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I. Introduction
1. The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia has successfully promoted economic and social

developments in the past decades. The numerous reforms and transformations in the lives
of the citizens have resulted in the state becoming one of the best-performing sub-Saharan
African countries, with its annual average GDP per capita growth of 7,4% between 2004 and
2018. [i]

2. Continuous societal progress cannot be achieved without safeguarding the role of
education. The government of Ethiopia recognises this reality, and in doing so, it has
introduced progressive actions to promptly answer the educational needs of citizens. The
right to education is enshrined within the social objectives of the state’s Constitution [ii],
and correspondingly, several sectors have been put into effect to enhance the education
system, such as the School Improvement Program Sector, Education Development Sector,
Education Quality Assurance Sector, and Adult and Continuing Education Sector. [iii]

3. Public primary education – that consists of 8 consecutive years – is guaranteed free of
charge and has a compulsory nature, just as secondary – with two terms of 2-year cycles –
and tertiary levels of education. [iv] The 2021/22 school year’s 88,7% enrolment rate
demonstrates that the universality of primary education enlistment has been significantly
rising in the past years. Yet, several challenges remain prevalent, mainly due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, domestic conflicts, traditional gender norms, and school remoteness.
Consequently, an estimated 13 million Ethiopian children remain out of school, nearly half
of whom are girls. [v]

4. Child marriages and early pregnancies have been disrupting the learning progress of young
women, in many cases before the age of 18. These tendencies are even higher in conflict
and drought areas around Ethiopia. The lack of educational attainment reinforces gender
inequalities and stops girls from living to their full potential. [vi]

5. Furthermore, there is a lack of commitment and awareness when it comes to the
implementation of inclusive education. Owing to weak infrastructures and rigid curriculums,
school environments do not always meet the needs of all students (such as the needs of
children with learning disabilities). [vii]

6. Broken Chalk recognises and compliments the efforts of Ethiopian stakeholders to advance
educational initiatives, particularly about increasing access to teaching and learning
resources through the National Academic Digital Library, reducing gaps in access for
students in rural areas through interactive digital lessons [viii], developing a comprehensive
Education Development Road Map for the period between 2018-2030 [ix], and more.

7. Broken Chalk, nevertheless, urges Ethiopia to consider the recommendations of the present
report and keep taking consistent steps towards improving education.

II. Brief overview of the last UN-UPR cycle
8. As part of the 33rd Working Group session on the Universal Periodic Review between 9-17

May 2019, Ethiopia submitted its national report to showcase what reforms the state has
implemented to improve the protection and promotion of human rights. Regarding the
right to education, Ethiopia claimed to allocate extensive resources to the education sector
to ensure access to quality education for all. The state further expressed that implementing
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all supported recommendations remained a challenge. [x]

9. When monitoring the areas where Ethiopia needed improvement by the end of the 3rd
Cycle, the UN has compiled ongoing education-related issues with the help of relevant
stakeholders. The respective reports highlighted that the national legislation on free and
compulsory education was inadequate, regional inequalities were recognisable in terms of
enrolment rates, girls were facing higher risks of leaving school early, the educational
system lacked comprehensive strategies concerning the inclusivity of all students, and that
the safety of educational infrastructure required further strengthening. [xi]

10. Stakeholder assessments further elaborated on the challenges faced by Ethiopia by
providing observations about the educational system. The remarks concentrated on the
hidden costs when entering free and compulsory education (tuition fees, schoolbooks, meal
expenses), the lack of functional water and sanitation services in rural institutions, the high
rate of in-class violence (including gender-based violence), the absence of sufficient teacher
training programs, shortage of public funds in the educational sector, as well as the
disinterest in incorporating human rights education into national curriculums. [xii]

11. After all interest groups submitted their views regarding the conditions of education in
Ethiopia, the state under review received a total number of 40 recommendations under the
issue categories of “Right to Education” and “Human Rights Education and Training”, among
which 38 were supported and two noted. Support was given for matters calling for the
advancement of equal access for marginalised groups, combatting all forms of violence
against women, reducing disparities between rural and urban areas, increasing student
retention in post-primary school levels, successful implementation of the Education
Development Road Map and other similar programmes, promoting awareness about
human rights frameworks, and the refinement of national legislation about compulsory
education, among others. The topics that Ethiopia merely noted involved the consideration
of ratifying the UN Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization Convention against
Discrimination in Education, as well as the prevention of stigmatising lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender and intersex individuals. [xiii]

12. Additional education issues are articulated within recommendations related to the “Right of
the Child, " which the state under review received 74. Most of them (64) were supported by
Ethiopia. Yet, the remaining ten that called for the state to uphold international standards,
eliminate child marriage and female genital mutilation, criminalise marital rape, re-examine
penalty frameworks for perpetrators of sexual violence, and decriminalise termination of
pregnancy continues to be a matter of indifference in many cases. [xiv]

III. Rural-urban Gap
13. Ethiopia’s sustained economic growth, unfolding since 2004, has not attenuated rural-

urban disparities. Although around 80 % of the population resides in rural areas,
employment and education considerations have driven more and more people to move
from the countryside to Addis Ababa or smaller urban clusters, creating thus an internal
migration pattern. [xv]

14. In rural settings, the lack of infrastructure and public services affects pupils’ right to
education. For this reason, the government of Ethiopia has highly invested in providing the
rural population with roads, electricity, and water supplies. [xvi]
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15. Due to the closure of schools, the COVID-19 pandemic severely impacted children’s learning
opportunities in Ethiopia. With the adoption of distance learning practices, one in two
children was isolated from education. In 2020, the digital divide between rural and urban
areas in Ethiopia became apparent. Both lack of electricity and low income prevented many
rural households from using the technology and internet connectivity needed. [xvii]

16. Concerning many education indicators, rural areas lag behind urban ones. For instance,
compared to towns, rural areas are affected by higher illiteracy levels, reaching almost half
of their population. Along the same line, dropping out is frequent among rural youth, and
the percentage of rural people with a secondary education attainment is five times lower
than that of the urban population. Gaps are even more striking for higher education, with
only 1% of rural dwellers possessing a tertiary-level qualification in 2016. [xviii]

17. a gap in participation in Early Childhood Education (ECE) is also observed. Only 50 % of
children in rural areas attend ECE, while the share exceeds 80 % in cities. The Continental
Education Strategy for Africa, the African Union’s Agenda 2063 and the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development stress the relevance of ECE to learners' personal development,
ensuring equal lifelong learning and job opportunities. Accordingly, Ethiopia has put great
effort into extending access to ECE, focusing most on disadvantaged children, such as those
in rural households. Following a universalisation approach, the country committed to
providing one year of public pre-primary education for all children within the framework of
the Education Sector Development Programme V. [xix]

18. The rural profile of the country necessitates a skilled workforce in the agricultural sector.
The focus on the education-labour transition is a starting point to reduce rural-urban
inequalities in vocational education. In line with its national development plans, Ethiopia
has envisaged investing in rural technical and vocational education and training services
through the Agricultural Development Led Industrialisation strategy. [xx]

IV. Barriers to girls’ education
19. Entrenched at the community level, religious and social customs reinforce gender

stereotypes determining women’s role in society, portraying them as responsible for
domestic labour and child-rearing. As a result, in Ethiopia, women and girls lack incentives
to attend upper secondary education. [xxi]

20. Although the legal age for marriage has been set at 18 years since 2000, child marriage is a
widespread practice. Data show that, in 2020, one in four women first married or joined a
union before age 18. The incidence of the phenomenon greatly varies within the country,
with the highest rates in the Afar region. Girls are pressured or even forced to marry by
their parents, who arrange child marriage to avoid stigmatisation of pre-marital
pregnancies and rapes, to acquire superior social standing or to alleviate the household’s
economic hardship as, in this way, they reduce the financial burden of child-rearing,
eliminating school-related expenditures. [xxii]

21. Besides multiple implications on girls’ health, such as early pregnancies and maternal
mortality, child marriage alarmingly impacts girls’ educational path. For instance, married
girls’ commitments often lead them to lose interest in education or drop out of school
altogether. To address the issue, Ethiopia approved the National Road Map to End Child
Marriage and Female Genital Mutilation, aiming to dispose of child marriage by 2025. [xxiii]
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22. Ethiopia’s Productive Safety Net Program (PSNP) is noteworthy. Indeed, the cash and food
transfers provided to low-income families in food-insecure districts (woredas) may mitigate
poverty-driven child marriage and foster girls’ school attendance. [xxiv]

23. However, economic strategies and law enforcement measures alone cannot do much to
change social attitudes supportive of child marriage. For this reason, the government of
Ethiopia, via the intervention of social workers, has embarked on raising awareness about
the negative consequences of child marriage among girls and their parents, encouraging the
latter to support girls’ education. Along the same line, dialogue was carried on with
religious leaders, encouraging them to refuse to celebrate child marriage. [xxv]

24. Child marriage and education are inversely connected. Child marriage obstructs women’s
empowerment, including their educational careers. Education is precious in combating child
marriage because, through schooling, girls can become aware of the risks of child marriage
and be supported by their peers and teachers in a safe environment, thus increasing their
capacity to refuse the marriage. [xxvi]

25. More than 20 million girls and women have undergone Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) in
Ethiopia, the most significant absolute number in both Eastern and Southern Africa. Looking
at younger generations, 47 % of girls aged 15 to 19 years have been subjected to FGM.
[xxvii]

26. In addition to the National Road Map to End Child Marriage and Female Genital Mutilation,
the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) policy framework stresses that FGM is
deeply harmful to girls’ health and development. Despite policy making, the country lacks a
comprehensive framework of services providing girls with health support and rehabilitation.
[xxviii]

27. Sexual violence also has long-term consequences on women and girls, including social
exclusion and the inability to resume studying. Beginning in November 2020, the armed
conflict between the Ethiopian National Defence Forces (ENDF) and the Tigray’s People
Liberation Front (TPLF) has been the scenario of large-scale sexual and gender-based
violence against women and girls, namely rape, gang rape and sexual slavery. Between
November 2020 and June 2021, more than 2,000 survivors reported sexual violence to
hospitals and health centres across the Tigray region. Evidence provided by health and
humanitarian aid workers indicates that a significant share of the victims was under the age
of 18. Because of the increasing number of allegations, the Ethiopian government has
recently established a joint governmental team to address conflict-related violence. Still,
criminal investigations have not been fast and compelling yet. [xxix]

28. Regrettably, girls subjected to child marriage and sexual violence were not adequately
supported as they did not benefit from judicial avenues and remedies during the 2020 State
of Emergency enacted to contrast the COVID-19 pandemic better. [xxx]

V. Inclusive education for children with disabilities and
refugee children

29. As set out in the national Education and Training Policy, Ethiopia commits to providing
everyone with quality education while devoting more support to disadvantaged pupils.
However, the education system has promoted both a segregated and an inclusive approach
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towards students with disabilities. [xxxi]

30. The National Education Development Roadmap (2018-2030) focuses on the need for a
broader education outreach, targeting children with special needs and disabled children.
Aiming to reach as many children as possible, the roadmap has proposed alternative and
flexible education modes such as satellite and boarding schools. [xxxii]

31. In Ethiopia, inclusive mainstream education for learners with disabilities is undermined by
several gaps in the education system. Shortfalls relate to qualified staff, resources, and
infrastructure. Indeed, education financing has not provided adequate teaching material
and devices for learners with special needs over the years. Staff specialised in teaching for
learners with disabilities is scarce, and children with physical disabilities experience barriers
to getting access to many school premises in the country. [xxxiii]

32. Ethiopia hosts a large refugee population. In addition to the influx of asylum seekers from
different parts of Africa, an increase in internally displaced persons was observed due to the
conflict in Northern Ethiopia. Among refugees, many children need to be integrated into
the education system. Several actors play a role in providing refugees with education. Non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) mainly run childcare services. The Ministry of Education
deals with education at secondary and tertiary levels. The Agency for Refugee and Returnee
Affairs (ARRA) takes responsibility for free primary education for refugee children in refugee
camps’ schools. [xxxiv]

33. In this respect, workforce management is showing some criticalities. Because of the limited
budget and lack of qualified staff willing to move to refugee camps, Ethiopia considerably
hires refugees as teachers for grades 1-4 even when they do not possess the required skills
and qualifications. Moreover, refugee teachers are not entitled to the wages approved at
the national level, only to small money allocations. As a result, they are likely to interrupt
their work when they get better-paying jobs or move to other countries to seek jobs. [xxxv]

34. Besides the shortage of qualified teachers, overcrowded classrooms hinder quality
education for refugee children. Aiming to go beyond a dual approach in education for
refugee and host communities, the Ministry of Education and the ARRA signed an
agreement for enhanced coordination in 2019. [xxxvi]

VI. Recommendations
35. In light of the factors above affecting education, Broken Chalk urges the authorities of

Ethiopia to continue to enhance quality access to education for all by bridging the rural-
urban gap, eliminating barriers to girls’ education, and ensuring inclusivity for refugee
children and children with disabilities.

36. Concerning Ethiopia's rural and urban disparity, Broken Chalk recommends strengthening
school infrastructures in rural communities. This entails the restoration and establishment
of adequate school environments, the modernisation of school materials, and the
recruitment of qualified teachers.

37. As for digital inclusion of the rural populations, Broken Chalk further suggests that Ethiopia
reinforce access to internet connection, essential electronic devices, and innovative digital
resources, considering the utmost importance of digitalisation in education, even after the
pandemic-related predicament.
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38. Vocational education programs likewise require increased efforts. Therefore, Broken Chalk
advises Ethiopia to invest in more tutoring and traineeship opportunities within the
agricultural sector to empower rural youth with practical know-how and employability
skills.

39. To enhance women’s education, Broken Chalk recommends increasing awareness-raising
campaigns targeting community leaders to challenge gender stereotypes and highlight the
benefits of girls’ education.

40. Broken Chalk additionally advocates providing appropriate legal protection against early
marriage, as well as access to health care and mental support services tailored to the needs
of women experiencing child marriage, FGM, or sexual violence.

41. Academic curriculums must include sex education to prevent harmful practices which girls
are subjected to timely. Broken Chalk encourages Ethiopia to revise and amend study
programs regularly so that children can learn about gender equity from an early age.

42. Aiming to improve the integration efforts for refugee children and children with disabilities,
Broken Chalk recommends allocating more resources for reforming educational
establishments available for children in need.

43. Broken Chalk finally supports Ethiopia in increasing communication between relevant
stakeholder groups to produce a standard solution for addressing workforce shortages and
inadequate wages for teachers working towards improving special education.
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