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1. The Scale of the Crisis
1.1 Global Exclusion from Education
273 million children and youth are out of school globally. This includes:
· 64 million children of primary school age
· 62 million adolescents of lower secondary age
· 147 million youth of upper secondary age
Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026
Only two in three students worldwide complete secondary education. In low-income countries, that figure drops to one in five.
Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026
1.2 Regional Breakdown of Out-of-School Rates
	Region
	Primary-Age Out-of-School Rate
	Secondary Completion Rate

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	22%
	43%

	Central and Southern Asia
	12%
	61%

	Arab States
	11%
	66%

	Latin America and Caribbean
	4%
	74%

	East and Southeast Asia
	4%
	82%

	Europe and Northern America
	2%
	94%


Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026

2. Gendered Inequality
2.1 The Gender Gap in Education
129 million girls are out of school globally.
Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026
In low-income countries, for every 100 boys in upper secondary school, there are only 71 girls.
Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026
2.2 Consequences of Female Educational Exclusion
Girls with no education are three times more likely to marry before 18 than girls with secondary education.
Each additional year of secondary education reduces a girl's risk of child marriage by six percentage points.
Source: UNICEF, Child Marriage Data, 2025
In sub-Saharan Africa, one in three girls is married before 18. In Niger, the rate is 76% — the highest in the world.
Source: UNICEF, Child Marriage Data, 2025
2.3 Maternal and Child Health Outcomes
Women with secondary education are five times more likely to give birth with a skilled attendant than women with no education.
Children of mothers with secondary education are twice as likely to survive past age five as children of mothers with no education.
Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026

3. Poverty and Economic Exclusion
3.1 The Education-Poverty Cycle
In low-income countries, a child from the poorest 20% of households is:
· 3x less likely to complete primary school than a child from the richest 20%
· 6x less likely to complete lower secondary school
· 9x less likely to complete upper secondary school
Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026
3.2 Youth Unemployment and NEET Rates
67 million young people aged 15–24 are unemployed globally — a rate of 12.4%.
257 million young people are not in employment, education, or training (NEET) — 20% of all youth.
Source: ILO, Global Employment Trends for Youth, 2026
3.3 Regional NEET Rates
	Region
	NEET Rate (Youth 15–24)

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	27.9%

	Arab States
	33.8%

	Northern Africa
	30.2%

	Latin America and Caribbean
	22.5%

	Central and Southern Asia
	28.2%

	Europe and Northern America
	11.5%


Source: ILO, Global Employment Trends for Youth, 2026
3.4 Working Poverty
In sub-Saharan Africa, one in three young workers lives in extreme poverty (below $2.15 per day) despite being employed.
Source: ILO, Global Employment Trends for Youth, 2026

4. Conflict and Displacement
4.1 Education in Crisis Settings
224 million children and youth in crisis-affected countries require educational support.
Source: Education Cannot Wait, Annual Report, 2025
Only one in three refugee adolescents attends secondary school.
Source: UNHCR, Refugee Education Report, 2025
4.2 Displacement and Educational Outcomes
The average duration of displacement for refugees is 20 years — an entire childhood.
Refugee children are five times more likely to be out of school than non-refugee children.
Source: UNHCR, Refugee Education Report, 2025
4.3 Countries with Highest Crisis-Education Needs
	Country
	Children in Need of Education Support

	Sudan
	14 million

	Democratic Republic of Congo
	12 million

	Afghanistan
	10 million

	Nigeria
	10 million

	Ethiopia
	9 million


Source: Education Cannot Wait, Annual Report, 2025

5. Disability and Exclusion
5.1 Educational Access for Children with Disabilities
In low-income countries, fewer than 10% of children with disabilities attend school.
Source: UNICEF, Disability Inclusion Report, 2025
Globally, children with disabilities are 2.5 times more likely to have never attended school than their non-disabled peers.
Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026
5.2 Consequences of Exclusion
Young people with disabilities who lack education are:
· Significantly less likely to be employed
· More likely to live in poverty
· More likely to experience social isolation
· Less likely to access healthcare
Source: WHO, Global Report on Health Equity for Persons with Disabilities, 2025

6. The Digital Divide
6.1 Access to Digital Learning
During COVID-19 school closures, 1.3 billion school-age children were affected.
In low-income countries, fewer than 25% of households had internet access.
Source: UNESCO, Global Education Monitoring Report, 2026
6.2 The Digital Skills Gap
Only 15% of youth in low-income countries have basic digital skills, compared to 85% in high-income countries.
Source: ITU, Global Youth Digital Skills Report, 2025

7. Child Labour
7.1 Scale of the Crisis
160 million children are engaged in child labour globally — 1 in 10 of all children.
79 million of these children are in hazardous work.
Source: ILO, Global Estimates of Child Labour, 2024
7.2 Link Between Education and Child Labour
Children who are out of school are three times more likely to be engaged in child labour than children who attend school.
Source: ILO, Global Estimates of Child Labour, 2024
7.3 Regional Distribution of Child Labour
	Region
	Children in Child Labour

	Sub-Saharan Africa
	86.6 million

	Central and Southern Asia
	33.3 million

	East and Southeast Asia
	24.3 million

	Latin America and Caribbean
	11.8 million


Source: ILO, Global Estimates of Child Labour, 2024 

8. Summary of Consequences
8.1 Direct Consequences of Educational Exclusion
	Consequence
	Evidence

	Perpetuation of poverty
	Children from poorest households are 9x less likely to complete secondary school

	Child marriage
	Girls with no education are 3x more likely to marry before 18

	Maternal mortality
	Women with secondary education are 5x more likely to have skilled birth attendance

	Child mortality
	Children of educated mothers are 2x more likely to survive past age 5

	Youth unemployment
	67 million youth unemployed; 257 million NEET

	Working poverty
	1 in 3 young workers in sub-Saharan Africa lives in extreme poverty

	Hazardous labour
	79 million children in hazardous work

	Lost productivity
	Each year of schooling increases individual earnings by 10%

	Intergenerational transmission
	Uneducated parents are significantly less likely to send their children to school


8.2 Systemic Consequences
· Economic: Global GDP losses from educational inequality are estimated at trillions of dollars annually in forgone productivity.
· Social: Educational inequality reinforces and deepens existing social hierarchies based on gender, income, geography, and disability.
· Political: Excluded populations are systematically denied the literacy, skills, and credentials needed to participate in civic and political life.
· Intergenerational: The effects of educational exclusion compound across generations, making inequality progressively harder to reverse.

9. Conclusion
The evidence demonstrates that unequal access to education is not a marginal issue affecting a small number of young people. It is a structural crisis affecting hundreds of millions, with consequences that are measurable in poverty, mortality, exploitation, and lost potential.
The data is clear:
· 273 million young people are excluded from education entirely.
· 257 million are not in employment, education, or training.
· 160 million children are in child labour.
· 129 million girls are out of school.
· 224 million young people in crisis zones need education support.
Each of these figures represents a life shaped by circumstances that could be changed. The question is whether the world will choose to change them.

Sources
· Education Cannot Wait. (2025). Annual Report 2025.
· ILO. (2024). Global Estimates of Child Labour 2024.
· ILO. (2026). Global Employment Trends for Youth 2026.
· ITU. (2025). Global Youth Digital Skills Report 2025.
· UNESCO. (2026). Global Education Monitoring Report 2026.
· UNHCR. (2025). Refugee Education Report 2025.
· UNICEF. (2025). Child Marriage Data 2025.
· UNICEF. (2025). Disability Inclusion Report 2025.
· WHO. (2025). Global Report on Health Equity for Persons with Disabilities 2025.

