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R E C O M M E N DATION No. 32

c o n c e rn i n g

C O M P U L S O RY EDUCATION AND ITS PRO L O N G AT I O N
( 1 9 5 1 )

The Intern ational Confe rence on Public Educat i o n ,

C o nvened at Geneva by the United Nations Educat i o n a l , S c i e n t i fi c
and Cultural Orga n i z ation and the Intern ational Bureau of Educat i o n ,
and being assembled on the twelfth of Ju ly, nineteen hundred and fi f t y -
one for its fo u rteenth session, adopts on the twentieth of Ju ly, n i n e t e e n
h u n d red and fi f t y - o n e, the fo l l owing re c o m m e n d at i o n :

The Confe re n c e,

C o n s i d e ring that the Unive rsal Decl a ration of Human Rights adop-
ted on the 10th december, 1 9 4 8 , re c ognises the right of eve ry person to
e d u c at i o n , and stipulates that fundamental and pri m a ry education shall
be fre e, and that pri m a ry education shall in addition be compulsory,

Th at the Draft Covenant on the Unive rsal Decl a ration of Human
R i g h t s , to be submitted to the General A s s e m bly of the United Nat i o n s ,
re c ognises that “ p ri m a ry education shall be compulsory and ava i l abl e
f ree to all” and that “ s e c o n d a ry educat i o n , in its diffe rent fo rms incl u-
ding technical and pro fessional secondary educat i o n , shall be ge n e ra l-
ly ava i l able and shall be made progre s s ive ly fre e,

Th at this Draft Covenant provides that : “ E a ch State Pa rty to the
C ovenant wh i ch , at the time of becoming a Pa rty to this Cove n a n t , h a s
not been able to secure within its metropolitan terri t o ry or other terri-
t o ries under its jurisdiction compulsory pri m a ry educat i o n , f ree of
ch a rge, u n d e rt a ke s , within two ye a rs to wo rk out and adopt a detailed
plan of action for the progre s s ive implementation within a re a s o n abl e
number of ye a rs , to be fi xed in the plan, of the principle of compulso-
ry pri m a ry education free of ch a rge for all”,
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Th at the unive rs a l i s ation of the basic right to education is a pro-
blem wh i ch arises not only in the educat i o n a l ly less advanced coun-
t ri e s , but also in other countries wh e re the educational needs of stea-
d i ly increasing populations have to be met,

Th at the pro blem of the pro l o n gation of compulsory education is in
its turn becoming a major concern for the authorities in an incre a s i n g
number of countri e s , i n cluding educat i o n a l ly less advanced countri e s
with large urban and industrial centre s ,

Th at the IIIrd Intern ational Confe rence on Public Educat i o n , h e l d
in Geneva in 1934, re c ognised that the pro blem of compulsory educa-
tion and its pro l o n gation takes diffe rent fo rms in diffe rent countri e s ,
and that the proposed solutions of it should take account of nat i o n a l ,
and in some cases regional and local, c o n d i t i o n s ,

Th at the techniques of teaching and education to be employe d
should (a) serve to develop the potentialities of each culture in accor-
dance with its historical tra d i t i o n s , and to encourage between the
va rious cultures the harm o ny wh i ch will ge n e rate peace and concord ;
and (b) be kept in line with social and economic deve l o p m e n t s , by
means of intern ational cooperation on the widest possible scale,

Submits to the Ministries of Education of the va rious countries the
fo l l owing re c o m m e n d at i o n :

C o m p u l s o ry education enfo rcement plans

1. Plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n , in the
s p i rit of A rt i cle 26 of the Unive rsal Decl a ration of Human Rights
adopted on the 10th December, 1 9 4 8 , should be drawn up without
d e l ay in those countries wh e re the pro blem ari s e s ;

2. Since the plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n
would invo l ve not only educational measure s , but also fi n a n c i a l , s o c i a l
and other measure s , t h ey should be drawn up by inter- m i n i s t e rial com-
mittees or other competent joint bodies, assisted possibly by the rep re-
s e n t at ive bodies and active fo rces in the country ;

3. The plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n
should include both measures for immediate execution and measures to
be gra d u a l ly applied over a fi xed number of ye a rs ;

4. The plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n
should be preceded by careful enquiri e s , based on statistical estimat e s
of the present and future school populat i o n , into the quantitat ive
aspects of the pro bl e m ;
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5. The plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory education should
also be coord i n ated with, and have due pri o rity among, the country ’s
plans for re fo rm and for economic and social development; pre l i m i n a ry
s t u dy should be made, in part i c u l a r, of the fo l l owing fa c t o rs :

a ) economic fa c t o rs (total of the national income, d egree of indus-
t ri a l i s at i o n , agri c u l t u ral orga n i z at i o n , the country ’s standard of liv i n g,
e t c. ) ;

b ) financial fa c t o rs (system of taxat i o n , a d m i n i s t ration of nat i o n a l ,
regional and local bu d ge t s , e t c. ) ;

c ) social fa c t o rs (orga n i z ation of the va rious commu n i t i e s , ge n e ra l
social stru c t u re, existence of nomadic tri b e s , fa m i ly life, s t atus of
wo m e n , e t c. ) ;

d ) ge ographical fa c t o rs (population density and distri bu t i o n , d eve-
lopment of urban as compared with ru ral are a s , cl i m ate and topogra-
p hy, c o m mu n i c at i o n s , e t c.);  

e ) political fa c t o rs (political and administrat ive stru c t u re, e t c ) ;

f ) linguistic fa c t o rs (co-existence of two or more language s , u n w ri t-
ten language s , e t c. ) ;

6. The plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n
should be fl ex i bl e, and subject to constant amendment and re - a d ap t a-
tion in the light both of the results obtained and of ch a n ges in the
ge n e ral situat i o n , wh i ch should be under permanent observat i o n ;

7. The plans for compulsory education and its full enfo rc e m e n t
should be widely publ i c i s e d, and their value to individuals and socie-
ty alike emphasised, so as to secure the complete and unre s e rved bac-
king of public opinion;

8. Since the plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n
will necessari ly extend over a more or less long period in a number of
c o u n t ri e s , it will be adv i s able to consider whether the campaign should
be conducted throughout the country, or confined at fi rst to cert a i n
regions so as to concentrate energi e s ;

9. The campaign in favour of the full enfo rcement of compulsory
e d u c ation should be undert a ken simu l t a n e o u s ly for boys and for gi rl s .

Financing the plans
10. Lack of funds being the gre atest obstacle to the full enfo rc e m e n t

of compulsory educat i o n , c a reful study should be made of the fi n a n c i a l
aspects of the enfo rcement plans; such study should cover not only the
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means of securing the necessary funds, but  also a scheme of ex p e n-
d i t u re, so as to ensure the best use of the sums invo l ve d ;

11) Since ways of raising reve nue va ry from country to country, n o
one method of financing the plans for the full enfo rcement of compul-
s o ry education can be put fo r wa rd; in some countries new local or
n ation-wide taxes will have to be imposed, while in others it will  be
n e c e s s a ry to earm a rk for the plans an adequate perc e n t age of the ord i-
n a ry public education bu d get or to institute a special credit ex t e n d i n g
over a fi xed number of ye a rs ;

12) Insofar as the country ’s financial stru c t u re perm i t s , joint part i-
c i p ation by the central and local authorities in financing the plans may
well be desirabl e, e s p e c i a l ly if part i c i p ation by one party is made
conditional on part i c i p ation by the other;

13) Wi d e s p read publicity should be given to the financial aspects of
the plans, in order to convince public opinion that , since all educat i o-
nal advance is ex p ressed sooner or later in a considerable increase in
the national reve nu e, i nvestment in education is sound policy.

D u ration of compulsory educat i o n

14) The term of compulsory education should not be too short espe-
c i a l ly in countries wh e re the language pro blem arises; a child should
not leave school befo re wh at he learns in school is suffi c i e n t ly conso-
l i d ated to be lasting, and to enable him to play his full part in the life
of the commu n i t y ;

15) In countries wh e re no legi s l ation on compulsory education as
yet ex i s t s , the minimum term of compulsory education should be fi xe d
a c c o rding to the principles of the preceding art i cl e, but not so as to ru n
the risk of never being tra n s l ated into pra c t i c e ;

16) The lowe ring of the term of compulsory educat i o n , in countri e s
wh e re it has alre a dy been fi xed at 5, 6 , 7 or more ye a rs , is inadv i s abl e
even if a large pro p o rtion (50 % or more in some cases) of the ch i l d re n
of school age are evading the compulsory education provisions; in
s u ch cases the enfo rcement plan should concentrate on gra d u a l ly bri n-
ging practice into line with the law ;

17) In countries wh e re compulsory education provisions will in
all pro b ability be fully enfo rced in the near future, the number of
ch i l d ren enrolled being alre a dy not less than 70-80 % of the nu m b e r

8 9



R 32

of ch i l d ren of school age, the term of compulsory education should
be gra d u a l ly extended to 7 or 8 ye a rs ;

18) The pro l o n gation of compulsory education beyond the age of 14
or 15, on a full-time basis, or on a part-time basis within the fra m e-
wo rk of pri m a ry education or of a va riety of secondary sch o o l s , i s
m o re especially to be encouraged in countries wh e re compulsory edu-
c ation provisions are alre a dy fully enfo rc e d ;

19) The age at wh i ch ch i l d ren are authorised by law to take up
e m p l oyment and the sch o o l - l e aving age should be fi xed in accord a n c e
with each other; the maximum cooperation should exist between the
n ational education and labour authorities; such cooperation should be
e s t abl i s h e d, m o re ove r, at the intern ational level as we l l , among the
o rga n i z ations concerned with compulsory education and those concer-
ned with the conditions of wo rk of ch i l d ren and young pers o n s .

Special cases

20) Since all ch i l d ren have the right to be educat e d, the educat i o n
a u t h o rities should wh e rever possible cre ate the necessary institutions,
and take adequate steps to ensure that the stat u t o ry or customary
exemption of, for ex a m p l e, i nvalid ch i l d re n , m e n t a l ly or phy s i c a l ly
h a n d i c apped ch i l d re n , and ch i l d ren exempt from schooling on the
grounds of distance of their home from the sch o o l , can be suppre s s e d ;

21) Under certain conditions ch i l d ren whose parents (show m e n
b o atmen or sailors , e t c.) have no fi xed ab o d e, m ay well be provided fo r
t h rough residential sch o o l s , and correspondence or broadcast cours e s ,
e t c. ;

22) The education of the ch i l d ren of nomads raises special pro-
blems to wh i ch the education authorities will find va rying solutions;
one sat i s fa c t o ry solution, under certain circ u m s t a n c e s , being that of
mobile sch o o l s .

Aids to enfo rcement and penalties

23) A periodic census of the ch i l d ren of school age should be take n
in each locality, in order that enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n
m ay be effe c t ive ly contro l l e d ;

24) Although penalties should exist for serious cases of fa i l u re to
c o m p ly with compulsory education prov i s i o n s , the ap p ro a ch in this
connection to parents and guardians should be mainly made thro u g h
p e rsuasion and other fa c i l i t ating measure s ;
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25) The cooperation of parents and teach e rs should be encourage d ;
p a re n t s ’ a s s o c i at i o n s , as well as attendance offi c e rs and social wo rke rs
can render ve ry real assistance in cases of fa i l u re to comply with com-
p u l s o ry education prov i s i o n s ;

26) The free provision of compulsory educat i o n , in confo rmity with
R e c o m m e n d ation No. 21 passed by the Xth Intern ational Confe re n c e
on Public Educat i o n , should not be limited to exemption from sch o o l
fe e s , but should also be extended gra d u a l ly 10 include school mat e ri a l s
and tex t b o o k s ;

27) Wh e rever possibl e, o b s t a cles to attendance arising through the
distance of pupils’ homes from their school should be ove rc o m e
t h rough the better sitting of sch o o l s , p rovision of tra n s p o rt fa c i l i t i e s ,
e s t ablishment of boarding sch o o l s , e t c. ;

28) When pupils live nearer a school under an authority other than
t h at of the school they would norm a l ly at t e n d, t h ey should be authori-
zed to attend the nearer sch o o l ;

29) School medical serv i c e s , meals and, if necessary clothing ser-
vices should be developed by the school authori t i e s , not only because
of their essential va l u e, but also to fa c i l i t ate school at t e n d a n c e, eve n
wh e re social aid of this kind is provided by other official or privat e
b o d i e s ;

30) Fa m i ly allowances may be rega rded as aids to enfo rc e m e n t , a s
t h ey compensat e, for ex a m p l e, for the inability of ch i l d ren of school age
to earn money, and offset other potential causes of non-at t e n d a n c e.

Te a ching aspects of compulsory educat i o n

31) In order that parents should ap p re c i ate school wo rk and we l c o-
me compulsory education for their ch i l d re n , s chools should be inte-
grated as cl o s e ly as possible with the community; schools should play
their part in raising living standards in the commu n i t y, and in its
s o c i a l , e c o n o m i c, c iv i c, a rtistic and cultural advance; with these ends
in view, s chools should adopt curricula adapted to the ch i l d re n , a n d
t e chniques such as active methods, wh i ch re l ate education to the ch i l-
d re n ’s surro u n d i n g s , a rouse their intere s t , and make them wish to
i m p rove their surroundings; schools should also pro fit from the ex p e-
riments and pilot-projects made in the field of fundamental educat i o n ;

32) In communities wh e re illitera cy preva i l s , plans for the full enfo r-
cement of compulsory education should be accompanied by plans fo r
the fundamental education of adults; parents will thus be encourage d
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to welcome the education of  thei r ch i l d re n , and gre ater harm o ny
c re ated between ch i l d ren leaving school and the grown-ups; the
fundamental education wo rk should be cl o s e ly coord i n ated with
t h at of  the ord i n a ry sch o o l s ;

33) Although the system of one-teacher pri m a ry schools pre s e n t s
t e chnical diffi c u l t i e s , it is of value wh e rever its adoption may contri-
bute to the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n ;

34) In fixing the length of the school ye a r, due account should be
t a ken of regional ch a ra c t e ristics (cl i m at e, p e riod of seasonal wo rk , e t c. ) ;

35) Account of such ch a ra c t e ristics should also be taken in draw i n g
up time-tabl e s , in order to fa c i l i t ate school attendance to  the gre at e s t
p o s s i ble ex t e n t ;

36) Although a time-table based on two sessions a day is in ge n e ra l
to be pre fe rre d, a time-table based on one session may be adopted as
an ex c eptional measure, a) wh e rever short age of buildings and tea-
ch e rs or seasonal conditions are such that the ch i l d re n ’s right to edu-
c ation could not otherwise be made effe c t ive; and b) wh e re the social
or economic conditions make it desirabl e ;

37) A time-table based on one session only should not entail ove r wo rk
for pupil or teach e r, and should not impair their health or effi c i e n cy ;

38) Given the ve ry considerable obstacle to the full  enfo rcement of
c o m p u l s o ry education in certain countri e s , p resented by the language
p ro bl e m , and though stressing the role wh i ch in principle may be
p l ayed by the mother tongue, the solution of this pro blem should be
sought on the basis of each country ’s nat i o n a l , regional or local condi-
t i o n s , and of the findings of child and educational psych o l ogy.

S t a ffing pro bl e m s
39) The essential factor in any campaign for the full  enfo rcement of

c o m p u l s o ry education consists of the teach e rs themselves; lack of tea-
ch e rs is at the present time one of the obstacles to full enfo rc e m e n t , a n d
gre at effo rt will be called for befo re it is ove rcome; it will there fo re be
n e c e s s a ry, as proposed in Recommendations Nos. 4 and 13, passed by
the IVth and VIIth Intern ational Confe rences on Public Educat i o n :

a ) to offer teach e rs salaries in confo rmity with the importance of
their task;

b ) to grant them security of employment; 

c ) to cre ate a sufficient number of training college s ;
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40) Both the ge n e ral and the pro fessional training of teach e rs should be
as advanced and as complete as possible; in order to implement compulso-
ry education prov i s i o n s , h oweve r, s h o rtened training courses might in add i-
tion be re q u i red in certain countries; such courses being rega rded only as
e m e rge n cy measure s , and possibilities for further training (in the fo rm of
s t u dy peri o d s , e d u c ational missions, va c ation cours e s , e d u c ation journ a l s ,
and the like) should be ava i l able for all teach e rs , wh at ever their tra i n i n g ;

41) Their pro fessional training should enable teach e rs , e s p e c i a l ly
those in ru ral are a s , not only to become tech n i c a l ly effi c i e n t , but also
to take an active part in the life and wo rk of their locality, based on a
k n ow l e d ge of its customs, needs and ambitions; teach e rs should be the
a c t ive mediat o rs of a fundamental education comprising ge n e ral cultu-
re, hy gi e n e, c rafts and agri c u l t u re ;

42) Wh e re necessary, s chool authorities should make eve ry endea-
vour to provide sufficient incentives to at t ract teach e rs to ru ral are a s .

S chool building pro bl e m s
43) In the light of Recommendation No. 9, passed by the V t h

I n t e rn ational Confe rence on Public Educat i o n , the fo l l owing pro p o s a l s
a re wo rt hy of considerat i o n ;

44) All plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n
should be accompanied by school building programmes; these pro-
grammes should cover not only sch o o l s , but also living accommoda-
tion for teach e rs wh e re the need for it ari s e s ;

45) The siting of schools should be studied with care, due account
being taken of the distri bution of the school populat i o n , and of the dis-
tance ch i l d ren will have to travel to sch o o l ;

46) School building programmes should take due account, within the
limits of economic possibilities, of the educat i o n a l , hy gienic and cl i m a-
tic conditions of the localities wh e re the schools are to be ere c t e d ;

47) Under certain circ u m s t a n c e s , it would be of value to secure the
c o o p e ration of the people in the construction of their own sch o o l s
without in any way absolving the authorities from their re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
in the mat t e r ;

48) Emerge n cy school building programmes might be env i s aged to
meet the most pressing needs, c ove ring the use of pre fab ri c ated mat e-
rials and of the provisional use of buildings not ori gi n a l ly intended as
s ch o o l s , e t c. ;
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49) Even wh e re in principle financial responsibility for school bu i l d i n g
falls on the public authori t i e s , p rivate individuals or associations might be
e n c o u raged to render assistance in the fo rm , for ex a m p l e, of the free gra n t
of building sites, d o n ations and subscriptions; in cases of urge n cy, s p e c i a l
loans might also be env i s age d ;

50) Wh e rever possibl e, s chools should be equipped with a play gro u n d,
a wo rk s h o p , and a field or ga rd e n ;

51) Wh e rever cl i m atic conditions perm i t , open air schools may solve
the school building pro bl e m , given their. educat i o n a l , financial and hy gi e-
nic adva n t age s ;

52) School building should fo rm an integral part of all tow n - p l a n n i n g,
in order that a sufficient number of schools for the full enfo rcement of
c o m p u l s o ry education may be provided for and bu i l t .

P ro l o n gation of compulsory educat i o n
53) The Confe re n c e, recalling Recommendations Nos. 1, 2 and 19 pas-

sed by the IIIrd and IXth Intern ational confe rences on Public Educat i o n ,
recommends that those countries wh i ch have fully enfo rced compulsory
e d u c ation alre a dy should draw up, with the least possible delay, a pro-
gramme for the gradual extension of compulsory education to young per-
s o n s ;

54) Financial aid should be considere d, when necessary, for families of
limited means, e s p e c i a l ly at the period when ch i l d ren are of an age to
b egin wo rk , to compensate such families for the loss of earning ability and
thus enable them to continue sending their ch i l d ren to sch o o l ;

55) The pro l o n ged education should be adapted to the ch i l d re n ’s
va rying ab i l i t i e s , aptitudes and intere s t s , and to va rying social and econo-
mic needs, and should make full use of modern culture; a wide choice of
studies should be offe red to the pupils, with full possibilities of ge t t i n g
g u i d a n c e, of ch a n ging cours e, and of making leeway in subjects in wh i ch
t h ey are back wa rd ;

56) The study of science and tech n o l ogy should be suffi c i e n t ly huma-
nised to make it as suitable for ge n e ral as for specialist educat i o n ;

57) The maximum coord i n ation should exist among the va rious types of
s chools for pro l o n ged education (academic and “ m o d e rn ” s e c o n d a ry
s chools technical and vo c ational sch o o l s , p ri m a ry sch o o l s , e t c. ) , so as to
fa c i l i t ate tra n s fer from one type to another and enable rational selection
and guidance to be made;
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58) Efficient continu ation classes in the employe r ’s time should enabl e
young persons between sch o o l - l e aving age and the age of 18 alre a dy in
e m p l oy m e n t , to perfect their vo c ational and ge n e ral educat i o n .

Assistance from intern ational orga n i z at i o n s

The Confe re n c e,

Submits to the United Nations Orga n i z ation and its Specialised
A gencies and to the Inter- gove rnmental Orga n i z ations the fo l l ow i n g
re c o m m e n d at i o n :

59) Th at the United Nations Educat i o n a l , S c i e n t i fic and Cultura l
O rga n i s at i o n , in consultation with Member States concerned and ap p ro-
p ri ate United Nations A gencies and Intern ational Orga n i z at i o n s , c o n s i d e r
the possibility of fo rmu l ating a programme for assistance to Member
S t ates who ap p ly for such assistance, in introducing free and compulsory
e d u c ation according to national re q u i re m e n t s , and in accordance with the
C ovenant of the United Nations; such a programme to coord i n ate all
s o u rces of assistance now ava i l abl e, ex p l o re the possibility of loans, a n d
raise funds from vo l u n t a ry contri bu t i o n s ;

60) Th at , in drawing up plans for technical assistance, p ri o rity be give n
those concerning the full enfo rcement of compulsory educat i o n ;

61) Th at such assistance be not only of a financial kind, but also incl u-
de the efficient cooperation of the intern ational bodies in the drawing up
and execution of the plans for the full enfo rcement of compulsory educa-
t i o n ;

62) Th at the Intern ational Bank for Reconstruction and Deve l o p m e n t
consider the possibility of making long-term loans to countries re q u e s t i n g
t h e m , for the purpose of implementing the compulsory education enfo rc e-
ment plans, until the programme of economic development of these coun-
t ries has advanced suffi c i e n t ly to enable them to meet the necessary ex p e n-
d i t u re on compulsory education themselve s ;

63) Th at the United Nations Educat i o n a l , S c i e n t i fic and Cultura l
O rga n i z ation assist by the orga n i z ation of regional confe rences on the
a d ap t ation of the principles put fo r wa rd by the XIVth Intern at i o n a l
C o n fe rence on Public Education to the particular conditions of each wo rl d
regi o n ;

64) Th at missions of ex p e rts be sent to countries so re q u e s t i n g, t o
m a ke direct study of their special pro blems in connexion with the full
e n fo rcement of compulsory educat i o n , and that intern ational sch o l a r-
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ships be ava i l able for  the ex p e rts of these countr i e s , to enable them
to study the pro blems of compulsory education in countries wh e re
it is  alre a dy fully enfo rc e d ;

65) Th at the United Nations Educat i o n a l , S c i e n t i fic and Cultura l
O rga n i z ation continue enquiries and re s e a rch on compulsory educat i o n
and its pro l o n gat i o n , and on school guidance and coord i n ation of
s chools at secondary leve l , and that the results be published and
b rought to the know l e d ge of education authorities and educat i o n i s t s
ge n e ra l ly ;

66) Th at , t h rough bilat e ral or mu l t i l at e ral agre e m e n t s , and with a
v i ew to the full enfo rcement and the pro l o n gation of compulsory edu-
c at i o n , ex ch a n ges of info rm at i o n , meetings of specialists, and possibly
mutual assistance, be arra n ge d.
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