed in special schools.


„ In Latin America, learning materials omit or misrepresent the history of Afro-descendants.


Inclusion is not just an economic but also a moral imperative, yet belief in the inclusion principle should not 
 obscure the difficult questions
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Education for all is the foundation of inclusion in education ...6 Inclusion in education is not just a result; it is a process ...10 Why does inclusive education matter? ...18 Guide to the report ...19 Recommendations ...20



T
he international community’s commitment in 
 2015 to ‘ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
 education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for 
 all’ as the fourth Sustainable Development Goal (SDG 4) 
 is one of the clearest examples of the overall pledge to 
 leave no one behind, contained in the United Nations 
 (UN) 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

The 2030 Agenda brought together aspirations of 
 poverty reduction and environmental sustainability, 
 underpinned by a drive for social justice that builds on 
 the human rights instruments of the past 70 years.


Transforming our World, the foundation document 
 of the 2030 Agenda, refers extensively to 
 equity, inclusion, diversity, equal opportunity 
 and non-discrimination. It calls for empowering 
 vulnerable people and meeting their needs. 


Several SDGs refer to inclusion and equality 
 (Table 1.1). Others simply state that a goal 
 should be reached ‘for all’, either explicitly, in the 
 case of social goals, or implicitly, in the case of 
 environmental goals.


TABLE 1.1: 


Equity and inclusion in Transforming our World: The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development


Sustainable Development Goals


Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning 
 opportunities for all (SDG 4)


Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls (SDG 5)


Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 
 employment and decent work for all (SDG 8)


Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization and foster 
 innovation (SDG 9)


Reduce inequality within and among countries (SDG 10)


Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable (SDG 11)
 Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to 
 justice for all and build effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels (SDG 16)


SDG 4 targets


… ensure that all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary 
 education … (4.1)


… ensure equal access for all women and men to affordable and quality technical, 
 vocational and tertiary education … (4.3)


… eliminate gender disparities in education and ensure equal access to all levels of 
 education and vocational training for the vulnerable, including persons with disabilities, 
 indigenous peoples and children in vulnerable situations (4.5)


… ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote … gender 
 equality … appreciation of cultural diversity … (4.7)


Main text: Equity and inclusion


A world with equitable and universal access to quality education at all levels, to 
 health care and social protection … (§7)


… a world of universal respect for human rights and human dignity, the rule of law, 
 justice, equality and non-discrimination; of respect for race, ethnicity and cultural 
 diversity; and of equal opportunity permitting the full realization of human 
 potential … (§8)


A world in which every woman and girl enjoys full gender equality and all legal, 
 social and economic barriers to their empowerment have been removed. A just, 
 equitable, tolerant, open and socially inclusive world in which the needs of the 
 most vulnerable are met. (§8)


Main text: Leaving no one behind 


… we pledge that no one will be left behind (Preamble)


… we will endeavour to reach the furthest behind first (§4)
 No one must be left behind (§24; health)


Quality, accessible, timely and reliable disaggregated data will be needed to 
 help with the measurement of progress and to ensure that no one is left behind 
 (§48; data)


A robust, voluntary, effective, participatory, transparent and integrated follow-up 
 and review framework to ensure that no one is left behind (§72; follow-up and 
 review framework)


… people-centred, gender-sensitive, respect human rights and have a particular 
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EDUCATION FOR ALL IS THE  FOUNDATION OF INCLUSION  IN EDUCATION


Equity and inclusion have become the heart of the 
 2030 Agenda as unequal distribution of resources 
 and opportunities persists. Characteristics commonly 
 associated with inequality of distribution include gender, 
 remoteness, wealth, disability, ethnicity, language, 
 migration, displacement, incarceration, sexual orientation, 
 gender identity and expression, religion, and other beliefs 
 and attitudes.


Some mechanisms contributing to inequality are 
 universal while others are specific to social and economic 
 contexts, as the Covid-19 pandemic has laid bare. 


Advantage and disadvantage are transmitted over 
 generations as parents impart resources, such as income, 
 skills and networks, to their children. Organizations and 
 institutions may favour some groups over others and 
 propagate social norms and stereotypes that exclude 
 more vulnerable groups from opportunities. Individuals 
 form groups that extend advantage to members and 
 block it to others. Public institutions may be designed 
 to correct imbalances or may be beholden to vested and 
 powerful interests (UNDP, 2019). 


Despite progress in reducing extreme poverty, especially 
 in Asia, it affects 1 in 10 people. Children are more at risk, 
 especially in sub-Saharan Africa, where extreme poverty 
 affects 49% of children, accounting for 52% of extremely 
 poor children globally (Figure 1.1a). Inequality is growing in 
 some parts of the world. Even where it is falling, it often 
 remains unacceptably high among and within countries. 


The income share of the poorest 50% of the population 
 in Asia and Northern America has decreased since 2000. 


Elsewhere it has stagnated well below the share in 
 Europe, the most equal region (Figure 1.1b).


Key human development outcomes are also unequally 
 distributed. In 30 low- and middle-income countries, 
 children under age 5 from the poorest 20% of households 
 were more than twice as likely to be stunted (41%) 
 as those from the richest 20%, severely compromising 
 their opportunity to benefit from education (Figure 1.2).


Education is an opportunity with the potential to 
 transform lives. Yet an estimated 258 million children, 
 adolescents and youth, or 17% of the global total, are not 
 in school. The number out of school in sub-Saharan 
 Africa has passed that of Central and Southern Asia 
 and is growing. The share of sub-Saharan Africa in the 
 global total increased from 24% in 2000 to 38% in 


FIGURE 1.1: 


The global challenges of poverty and inequality affect education
 a. Extreme poverty headcount rate, 


 by age group and region, 2013


b. Income share of the poorest 50% of the population,  
 by region, 2000–16


0
 10
 20
 30
 40
 50
 60


Europe/


Central Asia East Asia/


Pacific Latin America/


Caribbean South Asia Sub-Saharan
 Africa


Extreme poverty headcount rate (%)


Children Adults


Sub-Saharan Africa accounts 
 for 199 million or 52% of 
 extremely poor children    


Asia


Middle East
 Europe


Latin America 
 Northern America 


Sub-Saharan Africa
 Oceania


0
 5
 10
 15
 20
 25


2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016


Income share of the bottom half (%)


World, 17
 Sub-Saharan Africa, 31


Northern Africa/W. Asia, 15 
 Central/S. Asia, 21


Latin America/Caribbean, 10 
 Oceania, 9


GEM StatLink: http://bit.ly/GEM2020_fig1.1
 Source: World Inequality Database.


0
 10
 20
 30
 40
 50
 60


Europe/


Central Asia East Asia/


Pacific Latin America/


Caribbean South Asia Sub-Saharan
 Africa


Extreme poverty headcount rate (%)


Children Adults


Sub-Saharan Africa accounts 
 for 199 million or 52% of 
 extremely poor children    


Asia


Middle East
 Europe


Latin America 
 Northern America 


Sub-Saharan Africa
 Oceania


0
 5
 10
 15
 20
 25


2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016


Income share of the bottom half (%)


World, 17
 Sub-Saharan Africa, 31


Northern Africa/W. Asia, 15 
 Central/S. Asia, 21


Latin America/Caribbean, 10 
 Oceania, 9


Source: World Inequality Database.



6
 CHAPTER  1 • INTRODUCTION


1



(26)2018 (Figure 1.3). Those most likely to be excluded 
 are disadvantaged due primarily to poverty but also 
 language, location, gender and ethnicity (Figure 1.4).


Globally, the success of efforts to reach the furthest 
 behind first is mixed. Primary and secondary school 
 completion has improved on average and for all 
 major groups as defined by sex, location and wealth. 


The improvement has been marginally faster for 
 children living in rural areas relative to the average. 


The same is true for primary school completion 
 among the poorest. Arguably, in neither case are 
 they catching up: At the current rate, closing the gap 
 will take decades. In the case of secondary school 
 completion, the poorest are falling further behind 
 (Figure 1.5).


Factors associated with potential disadvantage 
 also affect academic achievement. Results from 
 the 2018 Programme for International Student 
 Assessment (PISA) showed that gender and, to a 
 greater degree, socio-economic status, as defined 
 by factors such as parental education and education 
 resources at home, are associated with wide 
 variation in reading and mathematics proficiency 
 among 15-year-olds. Using the wealth parity index 


FIGURE 1.2: 


The poorest children are more than twice as likely to be 
 malnourished as the richest


Stunting rate, poorest and richest 20% of households, selected low- and 
 middle-income countries, 2014–18
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FIGURE 1.3: 


A quarter of a billion children, adolescents and youth are not in school
 a. Out-of-school rate of primary and secondary school-age children, 


adolescents and youth, by region, 1990–2018


b. Out-of-school primary and secondary school-age children,  
 adolescents and youth, world and selected regions, 1990–2018 
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