
1 

 

 

Nigerian Academic Forum Volume 26 No. 1, March, 2019. ISSN: 1596-3306 

EDUCATION AS A PANACEA FOR ACHIEVING SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
GOALS (SDGs) 

 
 

P. Kwaja, Ph.D and E. C. Usifo 
 
Abstract 

For more than half a century the international commity of nations has 
recognized education as a fundamental human right. Despite the successes 
achieved in the establishment of related agencies to oversee the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDGs), it has still left much to be desired as the 
indignity of poverty has not been ended in Nigeria. It is in the light of the 
above that this paper takes a look at education as a major player in achieving 
the sustainable development goals (SDGs).  This paper examines what the 
sustainable development goals (SDGs) are, education and sustainable 
development goals (SDGs) and how different the sustainable development 
goals (SDGs) are from the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). The 
paper also concludes by recommending two ways in which SDG and the 
Education 2030 agenda may be strengthened to support achievement of a 
learning society for sustainability. First, an enhanced understanding on the 
importance of quality education – elucidated in the framing of education for 
sustainable development – should be integrated throughout the 
implementation of SDG 4 and the Education 2030 agenda. Second, an 
appreciation of education as a cross-cutting means of implementation for 
advancing achievement across the post-2015 development agenda should be 
further coordinated under the SDGs framework and its implementation. 

 
 

The Global Education initiative was first launched by the United Nations Secretary-General in 
September 2012. This initiative aims to accelerate progress towards the Education for All goals and 
the education-related Millennium Development Goals. The Initiative focuses on three priorities: 
putting every child in school, improving the quality of learning, and fostering global citizenship. It is a 
multi-stakeholder advocacy effort and rallying point for partners to make commitments and mobilize 
resources to support global education efforts. It also leverages engagement at the highest political 
level and counts on 16 Champion Countries to lead by example and catalyses political and financial 
support for education among Governments. Ministers of Education from about 189 countries, Nigeria 
inclusive at the World Education Forum 2015, Incheon Korea (May 19-22), all agreed that Education 
is key in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. 

UNESCO (2015) observed that for more than half a century the international nations have 
recognized education as a fundamental human right. In 2000, it agreed to the Millennium 
Development Goals, which acknowledged education as an indispensable means for people to realize 
their capabilities, and prioritized the completion of a primary school cycle. Notwithstanding the 
centrality of education in treaties, covenants and agreements, the international community has yet to 
recognize the full potential of education as a catalyst for development. While many national 
governments have increased their commitment to and support for education since 2000, its emphasis 
among donors and in many countries remains vulnerable to shifting conditions — financial and 
otherwise. In the coming months the international community will create a space to re-consider its 
commitments and obligations to the young and the marginalized in the world, whose voices are often 
muted. it is imperative that all interested stakeholders recommit themselves to unlocking the 
transformative power of education. An important step can be seen in the outcome document of the 
Open Working Group on Sustainable Development Goals (released in July 2014), which reiterates 
that education is not only an end in itself but also a means to achieving a broad global development 
agenda. This policy paper provides a succinct, evidence-based overview of the numerous ways in 
which education can advance the proposed post-2015 sustainable development goals. It underscores 
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the notion that sustainable development for all countries is only truly possible through comprehensive 
cross-sector efforts that begin with education. 

Kin-Moon (2015) asserted that ‘Education is a fundamental right and the basis for progress in 
every country. Parents need information about health and nutrition if they are to give their children the 
start in life they deserve. Prosperous countries depend on skilled and educated workers. The 
challenges of conquering poverty, combating climate change and achieving truly sustainable 
development in the coming decades compel us to work together. With partnership, leadership and 
wise investments in education, we can transform individual lives, national economies and our world’.  
In Rio, member States decided to launch a process to develop a set of sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs), which will build upon the Millennium Development Goals and converge with the post 2015 
development agenda 
 
What are the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)? 

According to Clark (2015) World leaders have an unprecedented opportunity this year to shift 
the world onto a path of inclusive, sustainable and resilient development thus at the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Summit on 25 September 2015, world leaders adopted the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, which includes a set of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to end 
poverty, fight inequality and injustice, and tackle climate change by 2030. 

The SDGs, according to United Nations (2015) is otherwise known as the Global Goals which 
builds on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), eight anti-poverty targets that the world 
committed to achieving by 2015. The MDGs, adopted in 2000, aimed at an array of issues that 
included slashing poverty, hunger, disease, gender inequality, and access to water and sanitation. 
Enormous progress has been made on the MDGs, showing the value of a unifying agenda 
underpinned by goals and targets.  

In order to achieve these goals, however each nation of the world were mandated to develop 
policies and programmes within their various countries which will aid the speedy execution of the 
MDGs target.  As a follow up, in Africa, the New Partnership for African Development (NEPAD) 
came on board for each African nation for collaboration in the development of local policies and 
programmes in line with the United Nations directive. NEPAD’s major objectives from where other 
African Nations have to draw up their programmes include: 
i. Development and Political Governance 
ii. Economic Governance and Management 
iii. Corporate Governance 
iv. Social-Economic Development. (AMHC, 2005) 
Nigeria on her part established the National Economic empowerment and Development Strategy 
(NEEDS) and as a follow up to ensure the success of the programme each state and local government 
were directed to key into the programme, this of course gave rise to State Economic empowerment 
and Development Strategy (SEEDS) and Local Economic empowerment and Development Strategy 
(LEEDS). NEEDS objectives include the following: 
i. Wealth creation 
ii.  Value Reorientation 
iii.  Poverty reduction 
iv. Employment generation.   (FMWA&SD, 2006).   
Despite this success, the indignity of poverty has not been ended for all especially in Nigeria. 
The new Global Goals, and the broader sustainability agenda, go much further than the MDGs, 
addressing the root causes of poverty and the universal need for development that works for all 
people.  Clark (2015) noted: "This agreement marks an important milestone in putting our world on an 
inclusive and sustainable course. If we all work together, we have a chance of meeting citizens’ 
aspirations for peace, prosperity, and wellbeing, and to preserve our planet." Adding that the Global 
Goals will now finish the job of the MDGs and ensure that no one is left behind. 
In July 2014, the UN General Assembly Open Working Group (OWG) proposed a document 
containing seven (17) goals to be put forward for the General Assembly’s approval in September 
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2015. This document set the ground for the new SDGs and the global development agenda spanning 
from 2015-2030. 
 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as proposed by the OWG are: 
Goal 1 End poverty in all its forms everywhere 
Goal 2 End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, and promote 

sustainable agriculture 
Goal 3 Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages 
Goal 4 Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote life-long 

learning opportunities for all 
Goal 5 Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls 
Goal 6 Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all 
Goal 7 Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all 
Goal 8 Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and 

productive employment, and decent work for all 
Goal 9 Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable 

industrialization, and foster innovation 
Goal 10 Reduce inequality within and among countries 
Goal 11 Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable 
Goal 12 Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 
Goal 13 Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts 
Goal 14 Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources for 

sustainable development 
Goal 15 Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, 

sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, halt and reverse land 
degradation, and halt biodiversity loss 

Goal 16 Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide 
access to justice for all, and build effective, accountable and inclusive 
institutions at all levels 

Goal 17 Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership 
for sustainable development 

Source: the UN General Assembly Open Working Group (OWG) (2014) 
 

It is not a gain saying at this juncture that it is only through the instrumentality of education 
that these goals as outlined can be achieved.  Education is central to the success of the international 
targets that replaced the Millennium Development Goals when they expired in 2015.  That was the 
key point of a new booklet released when the 69th Session of the United Nations General Assembly 
convened in September (2015).  Produced by UNESCO’s Education for All Global Monitoring 
Report, the booklet states that new global development targets after 2015 should be based on a holistic 
approach to sustainable development.  

The booklet received far-reaching support from across the development world, including from 
the United Nations Secretary General, the Director-General of UNESCO, the President of the World 
Bank, the Advisor to the UN Secretary-General on Post-2015 Development Planning, the Prime 
Minister of Norway, the Executive Director of the World Food Programme, the Founder and 
Chairman of the UN Foundation and the President of the Foundation for Community Development & 
Founder, Graça Machel.   
Former United Nations Secretary-General  Ki-moon (2015) opined that “Education is a fundamental 
right and the basis for progress in every country.  Parents need information about health and nutrition 
if they are to give their children the start in life they deserve.  Prosperous countries depend on skilled 
and educated workers.  The challenges of conquering poverty, combating climate change and 
achieving truly sustainable development in the coming decades compel us to work together.  With 
partnership, leadership and wise investments in education, we can transform individual lives, national 
economies and our world.”  
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Education and the SDGs 
The need to provide quality education to the greatest number of people is woven through all 

the proposed new goals as postulated by the United Nations General Assembly (2015):  
Goal 1. Poverty reduction: The booklet shows that education is critical to escape chronic poverty and 
to prevent the transmission of poverty between generations. Education also enables those in paid 
formal employment to earn higher wages: One year of education is associated with a 10% increase in 
wages.  
Goal 2. Nutrition improvement: The devastating impact of malnutrition on children’s lives is 
preventable with the help of education. If all women had a secondary education, they would know the 
nutrients that children need, the hygiene rules they should follow and they would have a stronger 
voice in the home to ensure proper care. Improved nutrition would save more than 12 million children 
from being stunted – a sign of early childhood malnutrition.  
Goal 3. Health and wellbeing: Education helps women recognize early signs of illness in their 
children, seek advice and act on it. If all women in poor countries completed primary education, child 
mortality would drop by a sixth, saving almost one million lives each year. If they all had a secondary 
education, it would be halved, saving three million lives.  
Education can prevent maternal death by helping women recognize danger signs, seek care and make 
sure trained health workers are present at births. If all women completed primary education, maternal 
death would be cut by two-thirds, saving 189,000 lives each year.  
Goal 5. Gender equality and women’s empowerment: Educated girls and young women are more 
likely to know their rights and have the confidence to claim them. In sub-Saharan Africa and South 
and West Asia, nearly three million girls are married by age 15. If all young women in these regions 
completed primary education, the number of child brides would be reduced by almost half a million. 
Completing secondary education would reduce that number by two million.  
Goals 6 and 7: Water and energy sustainability: Education can help  people make better use of scarce 
resources. A study of households in 10 OECD countries found that those with more education tended 
to save water. 
Goal 8 and 9: Economic growth and decent work: Education generates productivity gains that fuel 
economic growth: An increase in the average educational attainment of a country’s population by one 
year increases annual per capita GDP growth from 2 to 2.5 per cent.  
Goal 10. Inequality Reduction: Expanding education, in particular ensuring that most people have 
secondary schooling, is essential to reduce inequality within countries. In France, Malaysia and 
Brazil, income inequality fell by about seven percentage points over two decades as the share of 
population with secondary education grew.  
Goals 11- 15: Environmental protection: The higher the level of education, the more likely it is that 
people express concern for the environment. In 47 countries covered by the 2005–2008 World Values 
Survey, a person with secondary education was about 10 percentage points more likely to express 
such concern than a person with primary education.  
Goal 16. Peaceful, just and inclusive societies: Analysis of surveys in 36 countries in Africa, Asia and 
Latin America shows that education is associated with higher voting levels. This is especially true for 
countries where average levels of education are lower. In addition, while a low level of education does 
not automatically lead to conflict, it is an important risk factor: if the male secondary school 
enrolment ratio were 10 percentage points higher than average, the risk of war would decline by a 
quarter.  
 
The Role of Education in the Sustainable Development Agenda 

The Sustainable Development Goals succeed and expand on the Millennium Development 
Goals, the deadline for which is the end of 2015. By general agreement, UN countries will use the 
new set of goals and indicators to frame their agendas and policies over the next 15 years. One of the 
17 post-2015 goals includes inclusive and equitable quality education and the promotion of lifelong 
learning opportunities for all (Wise Ed.Review, 2018). 
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Education has a long history as an international priority, and the right to education was first 
enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948. Improving education and ensuring 
all people are afforded a high standard of education will be reaffirmed as a key global goal of 
development under the post-2015 development agenda. The recent synthesis report of the UN 
Secretary-General on the post-2015 development agenda stated that “high-quality education and life-
long learning” and the capacity of teachers are key factors in empowering youth as a “globally 
connected engine for change” (UN Secretary General, 2014: 21-2). In fact, many people around the 
world believe that education is the most important goal for this agenda. At My World 2015, 
individuals can rank their top priorities for the agenda. Over 7.6 million people have voted, and of the 
sixteen potential priorities, provision of good education is consistently ranked as the highest priority 
across all cohorts and has received prioritization by over two-thirds of all voters (Didham  & Ofei-
Manu, 2015). 

It is clear that education will remain important in the post-2015 development agenda, but how 
best to integrate and frame education’s role in strengthening sustainable development must be further 
explored. To effectively promote these aspects, an international development goal on education must 
continue to support increases in both educational access and attainment. This goal must also be 
ambitious in its efforts to achieve essential improvements to the quality of education in order to 
catalyze the transformative learning needed for realizing a sustainable future for all. Additionally, 
Didham  & Ofei-Manu, (2015) opined that education serves as an important Means of Implementation 
(MOI) that cuts across all of SDGs and will support the overall achievement of the post-2015 
development agenda, for which education is recognized as having one of the highest long-term returns 
on investment of all development goals. 

Education for sustainable development means and implies far more than those working 
outside the field often perceive it to mean. It offers a renewed vision for educational policy and 
practice fully in tune with the needs and issues of the 21st century. 
 
How is this different from the Millennium Development Goals? 
Seven reasons were put forward by the Global development professional network (2015) on why 
they thought that the SDGs will be better than the MDGs: 
 
1. The sustainable development goals (SDGs) are more globally collaborative than the 
millennium development goals (MDGs). 
The MDGs were largely determined by members of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) and international donor agencies. The SDGs have been produced by detailed 
international negotiations that have involved middle-income and low-income countries. The SDGs are 
universal – they apply to all countries and actors. The SDGs are holistic – they cover poverty 
reduction and inequality, sustainability and economic growth with job creation. (Hulme, 2015).  
 
2. The private sector now has a greater role to play 
The private sectors are far more engaged in the SDGs than they ever were in the MDGs, through 
initiatives such as the UN Global Compact and Impact 2030. The propensity of the commercial world 
to supplement global development efforts is vast and, in my opinion, still undervalued and under-
explored within the development community. (Erskine, 2015)  
 
3. The MDGs were not rooted in human rights standards 
The SDGs are a step forward. But if development is to be inclusive and just, and leave no one behind, 
it must be rooted strongly in human rights principles and standards. The MDGs and much mainstream 
development policy has failed to give adequate priority to challenging systemic patterns of 
discrimination and disadvantage – violations of rights – that keep many people in poverty.  (Mepham, 
2015) 
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4. The SDGs are inclusive 
Seven SDG targets explicitly refer to persons with disabilities; an additional six targets refer to people 
in vulnerable situations, while seven targets are universal and two refer to non-discrimination. 
Inequality for me is not just measured in terms of growth but in terms of making sure the most 
excluded can exercise their human rights. (Steff, 2015). 
 
5. The indicators present opportunities for civil society engagement  
Chapman, (2015) asserted that there are potential of leveraging the indicators framework to expand 
opportunities for local action and local partnership. There exist some exciting examples of civil 
society already working to create new opportunities for engagement with government at a local level 
to make progress on justice, legal identity and other themes. (Global Monitoring Report, 2011)  
 
6. The UN can inspire the world with the SDGs 
If you view the UN’s main role as promoting progressive ideas and/or changing international social 
norms (as Tom Weiss and Richard Jolly do), then the SDGs will be another evolutionary step in 
getting people around the world to think a little bit more as global citizens and think about poverty, 
inequality, sustainability, consumption and discrimination, and do something. (Hulme, 2015) 
 
7. COP21 in Paris is another opportunity for progress 
2015 was a big year for international development. With the climate change conference held in Paris, 
and the WTO Ministerial in Nairobi, there is a real opportunity to tackle some of the most intractable 
challenges we face globally. But we need policymakers and negotiators to join up the dots, so that 
whatever is decided on trade and climate change doesn’t undermine the delivery of the SDGs (Reddy, 
2015)  
 
Conclusion 

Education can accelerate progress towards the achievement of each of the proposed 
sustainable development goals for 2030 and beyond in a multiplicity of ways. Not only is education a 
basic human right but, as this paper has shown, it is vital for development. Education enables 
individuals, especially women, to live and aspire to healthy, meaningful, creative and resilient lives. It 
strengthens their voices in community, national and global affairs. It opens up new work opportunities 
and sources of social mobility. In short, the effects of education are significant across many 
development sectors. Education is to be a prominent cornerstone in the post-2015 development 
framework. The political and financial commitments to education by countries and donors need to be 
secured and renewed. There is a pressing need for closer collaboration across sectors to enable these 
synergies to take shape and take root. 
 
Recommendations 
The two among other ways in which SDG and the Education 2030 agenda may be strengthened to 
support achievement of a learning society for sustainability are first is to provide an enhanced 
understanding on the importance of quality education – elucidated in the framing of education for 
sustainable development – should be integrated throughout the implementation of SDG and the 
Education 2030 agenda. Second, an appreciation of education as a cross-cutting means of 
implementation for advancing achievement across the post-2015 development agenda should be 
further coordinated under the SDGs framework and its implementation. 
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