
remains too low to enable them to participate effectively in a
global economy. 

Nevertheless, important progress has been made in some
countries, for instance in India, where the latest dicennial cen-
sus for 2001 indicate that during the previous decade literacy
rates have increased by 10%, and that gender disparities con-
cerning access to literacy decreased by 7 points; and, for the
first time since independence, the absolute numbers of illiter-
ates has decreased by 32 million persons. In Zambia, the
national literacy campaign launched in 1990 resulted in an
increased literacy rate from 55% in 1990 to 68% in 1996.
China, in spite of a 16% increase of the adult population, has
recorded a decrease of the number of adult illiterates from
182 million to 153 million, a reduction of 18.8%.

To achieve the literacy goal set by the World Education Forum,
the world’s adult illiteracy rate has to be reduced from its cur-
rent level of 21% to about 10% by 2015. In other words, the

literacy rate for adults must reach at least 90% by 2015. To
accomplish this goal the number of adult literates will have to
increase annually by 92 million or a total increase of 1.4 billion,
or 42% more than the current figure. Such a rate represents a
pace of 1.3 times the previous effort. 

Table 3 shows the pace that will be required by various regions.
While some regions of the world, notably Eastern Asia/Oceania
and Latin America/Caribbean, could meet the Dakar literacy
goal by maintaining almost the same efforts as in the past
decade, other regions face substantial challenges. The challenge
is particularly strong in the least-developed countries, where
success as a group will require more than a doubling of past
efforts. Efforts of a similar magnitude will be required in two of
the E-9 (most populous) countries, Bangladesh and Pakistan. 

Lessons from different countries’ experiences show how diffi-
cult it is to implement policies for the eradication of adult illit-
eracy. To be effective, such policies require clear identification
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19Table 3. Effort required to achieve the Dakar literacy goal by the year 2015

Required 
Literacy Rate

for the 
EFA Target 

2015 (in %)

Annual 
absolute 
increase

(in millions)

Total 
absolute 
increase

(in millions)

Implied %
increase in 

total number 
of literates

Ratio of
required 

future 
effort to 

past effort

Implied increase in number of  adult literates
between 2000-2015

WORLD 89.7 92.2 1 382.9 41.7 1.29

DEVELOPED REGIONS* 99.4 4.5 67.3 6.8 0.63

DEVELOPING REGIONS** 86.7 86.1 1 291.3 55.2 1.37

Sub-Saharan Africa 80.7 14.0 210.7 95.9 1.69
Arab States 80.8 6.8 101.7 94.3 1.64
Latin America and Caribbean 93.8 8.3 124.9 40.2 1.11
Eastern Asia and Oceania 93.0 25.1 376.9 31.7 0.97
Southern Asia 77.8 31.8 477.1 91.6 1.85

LEAST DEVELOPED COUNTRIES 75.5 15.3 229.2 120.4 2.16

E-9 COUNTRIES 86.2 56.1 841.7 52.1 1.36
Bangladesh 70.7 3.1 46.3 133.7 2.31
Brazil 92.6 2.5 37.5 36.4 1.00
China 92.1 16.1 241.7 29.9 0.98
Egypt 77.7 1.6 23.9 97.3 1.86
India 78.6 21.4 321.1 83.0 1.78
Indonesia 93.5 3.2 48.3 37.8 0.94
Mexico 95.7 1.6 23.6 39.1 1.02
Nigeria 82.0 2.4 35.9 88.4 1.36
Pakistan 73.0 4.2 63.4 151.1 2.43

Notes: * Including countries in transition.  ** Excluding Malta, Turkey, Cyprus.


