
  

Universal primary education is one 
of the eight pledges of the 
Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) that are set to be met by 
2015. Since the goals have been 
adopted, corruption and 
governance deficits have 
undermined their achievement. In 
the case of education, progress 
has been mixed and there are 
wide disparities among groups. 
The number of students staying in 
the education system through 
primary school has reached 90 per 
cent. Yet, enrolment rates have 
seen a declining trend, and poor 
governance and corruption have 
been pointed to as among the 
culprits. 

Every child has a right to free primary education.
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 It is enshrined in international 

covenants as well as national legislation from Algeria to Uganda. Yet corruption 
has created a formidable obstacle to ensuring that every girl and boy can go to 
school. When there is corruption in education, it creates costs, implicit and explicit, 
that prevent this right from being realised. In 2011, 57 million children were still not 
enrolled in primary school despite the global promise of education for all.
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Corruption affects schooling at every level and in multiple ways. 

When resources intended for schools are siphoned off for private gain, it reduces 
the availability of learning and undercuts the quality of educational inputs — from 
learning facilities and materials to teachers and administrators. Corruption also 
acts as an added tax on the poor who are plagued by demands for illicit fees and 
bribes, compromising their access to schools. 

Corruption has been shown to erode progress on achieving government 
commitments on education, including those outlined by the Education for All 
movement,1 the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and other global pledges.
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Most strikingly, the effects of corruption in education have spill-over effects for 
other development promises and overall economic growth. For example, corruption 
serves to deepen the fault lines of inequalities.
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 Children that confront blocked 

access to schools often are then faced with blocked access to labour markets and 
livelihoods.  
 
As the world looks at and beyond 2015, addressing corruption and its impacts on 
the access and quality of schooling will be critical for the sector as well as broader 
development. 
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THE ISSUE 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) states 'everyone has the right 
to education'. Additional international covenants require governments to ensure 
that primary education is free and compulsory for all, and all other levels of 
education are available, accessible, acceptable and adaptable.
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As states must take steps to prioritise access to free education, spending on 
education tends to be sizable in countries, representing on average 16 per cent 
of a country's budgetary outlays. Even in low-income countries, funding for 
education can be significant when compared to other government budget lines.  

These sizable resources put the sector at risk of corruption. When abuses arise, 
they can take many different forms which all have the same affect: limiting 
students’ access to free and quality education.  

Bribery and the charging of illicit fees — such as for enrolment, grades and 
diplomas — create barriers to getting into and staying in schools. Corruption 
diverts needed school supplies and funds from their intended sources. 
Corruption-ridden procurements produce low-quality, unsafe and un-built 
facilities. Sexual extortion by teachers and administrators forces girls and boys 
from schools and destroys a safe learning environment. Chronic teacher 
absenteeism, a silent form of corruption, leads to un-staffed schools and 
increased student drop-out rates.

 

For people who are already poor and marginalised, many will not be aware of 
their right to education nor have the space to speak out about these injustices.  
 
Redressing the problem can involve small but impactful changes. These include 
providing better working conditions, training and salaries for teachers. It also 
involves ensuring communities have access to information about their schools 
and can get involved. Finally it means opening government budgets to public 
scrutiny. 
 
Breaking the corruption cycle can have important social, political and economic 
dividends. First, lower levels of bribery and greater levels of transparency have 
been shown to produce better educational results. Meanwhile, increased 
investment in education correlates to decreased corruption over time, which in 
turn leads to increased investment in education and higher quality schooling.
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It is essential that these governance breakdowns in the sector are addressed 
now and that any future education commitments put anti-corruption at the centre. 
 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
TO NATIONAL GOVERNMENTS: 
 
Adopt a human-rights based approach for education and development 
commitments  

• Ensure governments uphold their obligations and draw upon these to 
implement or reform policies. 

Create the right incentives for school administrators and teachers to not 
engage in corruption 

• Create better working conditions so that teachers have pride in their 
vocation and school.  

Provide for greater transparency 

• Increase information to communities, including simple changes such as 
clear details about school fees and testing processes (see side bar). 

 

PAYING FOR A SEAT: 
EDUCATION IN VIETNAM 

A recent online poll in Vietnam 
revealed that 62 per cent of parents 
said that they had used some form of 
corruption – either by calling on 
personal connections or paying money 
– to register their children in their 
school of choice.  

Bribes to secure a spot can reach as 
much as US$ 3,000 for a seat in a 
prestigious primary school.  

These practices only serve to make 
education less equal and contribute to 
the rising inequality in the country. In 
response, the government has 
targeted corruption in admission 
procedures and demanded that the 
number of spaces for enrolment by 
each age group be made public. 

 

SIERRA LEONE: THE HIGH 
PRICE OF TEST RESULTS 

Findings have shown that weak 
governance and corruption at the local 
and national level are among the main 
sources of poverty in the country and 
are hindering the provision of 
education and other basic services.   

In response, a network of 21 different 
local organisations has formed to 
independently track local government 
spending, including for schools. 

In one community, it found that 
families were being asked to pay to 
access school examination results, 
which should have been provided for 
free. The network worked with a local 
group to inform the community of their 
rights and the fact that such results 
were free of charge. 
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Create better public oversight and accountability 

• Ensure funds are reaching their intended destination and disbursement 
levels are on track for the year. 

• Establish oversight bodies, such as parents’ committees in the management 
of schools, to help prevent and detect corruption. 

TO CIVIL SOCIETY:  

Demand governments provide universal education and support 
communities to claim this right  

• Work with governments to fulfil this right by integrating it within development 
pledges, such as the successor framework to the MDGs.  

• Use existing mechanisms to bring relevant information on corruption to 
these global bodies’ attention (see side bar). 

Work with the public and school staff to shift their attitudes about bribery 

• Create greater awareness on the part of parents and students about the 
negative impacts of corruption, particularly bribing one’s way into a more 
prestigious school or paying to pass an exam.  

• Target anti-corruption outreach to specific groups who make decisions about 
schooling in a household, such as mothers.  

• Get the media – whether print, television, radio or social channels – to play 
an important role in shifting public opinion about bribery.  
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ABOUT THE SERIES 
This policy brief is one of five that has been produced using information 
presented in Transparency International’s Global Corruption Report: 
Education. The report presents more than 70 articles written by experts 
in the fields of corruption and education, from universities, think tanks, 
business, civil society and international organisations. The report 
presents both qualitative and quantitative research to advance our 
understanding of the dynamics of corruption in the sector and focuses 
on providing examples of practical solutions. The report is published by 
Earthscan from Routledge. For more information, see: 
www.transparency.org/research/gcr 

A UNIVERSAL RIGHT 

The institutional framework of human 
rights mechanisms provides potential 
resources for addressing corruption in 
education. 

Anyone speaking out against 
corruption in education – from 
individuals to organisations – can 
submit documented evidence of how 
corruption or impunity is preventing 
the realisation of the right to 
education.  

Although these processes are under-
utilised in addressing corruption, they 
have been used to seek effective 
remedy. For example in 2012 the 
Committee on the Rights of the Child 
called upon a state party to consider 
raising teacher salaries to improve the 
quality of education and stamp out 
corruption among instructors. 
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