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Beyond access: What has Ghana's educa�on expansion 
delivered? 
New evidence on opportunity, work, gender and wellbeing 

Ghana expanded schooling rapidly. The challenge now is  

turning access into opportunity.  

Follow us on Bluesky (@g2lmlic.bsky.social)  
and X (@glmlic)! 

Topic at a Glance 

At the same �me as Africa’s youth popula�on is growing, 
governments across the con�nent are increasingly shi�ing policy 
focus to par�cipa�on in secondary educa�on to meet SDG 4. Ghana 
has already drama�cally expanded access to secondary educa�on, 
first through free, compulsory lower junior high in 1996 and, since 
2017, free senior high school. This project asks what that expansion 
has meant beyond ge�ng more young people into school. 
Understanding whether increased access translates into more 
equal opportuni�es, beter work and wider benefits is important 
for assessing what educa�on expansion ul�mately delivers. 
Drawing on three decades of na�onal surveys and data that 
followed the same people over four rounds we examine who 
progressed, whether educa�onal opportunity became more equal, 
how work changed for women and men, and whether educa�on is 
linked to wider benefits such as mental wellbeing. The results show 
substan�al gains in schooling, but a more uneven transla�on into 
opportunity and work. They also show why it is s�ll too early to 
judge the full effects of Free SHS: many of the first exposed cohorts 
are only now reaching the stages when longer-run educa�on and 
labour-market outcomes can be observed. 

 
Schooling rose across birth cohorts and gender gaps narrowed, 
while women's market work also grew. The wider evidence shows 
why attainment and the type of work must be assessed together. 
 

New Insights 

1. More schooling did not automa�cally equalise educa�onal 
opportunity. Free junior high school (JHS) substan�ally 
increased atainment: moving from low to high district 
exposure raised average schooling by about 0.25 years and 
JHS comple�on by 2.8 percentage points. Yet children's 
rela�ve posi�on remained strongly linked to parents' 
educa�on, and mobility changed only modestly. Expansion 
therefore raised the overall level of schooling more clearly 
than it levelled educa�onal opportunity for children from 
different families and regions. 

2. Educa�on expansion changed the kind of work people did, not 
simply whether they worked. Among men, work for pay or 
profit rose by 3.5 percentage points as own-use produc�on 
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declined. Women also moved away from producing mainly for 
household use, but their market-work gains were 
concentrated in informal and vulnerable jobs, and some 
moved into care and family responsibili�es. A single measure 
of whether someone is simply 'working' can therefore mask a 
shi� from household produc�on into the market, as well as 
important differences in job quality and constraints facing 
women. 

3. Free SHS evidence is promising but s�ll early. Among young 
people who were ini�ally enrolled below SHS, fully exposed 
cohorts were 15 percentage points more likely to have moved 
into SHS 4-5 years later and 10.6 points less likely to remain 
below SHS. Together, these paterns suggest faster 
progression through the educa�on system and greater 
movement into SHS, rather than an earlier transi�on out of 
educa�on and into paid work. Paid-work differences were 
close to zero. These adjusted comparisons show changes in 
where young people were observed within the educa�on 
system; they do not establish a causal effect or yet reveal 
comple�on, later study or sustained labour-market outcomes. 

4. Girls' secondary educa�on may have returns beyond the 
labour market. Women with an upper-secondary (SHS) 
creden�al show a 7.8-percentage-point lower probability of 
psychological distress, a�er accoun�ng for years of schooling 
and other observed differences. The data also lets us follow 
the same women over �me: those with a secondary creden�al 
who were doing well at one interview were less likely to have 
fallen into distress by the next. These associa�ons do not show 
that the creden�al caused beter mental health, but iden�fy 
women's wellbeing as an important poten�al return for future 
evalua�ons to examine. 

Policy Recommenda�ons 
1. Measure changes in the kind and quality of work. Report work 

for pay or profit separately from produc�on for household 
use, inac�vity and care. Otherwise, educa�on expansion may 
appear to have litle effect even when it changes how people 
par�cipate in the economy. 

2. Connect access to economic opportunity and care support. 
Removing fees can raise schooling, but it cannot by itself 
create suitable jobs or remove the care constraints that shape 
women's choices. Employment policy, local labour demand 
and prac�cal care support should complement educa�on 
access. 

3. Evaluate Free SHS not only on expanded access but whether 
enrolment leads to successful comple�on, progression into 
post-secondary educa�on or training, and produc�ve, 

sustained labour-market transi�ons. Educa�on and labour 
market policy should track the pathways young people take, 
not only the outcomes they end up with. Two countries can 
have similar comple�on rates but very different pathways 
through school and into work. Understanding the pathways 
provides informa�on on where to intervene. Con�nued 
longitudinal tracking will be needed to assess outcomes as the 
first Free SHS cohorts move further into adulthood. 

4. Look beyond atainment, employment and earnings when 
assessing the returns to girls' secondary educa�on. Women 
with secondary creden�als have substan�ally lower 
psychological distress, but project data and findings cannot 
iden�fy the mental-health consequences of a par�cular 
expansion or free educa�on policy. Future evalua�ons should 
include wellbeing alongside educa�on and labour-market 
outcomes. 

Limita�ons 
Free SHS is s�ll a rela�vely recent reform. Introduced in 2017, it has 
not yet been in place long enough for many exposed cohorts to 
reach the stages at which SHS comple�on, post-secondary 
progression, sustained labour-market entry, job quality, earnings, 
family outcomes and longer-run wellbeing can be fully assessed. 
The project therefore provides early evidence, not a final 
assessment of Free SHS. As the first cohorts move further into 
adulthood, con�nuing research can extend the evidence on 
progression and labour-market outcomes. Not every rela�onship 
iden�fied by the project can be atributed directly to policy. In 
par�cular, the mental-health findings are associa�ons rather than 
proof that educa�on caused beter mental health. Finally, surveys 
conducted at widely separated dates show where people are 
observed at those dates, but cannot reveal every transi�on 
between them. 

Read more  g2lm-lic.iza.orgprojects/fact-and-

policy/education-and-labour-market-dynamics-

in-a-period-of-rapid-education-expansion/ 
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