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ECOSOC reaffirms commitment to education
 

Geneva, 11 Jul (Kanaga Raja) -- Ministers and Heads of Delegation, at the conclusion of the High-Level segment of the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) on 8 July, reaffirmed their commitment to realizing the right of everyone to education, and the need for Governments to take the lead in education.

 

In a Ministerial Declaration that was adopted at the High-Level Segment (4-8 July 2011), the Ministers and Heads of Delegation also called for a people-centred, holistic approach to the development of educational systems.

 

They expressed concern about insufficient progress and persistent educational inequities among and within countries, as well as concern about the high dropout rate, especially of girls in secondary education.

 

They stressed that access to education, including at the primary level, needs to be accelerated, particularly for out-of-school children, rural populations and people living in vulnerable situations.

 

They further expressed deep concern about the persistence of the gender gap in education and that, according to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), nearly two thirds of the world's non-literate adults are women.

 

The ECOSOC is currently holding this year's substantive session in Geneva from 4-29 July, with the High-Level Segment from 4-8 July.

 

The theme of the annual ministerial review of the High-Level Segment was "Implementing the internationally agreed goals and commitments in regard to education."

 

In their Ministerial Declaration, the Ministers and Heads of Delegation, amongst others, reaffirmed their commitment to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals and other internationally agreed development goals, particularly those related to education, including the Education for All goals.

 

"We also reaffirm our commitment to realizing the right of everyone to education, and emphasize that education shall be directed to the full development of the human personality and the sense of its dignity and shall strengthen respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms."

 

They called for a people-centred, holistic approach to the development of educational systems and for prioritizing education in the design and implementation of national development strategies, recognizing the inter-linkages between education and the advancement of all the other Millennium Development Goals.

 

"We also recognize that education plays a fundamental role in creating an inclusive society and reducing inequity and inequality, as well as for achieving sustained, inclusive and equitable economic growth, poverty eradication and sustainable development."

 

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation emphasized that education and sustainable development are interlinked and mutually reinforcing, and stressed the need to recognize the important role of education for sustainable development, including as a contribution to the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development, to be convened in 2012.

 

They reaffirmed the need to redouble efforts to drastically reduce the intolerably high number of the non-literate population, with a special focus on women, including the further implementation of the International Plan of Action for the United Nations Literacy Decade, and promote lifelong learning with the ultimate goal of preventing and breaking the cycle of low literacy and creating a fully literate world.

 

"We are concerned about insufficient progress on specific Education for All goals: quality of education, early childhood care and education, skills development and adult literacy; and call for more effective and efficient international cooperation in order to achieve those goals."

 

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation recognized that "the international community has been challenged by multiple and interrelated crises, including the ongoing impact of the financial and economic crisis, volatile energy and food prices and ongoing concerns over food security, as well as the increasing challenges posed by climate change and the loss of biodiversity, all of which have increased vulnerabilities and inequalities and have adversely affected development gains, in particular in developing countries."

 

"We call for enhanced cooperation and concerted action to address those challenges, taking into account the positive role that education can play in that respect."

 

They also recognized that providing quality education for children, youth and adults helps to develop the knowledge and skills that people and countries need to flourish, and that additional measures are required to improve the quality of education and to ensure positive learning outcomes for all.

 

They emphasized the need to promote and improve the quality and relevance of teaching and learning through a number of measures ranging from aligning education policies, curricula, training, and teaching and learning approaches with the priorities identified in national development strategies, ensuring that educational curricula, methodologies and training yield high levels of literacy, numeracy and life skills, stepping up efforts to build more classrooms and improve the material conditions of school buildings and infrastructure where necessary, to developing gender-sensitive curricula for educational programmes at all levels.

 

"We emphasize the role of education and health literacy in improving health outcomes over a lifetime, and urge Governments to ensure that health education starts early in life and that special attention is paid to encouraging, in a gender-sensitive manner, health-enhancing behaviour among adolescents and young people, especially by discouraging the use of tobacco and alcohol, encouraging physical activity and a balanced diet, and providing access to information on sexual and reproductive health that is consistent with their evolving needs and capacities, so that they can make responsible and informed decisions on all issues related to their health and well-being and understand the synergies between the various health-related behaviours."

 

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation also called for the development of inclusive policies that ensure access to education for vulnerable children and young people often excluded from educational systems, such as the poorest children in cities and remote areas, children affected by and living with HIV, refugees and children of migrants.

 

They re-emphasized the need to implement national and international commitments to closing the gender gap in education by promoting access by girls and women to quality education at all levels, particularly the secondary level, and in all disciplines, particularly science and technology, and to promoting their academic and social achievement.

 

"We stress the need to take effective measures to allow indigenous peoples to have non-discriminatory access to all levels and forms of education provided by States, and to promote access for indigenous individuals, particularly children and youth, to education in their own languages, when possible, as addressed in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples," they added.

 

"We reaffirm our commitment to promote appropriate and targeted evidence-based measures, especially to support the poorest and most vulnerable families in overcoming multiple barriers to school entry, attendance and achievement, including through, inter alia, the abolition of school fees, conditional cash and food transfers, school feeding programmes, textbook provision and separate sanitation facilities for boys and girls, noting the strong impact of such measures with regard to improved educational outcomes as well as the increased enrolment and retention of girls."

 

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation expressed concern over the persistently high levels of youth unemployment worldwide and recognized the need to design education and training programmes that improve employability and individual capacities through skills development.

 

The Ministerial Declaration also expressed "grave concern" that a large number of the world's out-of-school children live in States affected by armed conflict and natural disasters, and recognized the special challenges faced by those countries in meeting the education-related development goals, particularly with regard to access and quality of learning.

 

"We call for scaled-up efforts at the national and international levels to increase access to education in a safe and secure environment for children and teachers living in armed conflict and post-conflict settings, as well as those affected by natural disasters," said the Ministers and Heads of Delegation.

 

"We stress the need to promote the right to education and the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals, in particular the education-related goals, and the Education for All goals for people, in particular children and youth, living under foreign occupation, by removing obstacles to their full realization."

 

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation expressed "serious concern that the least developed countries are starkly lagging behind in meeting most of the internationally agreed development goals, including the Millennium Development Goals, despite having made some progress towards reaching the Millennium Development Goals, particularly in the field of universal primary education and gender equality in school enrolment."

 

Recognizing that education plays an important role in eradicating poverty and hunger and in promoting sustained, inclusive and equitable economic growth and sustainable development, they called for particular attention to and well-targeted support measures in favour of the least developed countries, in line with the Programme of Action for the Least Developed Countries for the Decade 2011-2020, adopted by the Fourth United Nations Conference for the Least Developed Countries, held in Istanbul from 9 to 13 May 2011, in order to enable them to achieve the education-related Millennium Development Goals and the Education for All goals.

 

The Ministerial Declaration also recognized the specific challenges faced by the middle-income countries in maintaining progress towards their educational goals, and stressed the need for their efforts to be adequately supported by the international community and the United Nations system, through various means, taking into account the needs and the capacity to mobilize domestic resources of those countries.

 

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation reaffirmed the importance of national commitments to education, recognizing that each country has primary responsibility for and ownership of its own economic and social development, and that development strategies, national policies and domestic resources are critical to achieving the Millennium Development Goals and the Education for All goals.

 

"We are therefore determined to develop and strengthen comprehensive, multi-sectoral approaches towards improved educational outcomes and educational equity among and within countries."

 

The Ministerial Declaration also reaffirmed the need for donors to fulfil their commitments to education, in particular basic education, emphasizing the importance of international financing as a critical supplementary source to domestic financing.

 

The Ministers and Heads of Delegation underlined that the fulfilment of all official development assistance commitments is crucial, including the commitment by many developed countries to achieve the target of 0.7 per cent of gross national product for official development assistance to developing countries by 2015, as well as the target of 0.15 to 0.20 per cent of gross national product for official development assistance to the least developed countries.

 

Recalling the commitment to reach a level of at least 0.5 per cent of gross national product for official development assistance by 2010, they urged developed countries that have not yet done so to fulfil their commitments for official development assistance to developing countries.

 

They urged further exploration of new innovative finance mechanisms and the strengthening and scaling up of existing ones, where appropriate, given their potential to contribute to the development of educational systems.

 

"Such voluntary mechanisms should be effective and be aimed at mobilizing resources that are stable and predictable, which should supplement, and not be a substitute for, traditional sources of financing for development and be disbursed in accordance with the priorities of developing countries and not unduly burden them."

 

"We reaffirm the need for Governments to take the lead in education, while emphasizing the significant progress that can be made through strong partnerships of national Governments, official institutions and local authorities with relevant stakeholders, including, as appropriate, the private sector, foundations, teachers' unions and civil society, and highlight the importance of parents, as well as communities participating in decision-making at schools for improving the learning environment comprehensively," said the Ministers and Heads of Delegation.

 

They called on the international community, including the United Nations system, especially the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, to strengthen the coordination and implementation of existing policies, programmes and follow-up mechanisms for Education for All by strengthening regional and international partnerships and cooperation, including North-South, South-South and triangular cooperation, based on the sharing of knowledge and good practices in the education sector. 
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