


A GLOBAL COMPACT ON LEARNING
TAKING ACTION ON EDUCATION IN DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

June 2011

The views expressed in this report do not necessarily reflect the official position of Brookings, its board or the ad-
visory council members.



A GlobAl CompACt on leArninG: tAkinG ACtion on eduCAtion in developinG Countries

Center for universAl eduCAtion At brookinGs

ii

CONTENTS

Acknowledgments .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . iii

Introduction .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1

Overview  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 5

1 Making Learning for All a Reality  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 9
 Why Focus on Learning for All? .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 9
 What Is Needed to Ensure Learning for All?  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 12

2 Priority 1: Focusing on the Crucial Early Childhood Years  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 17
 Strategy 1A:  Extend Quality Early Childhood Development Opportunities,  

Particularly to Poor and Marginalized Communities  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 18 
 Strategy 1B: Ensure that Girls and Boys Start School at an Appropriate Age  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 21

3 Priority 2: Emphasizing Literacy and Numeracy in Lower Primary Education  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 23
 Strategy 2A: Prioritize Literacy and Numeracy in the Lower Primary Grades .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 24
 Strategy 2B: Provide Mother-Tongue-Based Multilingual Education in the Lower Primary Grades  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 27

4 Priority 3: Providing Post-Primary Education Opportunities  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 30
 Strategy 3A:  Reduce Barriers that Prevent Girls and Boys from Transitioning to  

Secondary School and Other Post-Primary Educational Opportunities  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 32
 Strategy 3B:  Ensure that Post-Primary Education Prepares Young People for Healthy Lives,  

Productive Work, and Civic Participation  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 38

5 Strategies Common to All Three Priorities .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 42
 Common Strategy 1: Improve the Quality of Teaching  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 42
 Common Strategy 2: Build Effective Assessment Systems Linked to Teaching and Learning  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 45

6 Conclusion and Policy Recommendations  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 48
 Actions for Developing Country Governments  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 49
 Actions for Multilateral Actors  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 50
 Actions for Developed Country Governments and the G-20 .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 51
 Actions for the Business Community and Civil Society  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 52 

Appendixes
 A: Chart Summarizing Priorities, Strategies, and Approaches  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 54

Endnotes  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 55

Bibliography .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 64



A GlobAl CompACt on leArninG: tAkinG ACtion on eduCAtion in developinG Countries

Center for universAl eduCAtion At brookinGs

iii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
This report was written by Jenny Perlman Robinson under the 
guidance of an international panel of advisers:

Ahlin Byll Cataria  Association for the Development of Education in Africa
Ragui Assaad University of Minnesota
Rukmini Banerji Pratham
Jacob Bregman Independent
Nicholas Burnett Results for Development Institute
Marguerite Clarke World Bank
Michael Gibbons Wellspring Advisors
Cynthia Lloyd Independent
Changu Mannathoko UNICEF
Chloe O’Gara William and Flora Hewlett Foundation
Dennis Sinyolo Education International
Emily Vargas-Barón The RISE Institute
Kevin Watkins UNESCO

Sincere thanks to those who provided extensive and invaluable 
feedback throughout the drafting process, including: 

Xanthe Ackerman Advancing Girls’ Education in Africa
Carolyn Adger Center for Applied Linguistics
Anita Anastacio International Rescue Committee
Caroline Arnold Aga Khan Foundation
Mehnaz Aziz Children’s Global Network-Pakistan
Jessica Ball University of Victoria
Stephanie Baric CARE
David Barth US Agency for International Development
Kathy Bartlett Aga Khan Foundation
Sarah Beardmore RESULTS Educational Fund
Christine Beggs Independent
Carol Bellamy EFA Fast-Track Initiative
Penelope Bender William and Flora Hewlett Foundation
Vineet Bewtra Children’s Investment Fund Foundation
Nancy Birdsall Center for Global Development
Jill Blackford ELMA Philanthropies
Matt Blakely Motorola Solutions Foundation
Sarah Bouchie CARE
Stephanie Brewer Nike Foundation
Xiaonan Cao World Bank
Satvika Chalasani Pennsylvania State University
Helen Cho ELMA Philanthropies
Nancy Clair Miske Witt & Associates Inc
Peter Colenso UK Department for International Development
Patrick Collins US Agency for International Development
Andreas Cox World Economic Forum
Luis Crouch EFA Fast-Track Initiative
Joan DeJaeghere University of Minnesota
Codou Diaw Forum for African Women Educationalists
Oley Dibba-Wadda Forum for African Women Educationalists
Desmond Doogan United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative
Susan Durstan UNICEF
David Edwards National Education Association
Malin Elisson Swedish Agency for International Development 

Cooperation
Awol Endris UNESCO-International Institute for Capacity 

Building in Africa
Eric Eversmann Save the Children
Michael Feigelson Bernard van Leer Foundation
Lucia Fry Global Campaign for Education
Nora Fyles Canadian International Development Agency
David Gartner Arizona State University
Sally Gear UK Department for International Development
Holly Gordon The Documentary Group
Amber Gove RTI International 
Monica Grant University of Wisconsin-Madison
Suzanne Grant Lewis International Education Funders Group
Cheryl Gregory Faye United Nations Girls’ Education Initiative
Kristin Haffert John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation
Deborah Harding Liberia Education Trust
Lori Heninger Inter-Agency Network for Education in Emergencies
Cory Heyman Room to Read
Robin Horn World Bank
Radhika Iyengar Connect to Learn
Erin Kennedy CARE
Charles Kenny Center for Global Development
Brad Kerner Save the Children

Deepali Khanna MasterCard Foundation
Khadija Khoudari Association for the Development of Education in 

Africa
Elizabeth King World Bank
Jennifer Klein US Department of State
Joanna Kuebler Global Campaign for Education - USA
Jenny 8 Lee Independent
Keith Lewin University of Sussex
Edwin Macharia Dalberg Global Development Advisors
Jane Mbagi-Mutua Education Consultant, Nairobi, Kenya
Tom McPartland ELMA Philanthropies
Margaret Meagher MasterCard Foundation
Barbara Mensch Population Council
Frank Method Independent
Emily Miksic RTI International
Shirley Miske Miske Witt & Associates Inc.
Lynn Murphy William and Flora Hewlett Foundation
Joshua Muskin Aga Khan Foundation
Robert Myers LaNeta
Ruth Naylor Plan International
Kara Nichols Connect to Learn
Milena Novy-Marx John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation
Moses Oketch African Population and Health Research Center & 

University of London
Alisa Phillips World Vision
Sara Posada Nike Foundation
Robert Prouty EFA Fast-Track Initiative
Jenny Raymond Pearson Foundation
Pamela Reeves US Department of State
May Rihani Academy for Educational Development
Martina Roth Intel Corporation
Sara Ruto Uwezo
Faiq Sadiq Habib Bank
Aarti Saihjee UNICEF
Mioko Saito UNESCO International Institute for Educational 

Planning
Benjamin Shell Women’s World Banking
Adam Short Plan International
Debbie Singh Kimanya-Ngeyo Foundation for Science and 

Education in Uganda
Erica Soler-Hampejjsek Population Council
Nathaniel Sutton Heidrick & Struggles
Charles Tapp EFA Fast-Track Initiative
Aleesha Taylor Open Society Foundations
Fran Vavrus University of Minnesota
Rachel Vogelstein US Department of State
Christine Wallace UK Department for International Development
Ann Warner International Center for Research on Women
Joanna Westbrook University of Sussex
David Wiking Swedish Agency for International Development 

Cooperation
Alex Wong World Economic Forum
Mari Yasunaga UNESCO
Akemi Yonemura UNESCO-International Institute for Capacity 

Building in Africa
Pamela Young Plan International
Louise Zimanyi The Consultative Group on ECCD
United Nations Foundation

Lauren Greubel of the Center for Universal Education/Aga Khan 
Foundation provided invaluable research support for this report. 
The author extends special thanks and appreciation to Anda Ad-
ams, Jenny Alexander, Allison Anderson, Robin Forner, April 
Hammons, Jacques van der Gaag, Justin van Fleet, and Rebecca 
Winthrop of the Center for Universal Education for their essential 
research assistance and reviewing support, and to Sandy Burke, 
Yamillett Fuentes, Ravenna Martin, Kristina Server, and, especially, 
Mao-Lin Shen of Brookings for their ongoing support of this entire 
project. We also extend our appreciation to the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation, John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foun-
dation, and The MasterCard Foundation, and other organizations 
for their collaboration in the Brookings Institution’s work on global 
education. Although the author received extensive inputs and feed-
back from many individuals and organizations, the final opinions, 
along with any errors and omissions, are the sole responsibility of 
the Center for Universal Education.



A GlobAl CompACt on leArninG: tAkinG ACtion on eduCAtion in developinG Countries

Center for universAl eduCAtion At brookinGs

1

INTRODUCTION1

Education Is Essential for Development

The case for education, as expressed in the quota-
tion above from a Sudanese woman in Breijing refu-
gee camp in eastern Chad, is simple . First and fore-
most, education is a fundamental human right and 
the birthright of every child . It is also the spring-
board for human development, creating the condi-
tions for progress in health and gender equity1 and 
it plays a key role in helping to tackle some of the 
world’s other pressing challenges such as climate 
change, food security, and peace building .  Eco-
nomic growth and poverty reduction depend on 
an educated and skilled workforce . In developing 
countries, one additional year of education adds 
about 10 percent to a person’s earnings .2 For a wom-
an farmer in Ethiopia, this can mean being able to 
provide adequate nutrition, health care, and educa-
tion for her children . There are more young people 
on the planet than ever before with 1 .3 billion of the 
world’s twelve to twenty-four year olds living in de-
veloping countries .3 Investing in their knowledge, 
skills, and competencies has been called the “educa-
tion growth premium” and no developing country 
has sustained high rates of growth without investing 
heavily in educating its young people .4 Improving 
even the most basic educational outcomes can help . 
For example, if all children in low-income countries 

We had to leave behind all of our possessions . The only thing we could bring with us is what 
we have in our heads, what we have been taught—our education . Education is the only thing 
that cannot be taken from us .

—Woman who fled from Darfur to Chad, 2004 (Women’s Refugee Commission)

left school knowing how to read, something which 
currently does not happen, then 171 million people 
could move out of poverty . 5 There is broad agree-
ment—and significant evidence—that education 
enhances people’s ability to lead happier, healthier, 
and more productive lives .6 

Education Is at a Crossroads

A fundamental shift in social norms has catapulted 
education, and every child’s right to one, into public 
discourse . In the mid-1900s, schools in developing 
countries were expected to only serve a small num-
ber of elites . Today, however, rarely are the merits of 
educating all children questioned; parents demand 
it, community leaders advocate for it, and national 
leaders proclaim universal schooling as one of the 
main mechanisms for ushering their countries into 
the modern era .7 During the past decade, remark-
able progress has been made in getting more chil-
dren into school . There has been a surge in primary 
school enrollments, more children are progressing 
through to secondary school, and gender gaps are 
narrowing . This progress has been driven by mutual 
commitments, which has sometimes been  referred 
to as a global compact on education, made in 2000 
between developing country governments and aid 
donors . The poorest countries of the world agreed to 
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put in place the national education plans and budget 
strategies they needed to progress toward achieving 
the goals of the Education for All (EFA) movement, 
and particularly the education Millennium Devel-
opment Goals (MDGs); and likewise, the developed 
countries and other multilateral aid donors pledged 
that no country would be thwarted in its achieve-
ment of these goals by a lack of resources .8 Many of 
the poorest countries have increased their public 
spending on education; collectively, they have raised 
the share of national income allocated to education 
from 2 .9 to 3 .8 percent since 1999 .9 These achieve-
ments demonstrate that when the global commu-
nity joins forces and commits to action, powerful 
results can be achieved . Globally, of all the MDGs, 
those focused on education are the closest to being 
met, prompting some leaders to focus urgent atten-
tion elsewhere .10

  
However, such gains should not mask the magnitude 
of the challenge ahead to address the unfinished 
global agenda of providing quality education to all . 
Sixty-four million primary school-age children and 
72 million lower secondary school-age children re-
main out of school in low-income countries and 
many who do enroll drop out before completing 
primary school . And though some countries and 
regions have made significant progress, it has been 
highly uneven—particularly educationally margin-
alized girls from poor, rural households and children 
and youth living in conflict-affected areas . Those 
children who are in school too often leave both pri-
mary and secondary levels without acquiring the 
basic knowledge, skills, and competencies—such as 
reading, writing, mathematics, problem solving, and 
critical thinking—that would allow them to continue 
to learn, grow into healthy adults, and lead safe and 
productive lives .  Every day, families make enormous 
sacrifices to send their children to school . But all too 
often, these sacrifices are rewarded with low levels of 
learning . By some estimates approximately 200 mil-
lion children who are in primary school are learning 
so little that they are struggling to read basic words .11  
This is a serious problem given that recent inter-
national evidence shows that learning levels mat-
ter more than years in school for individual wages, 
health outcomes, and national economic growth .

Today the global community is not prepared to ad-
dress these education challenges . High-level politi-
cal leadership is missing with education featuring 
very little in the agendas of the Group of Eight (G-8), 
Group of Twenty (G-20), and the UN secretary-gen-
eral . There is no set of internationally agreed upon 
metrics for tracking the learning progress of young 
people, an important indication of the quality of ed-
ucation services . Very few developing countries have 
the policymaking tools they need to assess the ef-
fectiveness of their education systems in promoting 
learning opportunities for those out of school and 
improving learning outcomes for those in school . 
For example, in over 190 countries national health 
accounts give a complete picture of the sources and 
uses of health financial resources providing decision-
makers with invaluable information for improving 
health systems . National education accounts on the 
other hand are only used in five countries .12

Some developing country governments—including 
Pakistan, Zambia, and the Central African Repub-
lic—allocate less than 2 percent of gross domestic 
product to education .13 The developed countries that 
give aid are falling behind on their commitments to 
education . The Organization for Economic Coop-
eration and Development suggests that aid donors 
are approximately $19 billion short of their commit-
ment to increase aid to $50 billion (2004 prices), and 
UNESCO estimates that there is an external financ-
ing gap of $16 billion a year to support basic educa-
tion needs in low-income countries, over and above 
what developing country governments and donors  
currently resource .14 The Education for All Fast- 
Track Initiative, a central feature of the multilateral 
education aid architecture, has made recent and im-
pressive reforms but to date has failed to mobilize 
sufficient resources to meet the education needs of 
developing countries .

The private sector and “mega-philanthropists,” 
which have been important sources of assistance 
for global health care, have not yet played a simi-
larly catalytic role in education . In the United States 
alone, corporations contribute approximately $500 
million annually to education in developing coun-
tries—a significant amount, but a stark contrast 
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to their estimated $7 billion annual contribution 
to global health .15 In addition, corporate giving to 
education tends to be scattered and uncoordinated, 
with only a limited focus on the most successful ed-
ucation strategies to improve learning for all . Global 
education has also not yet appeared to capture the 
philanthropic imagination of any of the billionaires 
who have joined Bill Gates and Warren Buffet in 
pledging a percentage of their wealth to charity .16 
Education has failed to mobilize sufficient public 
attention, even though expanding opportunities for 
high-quality education for the world’s poorest chil-
dren and youth should be one of the great public ad-
vocacy issues of our time . 

A New Global Compact on Learning Is 
Needed

These challenges amount to nothing short of a glob-
al learning crisis—which affects children and youth 
who are out of school with limited learning oppor-
tunities and those who are in school but not learning 
the skills they need for their futures . It is time for an 
expanded education agenda that centers on the goal 
of learning for all as the new minimum threshold 
to which the education community must aspire . A 
global breakthrough is needed to achieve the actual 
goal of education—that every girl and boy should 
make the transition to adulthood equipped with the 
skills, knowledge, and competencies needed to live 
a healthy, safe, and productive life . Learning, which 
is not the same as testing, is a lifelong exercise and 
even the world’s poorest children deserve the ben-
efits a quality education can provide . This paradigm 
shift would build on the tremendous progress of 
the last decade and fulfill the promise of education 
that parents, communities, and governments have 
fought so hard to give to all their children .  
 
No development issue merits more urgent atten-
tion—and business as usual will not get us there . 
Therefore, we propose a new “Global Compact on 
Learning” that can provide the broad framework 
to catalyze and sustain targeted, coordinated action 
among a wide range of actors, including those out-
side the education sector, on improving learning op-
portunities and outcomes for all children and youth, 

especially the poorest and most marginalized . There 
is a promising window of opportunity to ensure that 
collective action can create new synergies and effi-
ciencies that translate into powerful results . There is 
emerging energy on the importance of learning for 
all from grassroots organizations in developing coun-
tries to new policy directions by major aid donors to 
increasing interest from private sector advocates and 
global leaders . It is imperative that these actors work 
together toward a common goal of improved learn-
ing for all and while each can focus on a piece of this 
broad agenda, a breakthrough will not be achieved if 
they compete and pull in different directions . 

This Global Compact on Learning would call for 
all actors—developing country governments, de-
veloped countries and other aid donors, the private 
sector, civil society organizations, the research com-
munity, and parents, teachers, and communities 
around the world—to embrace, support, and enact, 
within their spheres of influence, three priorities to 
improve learning for all children and youth, includ-
ing those out of school: (1) help children get an early 
start on learning in life, (2) ensure that basic literacy 
and numeracy are learned in school, and (3) equip 
young people with relevant skills for their lives and 
livelihoods . Though by no means exhaustive, if done 
within the larger efforts of education system reform 
and appropriately for each local context, acting on 
these three priorities can make an enormous contri-
bution in addressing the learning crisis that affects 
the world’s poorest children and youth .

This Report’s Purpose and Process

This report seeks to help set the agenda for a pro-
posed new Global Compact on Learning . It identi-
fies three key priorities and suggested actions to im-
prove learning outcomes for all girls and boys in the 
developing world, which have been selected based 
on a careful review of the latest evidence as well as 
extensive input from a wide range of global actors . 
The report’s main objective is to provide a broad 
framework for action that can galvanize attention 
and bring together the many diverse actors commit-
ted to improving education in poor countries . The 
agenda offered is broader than the education MDGs, 
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which are necessary but not sufficient for achieving 
quality learning for all . It is by no means exhaustive 
but identifies education priorities and correspond-
ing promising strategies that are important across 
many developing countries for improving learning 
opportunities and outcomes . Although what is to 
be done is often universal, and certainly must be 
embedded in larger contexts of national education 
reform, the how it is done is highly context specific . 
Thus each country must assess the relevance of the 
key priorities and identify the best ways to pursue an 
equitable learning agenda for its own citizens .

The case for a new Global Compact on Learning is 
both urgent and compelling . Education is quite lit-
erally a life-or-death issue . A child born to a mother 
who can read is 50 percent more likely to survive 
past age five .17 It also is the key to poverty reduction, 
economic growth, and greater stability . We cannot 
afford to wait another generation to ensure that all 
girls and boys are learning and equipped with the 
skills, knowledge, and competencies needed to live 
healthy, safe, and productive lives .
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OVERVIEW

This learning crisis has three dimensions. First, 
millions of children and youth still lack access to 
learning opportunities . Some never enter a class-
room and others start school but drop out before 
they can finish . Most often, children who live in 
poverty are the most educationally marginalized . 
Second, those who are in school often do not ac-
quire the foundational skills—including literacy and 
numeracy—that would enable them to successfully 
continue in school . Moving from learning to read to 
reading to learn is a crucial transition that education 
systems are failing to help millions of children to 
make . Third, few children make it beyond primary 
school with secondary education largely benefiting 
the wealthiest 20 percent of the population . Flexible 
post-primary education options, including formal 
secondary school, are both in limited supply and of-
ten focus on developing young people’s knowledge 
and skills in areas that are neither needed in their 
daily lives nor appropriate for preparing them for 
the world of work .  
   
“Learning for all” should be the new goal driving 
the global education agenda. The most recent data 
on education, particularly in low-income countries, 
show that quality and equity are the major challeng-
es . The right of every child to a high-quality educa-
tion is affirmed in numerous human rights trea-
ties and recognized by governments, as exemplified 
in the six EFA goals adopted by 164 nations eleven 
years ago in Dakar . Although access to both formal 
and non-formal learning opportunities is essential, 
evidence around the world has shown that it is not 
sufficient to meet the actual goal of education—that 
every girl and boy should make the transition to 
adulthood equipped with the skills, knowledge, and  

The main arguments presented in this report are 
summarized in the overview and explored in much 
more depth in the chapters that follow . Together 
these arguments present a powerful rationale for re-
doubling our efforts in education, meeting the edu-
cation Millennium Development Goals, and most 
importantly, shifting the global education paradigm 
toward the goal of learning for all as the new mini-
mum threshold to which the international commu-
nity must aspire . A Global Compact on Learning 
would provide both a broad framework and a series 
of concrete steps for achieving this vision .

There is a global learning crisis, which is hitting the 
poorest, most marginalized children and youth 
particularly hard. Driven by the Education for All 
(EFA) movement and the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs), significant progress has been 
made during the last two decades in getting millions 
more children into school, ensuring that they stay 
in school, and narrowing the gender gap in enroll-
ment . Progress, however, has been highly uneven 
within and across countries, and too many children 
still drop out before completing primary school—a 
waste of human potential and investment . Further-
more, going to school has not necessarily translated 
into learning in school . For example, in some Sub-
Saharan Africa countries, children with five years of 
education had a 40 percent chance of being illiter-
ate . The severity of the learning crisis is even more 
striking when we consider that “the average child in 
a poor country learns less than about 95 out of 100 
children in rich countries .”18 The latest data reveal a 
learning crisis around the world that risks reversing 
significant gains in access to learning—and indeed 
in improving lives—in many countries .



A GlobAl CompACt on leArninG: tAkinG ACtion on eduCAtion in developinG Countries

Center for universAl eduCAtion At brookinGs

6

competencies, both cognitive and noncognitive, need-
ed to live a healthy, safe, and productive life . Mean-
while, advances in enrollment and completion will 
only be achieved where there is attention to quality .

Learning is essential to reap the many benefits 
of education. Nurturing a joy of learning in a very 
young child can lead to lifelong learning that en-
ables children, youth, and adults to continually 
build their knowledge, skills, and competencies 
to survive and thrive in the world . Data show that 
learning levels—not necessarily years in school—
are what drive many social and economic returns on 
investments in education . It is the quality of educa-
tion (measured by student achievement test scores) 
that is strongly linked to increases in individual 
wages and economic growth .19 Furthermore, there 
is growing evidence that literacy skills, rather than 
conventional years in school, are strongly correlated 
with subsequent lower fertility rates and improved 
child-health outcomes, including reductions in in-
fant mortality rates .20 Girls dropping out early can 
have a negative impact on economic growth; for ex-
ample, Cameroon, Democratic Republic of Congo, 
and Nigeria lose $974 million, $301 million, and 
$1,662 million, respectively, by failing to educate 
girls to the same standards as boys .21 Although the 
number of years in school has been used as a proxy 
indicator for quality, in the face of the global learn-
ing crisis, additional measures are needed that focus 
on acquiring relevant knowledge and skills needed 
in a rapidly changing world .
 
A focus on equity is needed to achieve learning for 
all—and gender and conflict merit particular at-
tention. In both developed and developing nations, 
income levels are a primary determinant of educa-
tional opportunity and achievement . Several other 
factors, particularly in the developing world, interact 
with poverty to limit children’s learning opportuni-
ties including living in rural areas, being a member 
of an ethnic or linguistic minority, or having a dis-
ability . There are two factors—gender and conflict—
that particularly stand out as they magnify existing 
educational disparities in many countries and affect 
millions of children . In at least 49 countries, being 
poor and female carries a double disadvantage with  

education attainment for girls in the poorest house-
holds below not only the national average but also 
below boys in the poorest households22 . Despite sig-
nificant progress toward gender parity in primary 
school enrollment during the past two decades, there 
are millions of missing girls in the education systems 
of some regions . For example, in Sub-Saharan Africa 
and South and West Asia, more than 54 million girls 
are not attending primary or lower secondary school, 
missing out on important learning opportunities .23 
For those in school, learning achievement differs for 
girls and boys depending on the contexts . In some 
parts of the world, such as the Caribbean, boys are 
falling behind girls while in some parts of Sub-Saha-
ran Africa boys are out-achieving their female peers . 
For example, an early grade reading assessment in 
three provinces of the Democratic Republic of Congo 
found that girls’ results were alarmingly low, espe-
cially in comparison with boys’ results . Forty percent 
of girls in grades 2 and 4 could not read a single fa-
miliar word, such as “you,” compared with 30 percent 
of boys .24 These gender differences have important 
implications including recent evidence that finds a 
strong association between math and science skills 
and increased earnings,25 subjects where girls typi-
cally test more poorly than boys .

In addition to gender, exposure to armed conflict is 
another important factor shaping educational dis-
parities for millions of children . Almost half of all 
children who are not in school live in countries af-
fected by conflict . 26 In 2004, a young South Suda-
nese girl was more likely to die in childbirth than 
to finish primary school .27 These countries receive 
much less funding and are much less equipped to 
reach the Education for All movement’s goals than 
other low-income countries .28 The UNESCO 2011 
Global Monitoring Report estimates that the aver-
age per-pupil financing gap in these countries is 
approximately $69, compared with $55 for all low-
income countries . Yet low-income, conflict-affected 
countries receive $16 per pupil in aid to basic educa-
tion, compared with an average of $22 for other low-
income countries .29 In addition to the practical chal-
lenges that these countries face, they often lack the 
basic data needed for education planning . Reaching 
the remaining children who are out of school is not 
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only more difficult but can also be more expensive, 
because these children face multiple disadvantages 
and may often experience subtle and hidden forms 
of social exclusion .
 
Bold action and investment are required to ensure 
that all children and youth are learning. At the cur-
rent pace, most countries will fail to meet the EFA 
goals and MDGs by 2015—many by a wide margin .30 

Education must be placed higher on the global pol-
icy agenda and must be accompanied by high-level 
political commitment and action at the national and 
international levels . Dedicated attention and collec-
tive action enabled by increased resources have re-
sulted in significant advances in universal primary 
education . We now need to build on this success . 
Similar to the levels of investment and subsequent 
advances that have been made in the global health 
sector, improving learning will require bold and in-
novative action to ensure that children who are still 
out of school have access to a high-quality education 
and those who are in school acquire the knowledge 
and skills needed for healthy and productive lives .

To address this learning crisis for both those in and 
out of school, this report calls for a new Global Com-
pact on Learning to respond to the changed land-
scape since the MDGs were set and to breathe new 
life into the commitments made between poor coun-
tries and aid donors in Dakar . This Global Com-
pact would call for all actors to embrace, support, 
and enact, within their spheres of influence, a set of 
three priorities to improve learning for all children 
and youth, including those out of school: (1) early 
childhood development, (2) literacy and numeracy 
in lower primary grades, and (3) relevant post-pri-
mary education opportunities . Although there are 
no silver bullets or one-size-fits-all approaches to 
educational reform, the consensus of those involved 
in developing this report is that action on these three 
priorities is crucially needed to address the three di-
mensions of the global learning crisis . 

All actors have a role to play in translating this Global 
Compact on Learning into action—from developing 
country governments and aid donors to grassroots 
organizations and corporations to communities, 

parents, and teachers around the world . They must 
work together to embrace six main principles needed 
to deliver on the vision of learning for all: 

•	 Leadership: Leadership on education is 
needed at the highest political levels . From 
leaders of developing and developed coun-
tries to heads of foundations, corpora-
tions and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), one message must be consistent 
and clear: that learning matters and that it 
matters for all children and youth, even the 
hardest to reach . 

•	 Partnership: The only way to achieve learn-
ing for all is to work together . The multiple 
networks of actors committed to improving 
learning in the developing world must le-
verage each other’s efforts both to maximize 
their impact and to ensure they are all pull-
ing in the same direction . 

•	 Financing: More resources must be com-
mitted to achieve the agenda of learning for 
all while, at the same time, resources should 
be used more efficiently .

•	 Measurement: Systematically measuring 
learning achievement in a way that can 
track progress against existing disparities 
and provide useful and timely insight for 
classroom-level practices is essential to ful-
fill these goals .

•	 Advocacy: Mobilizing public opinion and 
sending strong signals to governments on 
the supreme importance of learning for all 
is a crucial strategy for catalyzing needed 
leadership and action as well as holding 
policymakers to account .

•	 Building evidence: Although data and 
emerging evidence exist to identify the best 
strategies for achieving parts of the agenda 
of learning for all, remaining questions 
must be answered to scale up proven solu-
tions for all components .

A Global Compact on Learning—the vision of suc-
cess. If all actors commit to embrace the six princi-
ples needed to fulfill the Global Compact on Learn-
ing, the promise of education will be realized for 
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hundreds of millions of young people, their families,  
communities, and nations . By 2020, not only will 
the education Millennium Development Goals be 
met and all children will be enrolled in primary 
school but they will be learning and developing 
while in school and making the successful transi-
tion to the most appropriate form of post-primary 
education . The 67 million children not in primary 
school and 74 million adolescents of lower second-
ary school-age who are out of school will have ac-
cessed high-quality learning opportunities . Of the 
more than 600 million children in primary school 
in developing countries, the hundreds of millions 
who currently are not mastering foundational skills 
and on the road to dropping out will have learned to 
read and in turn begin to read to learn, setting them 
on a path for continuing their education . The more 
than 400 million youth in lower secondary school 

in developing countries will have developed skills 
and capacities that will serve them well in daily life, 
as well as in making the successful transition from 
school to work . The great asset of a well-educated 
and young population will drive growth and pros-
perity for many poor countries . 

Important milestones signaling progress toward 
achieving this vision include developing country 
governments setting quantifiable and time bound 
equity-based learning targets and providing the nec-
essary support to meet them; and the international 
community redoubling and harmonizing its efforts 
to effectively support developing country govern-
ments, including developing shared learning met-
rics, strengthening and resourcing the multilateral 
aid architecture, and enshrining the goal of learning 
for all in the post-2015 global agenda .
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Prior to discussing the three main education priori-
ties proposed in the Global Compact on Learning, it 
is important to answer two questions in detail: Why 
focus on learning for all? What is needed to ensure 
learning for all?

Why Focus on Learning for All?

Driven by the Millennium Development Goals 
(MDGs) and supported by the global compact on 
education, more children than ever before have en-
rolled in primary school in increasingly equal num-
bers of girls and boys . Globally, of all the MDGs, 
those focused on education are the closest to being 
met, prompting some leaders to focus urgent atten-
tion elsewhere .31 Providing quality education to all, 
however, is an unfinished global agenda and such 
gains should not mask the magnitude of the chal-
lenge ahead . New action is required to ensure all 
children, particularly the most marginalized, access 
quality learning opportunities . Nothing short of a 
paradigm shift is needed to put quality learning at 
the center of the global education agenda .

The access and gender parity agenda—driven by the 
MDGs—has resulted in substantial education prog-
ress . The number of children of primary school-age 
not in school has fallen by 39 million since 1999 .32 
Even the poorest countries have increased their pri-
mary school net enrollment ratios, from an average 
of less than 60 percent in 1990 to more than 80 per-
cent in 2008, and their primary completion rates, 
from 44 percent in 1990 to 63 percent in 2008 .33 
Gender disparities in primary school enrollment are 
narrowing, while the share of girls making up the 
out-of-school population dropped from 57 percent 

in 1999 to 53 percent in 2008 .34 More children are 
making the transition from primary to secondary 
school than ever before .35 

Progress in enrollment, however, has been highly 
uneven . National averages often disguise large and 
even growing disparities within some countries—
particularly disparities related to wealth, location, 
ethnicity, language, disability, age, and gender . The 
chances of the poorest children being enrolled rela-
tive to the richest have generally not improved sig-
nificantly and in some cases have deteriorated .36 In 
most countries, out-of-school girls are far more like-
ly than out-of-school boys to never go to school .37 
Along with gender, a child’s household wealth and 
location reinforce exclusion—poor girls living in ru-
ral areas are sixteen times less likely to be in school 
than boys from the wealthiest households living in 
urban areas (see figure 1 .1) .38 Disabilities serve as 
another significant obstacle in going to school . In 
Malawi and Tanzania, having a disability doubles 
the probability of a child never attending school; 
and in Burkina Faso, it increases the risk of children 
being out of school by two and a half times .39 

Attendance is often erratic, and too many children drop 
out before completing primary school or transition-
ing to lower secondary school . For those enrolled in 
school, attendance is often irregular due to a variety 
of factors, including poor health, high rates of teacher 
absenteeism, and the opportunity costs of attending 
school . In India, only a quarter of students in Bihar 
and less than half in Uttar Pradesh attend school 
regularly .40 Poor attendance is usually a precursor to 
dropping out . In Sub-Saharan Africa, 28 million pri-
mary school students drop out each year .41 Both girls 

MAKING LEARNING FOR ALL A REALITY1
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and boys drop out of school for many reasons, in-
cluding direct and indirect costs related to attending 
school, poor quality, lack of interest or the low value 
placed on education, and a lack of transportation .42 

In Bangladesh, a study identified a number of fac-
tors that explain the higher dropout risk for girls, 
including school safety, pressures to marry, parent’s 
attitudes toward educating daughters, and perceived 
low returns on girls’ education .43 The grades in which 
children leave school vary by country . In some coun-
tries, the largest numbers are in grade 1 (however, 
this may be a result of repetition, rather than drop-
ping out, because grade 1 can be used as a preschool 
year), in other countries, grades 2 or 3 or the transi-
tion to lower secondary school are where the largest 
percentage of drop outs occurs . The fact that millions 
of children are not completing primary school or 
transitioning to lower secondary school represents 
an enormous waste of human potential and invest-
ment . Recent research in Malawi found that children 
who drop out of primary school before mastering 
basic skills experience a fairly immediate loss of the 
minimal skills previously acquired in school .44

Millions of children leave school without acquiring the 
most basic skills . In many countries, learning out-
comes have stagnated or regressed during the past ten 
years .45 Thanks in large part to civil society organiza-
tions, cross-national research studies, and ministries 
of education working on improving learning in low- 
and middle-income countries, there is an emerg-
ing body of evidence on the scope and scale of the  

Figure 1.1. Disparities relateD to sex, income, 
anD location, 2007 (percentage of 7- to 
16-year-olds not enrolled in school in Pakistan)
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learning crisis (see figure 1 .2) .46 In Uganda, more 
than one-quarter of children in grade 7 could not 
read and understand a simple story at the grade 2 
level of difficulty .47 In Mali, nine out of ten grade 2 
students studying in French could not read a single 
word of connected text . Three out of ten youth can-
not do basic arithmetic in emerging economies .48 
According to the 2010 Annual Status of Education 
Report, which surveyed 750,000 children across 
rural India, only 53 percent of students in grade 5 
could read a class 2 text . Nationally, this number has 
not gone up in five years . In fact, the ability of chil-
dren in India to do basic arithmetic has declined .49 
Despite an increase in education expenditures in In-
dia, learning outcomes have remained the same or 
gotten worse .50 And these problems extend to sec-
ondary schools in many coun-
tries, where many children—
sometimes a majority—perform 
well below the accepted grade-
level standards .51 For example, in 
Peru, only 20 percent of fifteen-
year-olds were able to identify 
one piece of information in a 
text . Learning outcomes for girls 
in conflict-affected countries are 
some of the worst in the world .52 

Universal primary education will 
not be achieved without paying 
attention to learning . Much dis-
cussion in policy discourse has 
been about expanding access or 
improving quality . Undoubtedly, 
providing high-quality educa-
tion to more learners will cost 
more than when it was reserved 
for just the elite . However, there 
is no real choice between access 
and quality as a country will 
not achieve universal primary 
completion without also paying 
attention to learning outcomes . Cross-country data 
show a positive correlation between education cov-
erage and average learning levels (see figure 1 .3) .53 
In fact, countries that have done well in one respect 
have also generally tended to do well in the other, 

and vice versa;54 actions that improve learning out-
comes help meet attainment goals . Conversely, there 
is a direct relationship between low learning levels 
(as measured by test scores) and dropout rates .55 Im-
pressive gains in access will only be sustained by im-
proving both the developmental status of children 
before they enter formal schooling and the teaching 
and learning processes employed during the lower 
primary years .56 Although the overall envelope for 
education spending needs to be bigger, this report 
seeks to outline where those increased investments 
should be targeted to better link components of the 
system across a child’s life span, improve efficiency 
and effectiveness throughout the education system, 
and increase the return on investment through 
higher social, economic, and political benefits .

Interventions targeting gender differences have fo-
cused on access, not learning outcomes . Addressing 
gender gaps in education has mainly been defined 
in terms of access rather than looking at gender in-
equalities in educational quality .57 However, gender 
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parity in enrollment may not be an adequate mea-
sure to see whether men and women have acquired 
the requisite knowledge and skills for better health, 
quality of life, work productivity, and full participa-
tion in decisionmaking .58 A recent study found that 
there has been relatively little research or program-
matic attention to those aspects of a high-quality 
education that have a differential impact on boys 
and girls—and particularly those approaches that 
might be most beneficial for girls .59 For example, a 
recent review of 39 studies looking at the impact of 
female teachers on test scores found only one that 
disaggregated findings by sex .60 Meanwhile, studies 
in Kenya and Malawi have shown that girls’ learn-
ing is disproportionately affected by school-related 
factors, such as gender bias in classrooms and large 
student/teacher ratios .61 

In developed countries, large-scale assessments 
reveal that girls significantly outperform boys in 
reading . This disparity calls for policy initiatives to 
address male underachievement . However, in low-
income countries or poorer regions, girls often lose 
this advantage or perform below boys in reading, 
the reasons for which should be explored in great-
er detail (see figure 1 .4 and box 1 .1) . This requires 
understanding which policies, classroom practices, 
and household and community-level factors, in-
cluding differential treatment of girls in home as 
well as in school, contribute to gender differences 
in learning outcomes .62 For example, in Liberia, an-
ecdotal evidence found that the simple act of calling 
on children randomly increased girls’ participation 
and, as a result, their reading scores .63 

What Is Needed to Ensure Learning for All?

Given that there is a learning crisis for those cur-
rently both in and out of school, the question is 
how to ensure that all children and youth have ac-
cess to high-quality learning opportunities that 
build relevant skills and knowledge to enable them 
to live healthy, productive lives and adapt to a rap-
idly changing world . Although there is no one-size-
fits-all approach, and education reforms are most 
successful when embedded within system-wide ef-
forts, this report identifies three main priorities and  

In September and October 2010, an early grade 
reading baseline assessment was completed for 
the PAQUED project in three provinces of the 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), which 
was funded by the US Agency for International 
Development and sponsored by the Education 
Development Center . Girls’ results, in compari-
son with boys’ results, were alarmingly low for 
all grades assessed (2, 4, and 6) . The gender gap 
is statistically significant for every subtest when 
looking at zero scores, meaning that a child was 
not able to respond to one item correctly (e .g ., 
when asked to name a letter or read a word) . As 
an example, for children in grades 2 and 4 read-
ing familiar words, nearly 30 percent of males 
and 40 percent of females could not read a word 
(the first of these words, “tu,” meaning “you,” is 
very common) . Reading comprehension results 
were even more starkly disparate, with two in 
three males and more than three in four females 
unable to answer a single question . As early as 
grade 2, girls were showing statistically signifi-
cant differences in content measures, such as 
letter knowledge . 

In countries where girls are more equitably 
treated, results on early reading assessments 
match or surpass boys . Results for girls in the 
DRC are the tragic outcome of their context . 
These reading results begin to paint the pic-
ture of at best neglect, and at worse, systematic 
abuse . If girls fall behind—whether due to bar-
riers such as chores, being ignored by teachers, 
or for any other reason—they will also be more 
likely to drop out . This double jeopardy for girls 
is particularly concerning given the significant 
benefits that accrue to girls and their families 
when girls finish primary school .

Box 1.1. Girls’ low learninG levels

Source: B . Piper, C . da Silva, and E . Miksic, Democratic Republic of 
Congo Early Grade Reading Assessment: PAQUED Baseline Report, 
2011, prepared for US Agency for International Development and 
Education Development Center, Inc ., under the Projet d’Amélioration 
de la Qualité de l’Education, Contract AID-623-A-09-00010 
(Washington: RTI International, 2011) .
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accompanying strategies that the latest evidence in-
dicates are needed to best address the three dimen-
sions of the learning crisis:

1 .   Support quality early childhood development 
and learning opportunities for girls and boys . 
High-quality early childhood development 
activities have long shown to have a lasting 
impact on learning . These activities—which 
include health, nutrition, and stimulation—

can also lead to cost-saving efficiencies in 
primary school by increasing overall reten-
tion, reducing attrition, and raising primary 
school completion rates . These returns are 
often greatest for children from the most 
disadvantaged backgrounds . Despite a 30 
percent increase in participation in prepri-
mary education programs between 1998 and 
2008, a global enrollment rate of just 44 per-
cent shows that many children are excluded 
from these critical early learning opportuni-
ties . Across countries, access to preprimary 
programs is highly uneven; within countries, 
attendance patterns typically show that chil-
dren from the poorest and most marginal-
ized households are least likely to attend 
preprimary school .64 

2 .   Ensure that children acquire basic literacy and 
numeracy skills in lower primary grades. The 
ability to read, write, and do mathematics are 
foundational skills for all future learning . It is 
also the minimum that families expect when 
they send their children to school . It is crucial 
to start early as there is a relationship between 
failure to learn to read and falling further be-
hind each year or dropping out altogether . 
This link is particularly important for low-in-
come girls and conflict-affected young people 
who remain the most educationally margin-
alized . Prioritizing literacy and numeracy 
in the lower primary grades maximizes in-
vestments by ensuring children move from 
learning to read to reading to learn . Recent 
evidence identifies actions that can improve 
literacy and numeracy in the lower primary 
grades, however more work is needed to un-
derstand how essential critical thinking skills 
can be developed in the process .

3 .   Enable young people to make the transition 
to and complete relevant post-primary edu-
cation. Despite considerable evidence of the 
many social and economic returns from sec-
ondary school, too few girls and boys con-
tinue beyond primary school; for those who 
do, many are not learning the skills they 
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need for their future lives and livelihoods . 
More young people must be supported to 
transition to post-primary education while   
simultaneously addressing serious concerns 
about the applicability, or relevance, of what 
they learn to their current and future lives . We 
already know some aspects of how to do this, 
but this effort will require taking successful in-
terventions to scale, for instance by addressing 
financial barriers through well-targeted subsi-
dies and training more female teachers . We 
also know, however, that business as usual will 
not suffice . Alternative, flexible models that 
utilize innovative modes of delivery must be 
tested and more rigorous evaluations are re-
quired, particularly of non-formal programs . 
Any reform must not only focus on academic 
skills but also ensure that children are learn-
ing the context-specific and health-related 
skills needed to thrive in the 21st century . All 
this is particularly crucial for poor girls given 
the high social and economic benefits of sec-
ondary school for these girls and their families 
and communities—and given the extremely 

low number of girls transitioning to post-pri-
mary school in many countries . 

As important as these three priorities are, none of 
this will happen without an enabling environment 
that focuses attention on teachers and students . It 
is important to move beyond a sole focus on inputs 
and to also focus on teaching and learning processes 
and outcomes; on equity-based strategies for reach-
ing those left furthest behind, such as poor girls; on 
accountability and the participation of local commu-
nities; and on the safety and security of children . Fig-
ure 1 .5 portrays this enabling environment and these 
strategies in the context of the three priorities, as well 
as strategies that they all have in common—and all 
these elements of the Global Compact on Learning 
are explained in detail in the following chapters .

Overall system improvement requires targeted ap-
proaches to leveling the playing field for least advan-
taged areas, schools, and children. While overcoming 
marginalization in education is different in every 
country and the optimal approach will depend on 
local conditions, progress is possible with sustained 

Figure 1.5. elements oF the global compact on learning
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political commitment to address the underlying 
causes of that exclusion, such as gender discrimina-
tion, ethnic and linguistic disadvantages, and gaps 
between urban and rural areas .65 This requires tar-
geting financial and learning support to the most 
disadvantaged schools .66 Almost all countries with 
high-performing education systems devote equal, 
if not more, resources to schools facing the greatest 
challenges .67 Strong performing post-conflict coun-
tries have focused on developing education systems 
that are more inclusive of girls and other margin-
alized groups .68 Western Cape Province in South 
Africa, for example, has improved grade three and 
six literacy levels since 2002 while simultaneously 
narrowing the achievement gap of the poorest and 
lowest-performing quintiles of students . It achieved 
this by identifying communities with the great-
est learning challenges, understanding the specific 
needs of these communities, and tailoring its sup-
port accordingly .69 

Advancing learning for all requires involving students, 
parents and communities in the teaching and learn-
ing process . Research has consistently identified pa-
rental involvement as a strong predictor of student 
achievement . It is particularly important in efforts to 
reach excluded children, and specifically girls . This 
means involving parents, caregivers and communi-
ties in the governance of early childhood develop-
ment services and in schools as well as encouraging 
parents to provide a supportive home environment 
in which children can learn .70 Social accountability 
initiatives, such as community scorecards and social 
audits, can provide young people with avenues to 
hold governments and service providers to account 
for quality educational programs . In Uganda, Cam-
bodia, and Senegal, student involvement in school 
management and oversight has led to significant 
improvements in the school environment and there 
is emerging evidence that it is contributing to de-
creased levels of student and teacher absenteeism 
and improved student performance .71 When stu-
dents and parents have reliable information about 
the quality of education services, they are better 
able to advocate for and extract better services and/
or choose among providers .72 A program in Mada-
gascar that told parents about average income gains 

from spending an additional year in school for chil-
dren with backgrounds similar to theirs had a signif-
icant effect on increasing test scores .73 In Colombia,  
Iran, and Thailand, local decisionmaking about sup-
plies and the hiring of teachers led to higher test 
results in math and science .74 A large civil society 
initiative in India, the Annual Status of Education 
Report, uses simple tools to collect data in every 
rural district in India on children’s ability to read 
and do basic mathematics . The program also has a 
strategy for dissemination and community mobili-
zation . The annual survey and related advocacy has 
strengthened accountability in India by involving 
ordinary citizens in understanding the current situ-
ation in primary school and holding education pro-
viders and policymakers accountable .75

Advancing learning for all requires ensuring a safe 
and secure learning environment for girls and boys. 
Corporal punishment, gender-based violence, 
armed conflict, and natural disasters remain a daily 
reality for millions of girls and boys . Ninety coun-
tries out of 197 monitored by the Global Initiative to 
End All Corporal Punishment of Children permit 
teachers to legally beat students .76 In far too many 
countries, gender-based violence—which can in-
clude rape, sexual harassment, and pressure to trade 
sexual favors for grades, school supplies, or academ-
ic support, among other violations—is inextricably 
linked to education . According to one global study, 
an estimated 60 million girls are sexually assaulted 
at or on their way to school every year .77 In times 
of crisis, violence against girls and boys often es-
calates due to a breakdown in law and order, along 
with an increased presence of armed groups . Safe, 
high-quality education in the midst of crisis is a 
crucial life-saving and life-sustaining intervention 
that has implications for the peace and prosperity 
of societies . Yet too often, natural disasters—such 
as earthquakes, floods, and tsunamis—inflict harm 
on both students and education personnel through 
the destruction of educational systems, threatening 
the physical safety and psychological well-being of 
learners and interrupting educational continuity . 
With the number and intensity of natural disasters 
increasing in many countries, schools and commu-
nities must prepare to mitigate their impact . 
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Specific actions to advance learning for all is depen-
dent on the local context . The following chapters 
explain the three priorities and related strategies in 
detail . Although these strategies are by no means 
exhaustive, they offer approaches that have been 
shown to advance learning around the world and 
are supported by a wide range of education actors . 
As noted at the outset, though what is to be done 
is often universal, how it is done is highly context 
specific . Thus this report does not intend to pro-
vide detailed guidance on how to improve learning 
outcomes in all contexts . Furthermore, it cannot 
address the specific and widely varying concerns 

encountered in different countries and regions . 
Governments are addressing learning needs from 
different perspectives, and their capacities to fulfill 
their obligations vary enormously . So each strategy 
needs to be tailored to the institutional cultures, hu-
man resources, and other capacities of nations and 
to particular locations based on the involvement 
of local communities . Yet each of these three poli-
cy priorities and its accompanying key actions are 
nonetheless relevant in various contexts and can be 
used by stakeholders to develop appropriate educa-
tion policies for specific communities .
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Learning begins at birth . The argument for focusing 
on early childhood development (ECD)78 is strik-
ingly straightforward: Early life experiences have a 
significant impact that persists well into adulthood .  
Investing smartly in ECD can play an important 
role in improving learning opportunities for those 
in and out of school . Quality preprimary education, 
particularly for marginalized groups, can help bring 
children into the education system and prepare 
them to learn well while there . Strong beginnings 
are essential for addressing the learning crisis . 

Research suggests that critical brain development 
occurs from pregnancy to age three, and well before 
the age of seven . It is influenced by the nutritional 
and health status of the mother and child, as well as 
by interactions with parents, other caregivers, and 
people and objects in the environment . Better par-
enting skills and child health, nutrition, and stimu-
lation are linked to more consistent attendance, low-
er rates of repetition and attrition, better test scores, 
and higher grade completion .79 Building children’s 
social and emotional aptitude (i .e ., positive coping 
mechanisms, self-regulation, and interpersonal and 
decisionmaking skills) at an early age is crucial for 
future academic success, including improvements 
in reading and mathematics outcomes .80 

Some of the strongest evidence on the long-term 
effectiveness of preprimary programs comes from 
a set of rigorous evaluations of high-quality ini-
tiatives targeting disadvantaged children in the 
United States, including the Perry Preschool and 
the Carolina Abecedarian programs . These studies 
show a positive impact from these early education 
programs on student learning and achievement, 

educational attainment, and work experience .81 In 
addition to the demonstrated benefits for children, 
studies show that investing early has economic and 
social benefits that extend well beyond the imme-
diate impact of ECD programs . Although much of 
the evidence comes from programs in the United 
States and other higher-income countries, the ratio-
nale and evidence appear to be readily transferable 
to other contexts . The cost-benefit analysis of ECD 
programs should consider the improved internal ef-
ficiency of primary school by increasing retention, 
reducing attrition, and raising completion, reduced 
crime and social welfare, and increased productiv-
ity and tax revenue, benefits that would more than 
cover the cost of the ECD investments .82

In addition to regular daily informal interactions 
between children and their caregivers, ECD activi-
ties can take place in home and community-based 
programs, as well as in preprimary programs that 
may already be linked to the formal school system . 
Research shows successful (and unsuccessful) pro-
grams of both types so individual community and 
country contexts should determine which approach 
is more appropriate . It should be noted that many 
countries are considering center-based kindergar-
ten models . Designed and implemented well, these 
programs can positively impact lower primary 
achievements, as well as longer-term outcomes for 
children . Tools such as the Early Childhood Envi-
ronment Rating Scale–Revised (ECERS-R) have 
been developed to monitor and improve prepri-
mary education; the use of ECERS-R has been cor-
related with high-quality outcomes in Bangladesh 
and East Africa .83 Evidence-based strategies to sup-
port high-quality ECD and learning for girls and 

PRIORITY 1: FOCUSING ON THE CRUCIAL 
EARLY CHILDHOOD YEARS2



A GlobAl CompACt on leArninG: tAkinG ACtion on eduCAtion in developinG Countries

Center for universAl eduCAtion At brookinGs

18

boys, which are detailed in this chapter, are sum-
marized in Priority 1:
 
Priority 1: Support quality early childhood develop-
ment and learning opportunities for girls and boys. 

Figure 2 .1 portrays the various aspects of Priority 1, 
which should be addressed with these two strategies:

•	 Strategy 1A: Extend quality early childhood 
development opportunities, particularly to 
poor and marginalized communities . 

•	 Strategy 1B: Ensure that girls and boys start 
school at an appropriate age .

This chapter considers the actions needed to pursue 
each of these strategies .

Strategy 1A: Extend Quality Early 
Childhood Development Opportunities, 
Particularly to Poor and Marginalized 
Communities

If begun early enough, high-quality ECD interven-
tions can enhance parenting skills and improve child 
development that overcomes some household de-
privations due to poverty and prepares children for 

school .84 Adequate preparation for school can en-
sure that more girls and boys actually enter primary 
school—and start on time, which can help to reduce 
later gender gaps that can be traced back to initial 
intake into school . Investments in ECD typically 
far exceed the return on most other social invest-
ments .85 This occurs, in part, by contributing to mul-
tiple developmental objectives, including improved 
outcomes in health and nutrition for infants and 
young children; poverty reduction and the promo-
tion of gender equality through freeing up time for 
older girls to attend school and mothers to work;86 
improved civic participation, particularly by young 
women;87 and reduced costs to the justice system due 
to juvenile delinquency and adult criminality .88 

Studies also show that these returns are greatest for 
the least advantaged members of society .89 For ex-
ample, in Colombia, where one-fifth of the poorest 
households are headed by single mothers, and 44 
percent of poor children aged seven to eleven do 
not attend school, a community day care program 
has enabled many girls and women to attend school 
or join the workforce . A total of 14,000 community-
based centers are located in poor neighborhoods 
and serve about 140,000 children under the age of 

PrIorIty 1: Support quality early childhood development and learning opportunities for girls and boys

OvERvIEw

Quality early childhood 
development (ECD) activities have 
long shown to have a lasting 
impact on learning. Quality ECD 
interventions, which include health, 
nutrition, and stimulation, can 
lead to cost-saving efficiencies 
in primary school by increasing 
overall retention, reducing attrition, 
and increasing primary school 
completion rates. these returns 
are often greatest for the most 
disadvantaged. to date, ECD is still 
not widely available, especially for 
the poorest and most marginalized.

StratEgIES aCtIonS

Extend quality early 
childhood development 

opportunities, particularly 
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•   Invest in nutrition, health, and 
livelihoods support

•   Develop comprehensive ECD frameworks 
and plans

•   Provide support to parents and 
caregivers 

•   Strengthen program standards, support, 
and professional training for ECD 
educators and caregivers

Ensure girls and boys 
start school at an 
appropriate age

•   Encourage on-time entry through public 
policies, campaigns, and tracking

•   Develop and support multigrade and 
multiage teaching approaches

Figure 2.1. strategies anD actions to support early chilDhooD eDucation
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seven . At these centers, children are provided with 
60 percent of their daily nutritional requirements 
and are supervised by “community” mothers, who 
are selected from among women in the community . 
These community mothers are trained in nutrition, 
health, hygiene, and recreation; they are paid a sal-
ary; and they receive assistance in obtaining home 
improvement loans . After six years, the community 
day care program reached 1 million children .90

Four main actions need to be pursued to achieve 
Strategy 1A:

•	 Invest in nutrition, health, and livelihoods 
support. 

•	 Develop comprehensive ECD frameworks 
and plans . 

•	 Provide support programs that promote ad-
equate stimulation and good parenting and 
caregiving . 

•	 Strengthen program standards, support, 
and professional training for ECD educa-
tors and caregivers .

The first needed action is to invest in nutrition, 
health, and livelihoods support. Because learning 
can (and should) take place continuously through-
out one’s life, both in and out of the classroom, 
interventions to improve cognitive development 
require investments beyond education policy—
such as investments in nutrition, potable water, 
and livelihood support for families with infants 
and small children .91 For example, in Vietnam, a 
preschool nutrition program was associated with 
higher test scores in grades 1 and 2 .92 In Bangla-
desh, the provision of eight fortified biscuits a day 
to approximately 1 million children in 6,000 pri-
mary schools resulted in 28 percent higher math-
ematics scores after one year than those in control 
schools .93 Therefore, improving early learning re-
quires multisectoral coordination and integrated 
approaches because the business of learning is not 
just the work of education actors . Although the 
examples given here come from primary schools, 
these types of interventions should also, and fore-
most, be implemented in ECD programs to miti-
gate the irreversible effects of early malnutrition on 
children (see box 2 .1) . 

In Bolivia, poor families tend to have high rates 
of child mortality and malnutrition, low rates of 
primary school attendance, and a greater like-
lihood of repetition and dropouts . The early 
childhood development program Projecto In-
tegral de Desarollo Infantil, which provides 
comprehensive home-based day care for im-
poverished families, was established to better 
prepare children to enter and succeed in school, 
empower women through employment oppor-
tunities, and increase community participation 
in childhood development . Each center serves 
fifteen children ranging from six months to six 
years old and is led by a mother or caretaker 
who is assisted by helpers . Children receive two 
meals and a snack per day (providing 70 per-
cent of their daily caloric needs), receive basic 
health care, and engage in games and physical 
activity to foster cognitive development . Almost 
all children who leave the program at the age of 
six enter primary school, a significant increase 
from the 20 percent enrollment rate for children 
not in the program . These results are attributed 
to improved children’s health as well as parents’ 
participation in the program . 

Box 2.1. improvinG Child health—and sChool 
enrollment rates—in Bolivia

Source: J . van der Gaag and J . Tan, Benefits of Early Childhood 
Development Programs: An Economic Analysis (Washington: World 
Bank, 1998) .

The second needed action is to develop comprehen-
sive ECD frameworks and plans . In many countries, 
ECD is a low priority and the quality of services 
has been poor and fragmented . In some areas, the 
private and non-profit sectors have been primarily 
responsible for providing ECD without adequate 
resources, regulation, or quality assurance from the 
government .94 Governments should develop a com-
prehensive framework or shared plan of action for 
ECD that addresses the rights and needs of all chil-
dren—especially the poorest—and that is supported 
by information and monitoring systems .95 This will 
require collaboration and coordination among min-
istries and organizations—especially ministries of 
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planning and finance—working on issues related 
to young children, parents, nutrition, health, water, 
housing, and gender . 

The third needed action is to provide support programs 
that promote adequate stimulation and good parent-
ing and caregiving . As research has shown, health 
and nutrition interventions alone are insufficient 
for ensuring that malnourished children develop 
well .96 Children also require adequate stimulation 
and good parenting, which can often be integrated 
into existing programs and practices in low- and no-
cost ways . ECD programs should be developed in 
partnership with parents, other caregivers, and the 
local community to best meet the needs of those 
they serve .97 Moreover, around the world and across 
cultures, there are common times when parents in-
teract with their children—such as feeding, bath-
ing, and prayer times—that, through information 
provided by public campaigns and existing points of 
contact, such as health clinics and food distribution 
centers, can be infused with simple and low-cost 
cognitive stimulation activities that can best prepare 
children to learn . Where governments have already 
invested in health and nutrition programs, cognitive 
stimulation activities can be integrated; for example, 
pregnancy classes for soon-to-be-first-time parents 
can include preparatory activities to increase cogni-
tive stimulation, such as building a colorful mobile 
or putting together a baby’s first book . Parents and 
children waiting for long periods of time at clinics 
and distribution centers are a captive audience for 
activities that support child development . Given the 
strong evidence that talking with very young chil-
dren establishes foundations for language devel-
opment during early critical periods, community 
health care workers serving as lactation consultants 
can include this information in their meetings with 
new mothers about breast-feeding .98 When ECD 
programs engage parents and caregivers, there is a 
greater likelihood of children entering school as an 
age cohort and of keeping parents engaged as sup-
porters of children’s learning throughout the school 
years (see box 2 .2) .99

The fourth needed action is to strengthen program 
standards, support, and professional training for ECD 

High-quality ECD programs give girls a healthy 
start on life by building cognitive, social, and 
emotional skills that help them to do well in 
school . A girl’s chance of beginning school at 
an appropriate age, which reduces her risk of 
dropping out early when domestic responsi-
bilities dramatically increase in adolescence, is 
increased when she participates in one of these 
programs . High-quality ECD programs for girls 
are a cost-effective intervention because they 
contribute to multiple development objectives, 
including freeing up time for older girls to at-
tend school and mothers to work . Disadvan-
taged girls often benefit the most from these 
programs, which can help overcome household 
deprivations due to poverty .

Box 2.2. how eCd proGrams Can help Girls

educators and caregivers. Early childhood educators—
whether publicly or privately supported—should 
be provided with appropriate preparation, ongoing 
training and support, and adequate compensation . 
Governments must ensure that both public and pri-
vate institutions, services, and facilities providing 
ECD support conform to quality standards and are 
monitored regularly . Working with young children 
should be valued and appropriately compensated 
in order to attract and retain a qualified workforce, 
including both men and women . Home-based and 
community-based educators should have a theoreti-
cal and practical understanding of children’s rights 
and development and ongoing access to professional 
support and resources .100 This should include time 
and safe spaces for children to play, be creative, and 
engage in exploratory learning . 

Financing early childhood programs can be a huge 
challenge in resource-constrained countries . How-
ever, not getting children off on the right start is far 
more costly in terms of poor health outcomes, high 
repetition and dropout rates, and low levels of learn-
ing . Nonetheless, governments face competing pri-
orities to meet the rights and needs of children, and 
they only have limited human and financial resources 
to do so . It is nonetheless important that there be 
sufficient public investment in ECD, given that 
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children’s earliest years are the foundation for their 
physical and mental health, emotional security, and 
the development of competencies .101 Nations should 
devote at least 0 .5 percent to 1 percent of gross do-
mestic product to parent and early childhood educa-
tion .102 In particular, relying on all families to cover 
the costs through user fees is problematic in light of 
the evidence that children from the poorest house-
holds benefit the most from ECD interventions . 
Existing infrastructure should be utilized to deliver 
these services at a low cost . Parent and family sup-
port programs can be integrated into health services . 
Governments should also engage the private sector 
to support ECD programs, which often have a vested 
interest in healthier, more productive consumers . 

In addition to contributions from the government 
(both national and local), families, community and 
social organizations, the private sector, and interna-
tional organizations, one new method for financing 
ECD is the development of microenterprise projects . 
Women (typically) who want to begin a home-based 
care center to earn an income receive seed funding 
and relevant training to ensure the quality of the 
service being provided to the children in their com-
munities . Similarly, income-generating projects (i .e ., 
school-based gardens and handicrafts) can allocate a 
portion of their income to the operation of the center 
while participating parents earn additional income 
or reinvest the profit in expanding the project . 

Strategy 1B: Ensure That Girls and Boys 
Start School at an Appropriate Age

In many developing countries, grade 1 classrooms 
are highly mixed with children as young as four and 
as old as eleven . Thus some children may be in a for-
mal school setting at too young an age, which can be 
linked to the absence of ECD opportunities, while 
others may have started school too late, missing the 
opportunity for early learning with all its cumula-
tive benefits . Both underage and overage students 
present additional challenges for teachers because 
they are at a different phase developmentally than 
the six- and seven-year-olds expected to be in grade 
1 . According to a recent study, no education sys-
tem with good participation rates and high levels of 

achievement on international achievement tests has 
a high age-in-grade dispersion . Either dispersion 
should be reduced or carefully planned multigrade 
teaching and learning approaches should be used, 
such as modularized curricula, when a single class 
contains students from more than one grade level .103

 
In addition, when children enroll in school at a lat-
er age, the risks of repetition and dropping out are 
greater .104 This leads to increased costs for both the 
family and society . Girls are at a particular dropout 
risk when they are not at grade-for-age because the 
pressures they face can change drastically once they 
hit puberty . If they have only reached grade 3 or 5 
before there is pressure to marry or work, learning 
outcomes will be far below expectations . For in-
stance, a recent household survey in Senegal found 
that survival rates to grade 5 for children who start-
ed school two years late were 10 percentage points 
lower than for children starting on time .105 

There is general agreement that early learning is 
highly effective . Children who lose that chance run 
the risk of never catching up with their more for-
tunate peers . In many developing countries, girls 
out-enroll boys for age-in-grade, meaning girls are 
more often than boys at the appropriate age for their 
grade, until they reach the age of fourteen to sixteen . 
Beyond this age in Sub-Saharan Africa, boys almost 
invariably drop out less . Even when more girls than 
boys start school on time, girls may face increased 
risks from being in class with much older boys as 
they enter adolescence . Age-in-grade has been in-
creasing more often than decreasing, and the poorest 
groups have experienced greater increases in age-in-
grade in some countries . Household wealth remains 
the strongest predictor of being overage in school .106 
Therefore, addressing dispersion in age-in-grade will 
only be possible by focusing on the poorest children 
and ensuring that they enroll at the appropriate age .

Two main actions need to be taken to achieve Strat-
egy 1B:

•	 Encourage on-time entry through public 
policies, campaigns, and tracking.

•	 Develop and support multigrade and multi-
age teaching approaches . 
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The first needed action is to encourage on-time entry 
through public policies, campaigns, and tracking . A 
number of actions can be taken to reduce age-in-
grade variation . National policies should be in place 
to encourage policies for age of entry at the appro-
priate age (generally six to seven years, or younger 
where preschool facilities exist) . The availability of 
high-quality ECD opportunities can also play an 
important role in age-appropriate enrollment . Pub-
lic campaigns should educate parents and commu-
nities about the importance of starting school on 
time; and financial incentives, such as cash trans-
fers, should be offered to poor families to enroll 
children, especially girls, at the correct age . Systems 
and schools should track grade-specific enrollment 
rates (such as the percentage of children in an of-
ficial age group enrolled in grade 1) rather than net 
or gross enrollment rates that count children across 
all grades and can conceal the true number of over-
age students per grade .107 Grade-specific enrollment 
and completion rates should be disaggregated by sex 
and other relevant characteristics, such as location 
and ethnicity .

The second needed action is to develop and support 
multigrade and multiage teaching approaches . Where 
large differences in age-in-grade persist, multigrade 
and multiage teaching approaches should be imple-
mented by design, rather than by default, and should 
be supported by in-service teacher training . Evidence 
has shown that multigrade schooling, when imple-
mented appropriately, can be used to effectively target 
the different learning needs of children and poten-
tially reduce the dropout rate .108 In successful multi-
grade programs, teachers promote self-learning and 
encourage older children to help younger ones . The 
teacher increasingly guides and supports the learn-
ing process rather than simply imparting knowledge . 
This requires strong and focused teacher training 
programs and regular follow-up and feedback from 
supervisors and trainers .109 This approach was ad-
opted by Escuela Nueva in Colombia, which uses 
an “active” learning style, relying upon students to 
acquire and construct knowledge for themselves, 
guided by the teacher . In-service training for teachers 

throughout the first year and community participa-
tion are key elements (see box 2 .3) .110 Technology 
can also assist in allowing students to progress at 
different rates within the same class . For example, 
Khan Academy, which has an extensive online pres-
ence, has developed open source materials, which 
include mathematics and science exercises tailored 
to students’ learning needs by progressively becom-
ing more difficult or easier, as needed .111 The acad-
emy’s approach also includes a diagnostic program 
for teachers to identify students who are progressing 
rapidly, and those who need further assistance, so 
that teachers can spend more time with those who 
are struggling and/or pair students who are doing 
well with those needing help . 

The Escuela Nueva program, launched in Co-
lombia in 1975, brings child-centered, commu-
nity-based education to children throughout 
the country, specifically targeting those in rural 
areas . Because classrooms in rural communi-
ties often have students of different ages and 
ability, the program uses a multigrade teach-
ing style with flexible learning options such as 
self-instructional textbooks and small group 
work . Teachers go through an extensive in-
service training on how to develop curriculum 
based on the needs of rural communities and 
guide students, while allowing them to acquire 
and construct knowledge on their own . Studies 
have shown that Escuela Nueva students scored 
significantly higher in third-grade mathematics 
and Spanish than their counterparts in tradi-
tional schools . The program has been adopted 
by the government for national scale up, as 
well as expanded to thirteen countries in Latin 
America and one in Africa . 

Box 2.3. Child-Centered, multiGrade teaChinG in 
ColomBia

Sources: P . McEwan and L . Benveniste, “The Politics of Rural School 
Reform: Escuela Nueva in Colombia,” Journal of Education Policy 16, 
no . 6 (2001): 547–59; Escuela Nueva website (www .escuelanueva .org) .

www.escuelanueva.org


A GlobAl CompACt on leArninG: tAkinG ACtion on eduCAtion in developinG Countries

Center for universAl eduCAtion At brookinGs

23

The abilities to read, write, and do mathematics are 
foundational skills for all future learning . Ensuring 
children master these skills is another essential com-
ponent of addressing the learning crisis . Not only will 
it reduce the number of children dropping out and 
pave the way for their ongoing learning success, it is 
cost-effective by reducing inefficiencies in the educa-
tion system . 
 
Literacy skills in the lower primary grades,112 in 
particular, have been shown to be a good predictor 
of later educational success, and children who gain 
reading fluency during lower primary are unlikely 
to lose it even if they drop out .113 Many studies have 
documented the relationship between failure to learn 
to read and falling further behind each year or drop-
ping out altogether . Regardless of the specifics of any 
given language, research shows that the trajectory of 
a child’s reading progress at the end of grade one can 
predict his or her skills at the end of primary school 
because reading skills are self-reinforcing (i .e ., strong 
readers acquire double the vocabulary, which builds 
reading skills, than do weak readers) .114 Early learn-
ing success in reading, writing, and mathematics also 
contributes to higher retention rates because children 
who are successful early on are more likely to remain 
in school longer .115 This link is particularly important 
for low-income girls, who remain the most educa-
tionally marginalized . Evidence-based strategies to 
build foundational skills in literacy and numeracy in 
lower primary grades are discussed in this chapter . 

Critical thinking —the ability to find and analyze in-
formation to inform decisions—is an essential and 
interlinked component of improving learning out-
comes . Reading, writing, and mathematics are tools 

for acquiring knowledge and therefore are founda-
tional to becoming a critical thinker; however, criti-
cal thinking skills are also expanded through other 
means, including, but not limited to, promoting citi-
zenship and developing social and emotional com-
petence .116 In 2010, Pratham’s Annual Status of Edu-
cation Report in India introduced critical thinking 
questions for children in grade 5 and above by asking 
questions that impact “everyday” living (i .e ., work 
with money, calendars, area, and estimation) based 
on simple mathematical operations used frequently 
at that schooling level . Colombia has implemented 
a policy on national citizenship competencies to 
promote the development of responsible, active, and 
peaceful citizens that include conflict resolution, mu-
tual decisionmaking, respect and defense of human 
rights and understanding of plurality, identify and 
value of differences . Although attention to critical 
thinking is evident in pockets of research, it has not 
been analyzed to the same extent that literacy and 
numeracy in the lower primary grades have been . 
Given the smaller research base from which to draw 
specific strategies and activities to improve learning 
outcomes, the immediate way forward on elevating 
a focus on critical thinking to improve learning is 
through increasing research, particularly at the pri-
mary level, of how critical thinking skills are intro-
duced and assessed in a classroom setting .

All these factors lead to Priority 2:

Priority 2: Build foundational skills in literacy and 
numeracy in the lower primary grades.

Figure 3 .1 portrays the various aspects of Priority 2, 
which should be addressed with these two strategies:

PRIORITY 2: EMPHASIZING LITERACY AND 
NUMERACY IN LOWER PRIMARY EDUCATION3
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•	 Strategy 2A: Prioritize literacy and numera-
cy in the lower primary grades .

•	 Strategy 2B: Provide mother-tongue-based 
multilingual education in the lower prima-
ry grades .

This chapter considers the actions needed to pursue 
each of these strategies .

Strategy 2A: Prioritize Literacy and 
Numeracy in the Lower Primary Grades

Around the world, primary schools spend propor-
tionally more of their resources on the later grades, 
in large part to strengthen high-stakes examination 
results and the subsequent transitions into higher 
levels of education . The most qualified teachers are 
placed in these later grades with relatively smaller 
groups of students . And yet one of the greatest edu-
cation challenges is supporting children’s learning 

PrIorIty 2: Build Foundational skills in literacy and numeracy in the lower primary grades.

OvERvIEw

the ability to read, write and do 
mathematics are foundational skills 
for all future learning. It is also the 
minimum that families expect when 
they send their children to school. 
It is crucial to start early as there 
is a relationship between failure 
to learn to read and falling further 
behind each year or dropping out 
altogether. Prioritizing literacy and 
numeracy in the lower primary 
grades maximizes investments 
by ensuring children move from 
learning to read to reading to 
learn. Recent evidence identifies 
actions that can improve literacy 
and numeracy; however, more 
work is needed to understand how 
essential critical thinking skills can 
be developed in the process.

StratEgIES aCtIonS

Prioritize literacy and 
numeracy in the lower 

primary grades

•    Maximize the amount of time spent on 
learning

•    Provide training to teachers in effective 
methods of reading instruction and 
numeracy

•    Provide appropriate-level reading 
materials to children and communities

•    Create a culture of literacy and learning

Provide mother-tongue-
based multilingual 

education in the lower 
primary grades

•    Develop comprehensive language plan 
in partnership with local community

•    address practical constraints, such as 
shortages of teachers and materials in 
local languages

Figure 3.1. strategies anD actions to support literacy anD numeracy in loWer primary graDes

experiences in the first four years of primary school, 
when a strong foundation for learning can be estab-
lished that will motivate them to succeed in later 
years . Research on the neurological development 
of children shows that the evolution of their cogni-
tive capacities and learning styles suggests that more 
intensive instruction (i .e ., in smaller classrooms) 
is better suited to younger children . The opposite, 
however, is usually the case, as class size tends to get 
progressively smaller as a child progresses through 
the education system due to early dropout in grade 
one—in part because parents see that their children 
are not learning to read or count .117 A system’s most 
experienced and capable teachers should be re-
cruited and assigned to the lower primary grades . A 
pattern in Tanzania of using only more experienced 
teachers for the first three grades was credited as one 
of the factors responsible for improving access and 
quality .118 These kinds of policies are particularly 
relevant vis-à-vis girls’ education (see box 3 .1) .
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Four main actions need to be taken to achieve Strat-
egy 2A:

•	 Maximize the amount of time spent on 
learning, including addressing teacher ab-
senteeism . 

•	 Provide training to teachers in effective 
methods of reading instruction and nu-
meracy. 

•	 Provide appropriate-level reading materials 
to children and communities . 

•	 Create a culture of literacy and learning .

The first needed action is to maximize the amount of 
time spent on learning, including addressing teacher 
absenteeism . Children’s learning is a function of how 
effectively time is used in school . Recent compara-
tive research across 50 countries, including 13 de-
veloping countries, found that an increase of one 
hour of instruction per week in mathematics, sci-
ence or reading improves test scores, with a larger 
effect for girls and students from lower-income 
families .119 In many low-income countries, numer-
ous factors reduce the actual amount of time spent 
on instruction, such as poor student attendance, 
teacher absenteeism, and school closures due to 
strikes and insecurity .120 One recent multicountry 
study revealed that after subtracting time lost, the 
remaining instructional time, as a share of the total 
days available, only amounted to 31 percent in Gua-
temala, 34 percent in Ethiopia, and 45 percent in 
Nepal .121 This means that little time was available to 
teach and reinforce reading and mathematics skills, 
among other subjects . Around the world, there is 
enormous variability in the length of the school day . 

Some education systems do not have a class-specific 
timetable; and among those that do, not all adhere 
to it . Class-specific timetables should be mandated 
and adherence to them, including the specific open-
ing and closing times of school, should be moni-
tored and enforced .122

Addressing the root causes of lost instructional 
time might require giving additional support to 
teachers who are often overwhelmed by class size, 
limited materials, and poor facilities . It might also 
require addressing teacher absenteeism, which in 
many countries is shockingly high . A study of thirty 
schools in Northern Ghana found that on average 
30 percent of teachers were absent at any given time 
and the average number of days per week a teacher 
was absent was three .123 There are various reasons 
for high absentee rates, including illness, child care 
responsibilities, long distances to school, or to col-
lect a monthly salary, and “moonlighting” to hold 
an additional job . In the Indian states of Bihar and 
Uttar Pradesh, teachers’ absences are significantly 
lower for those teachers who are on annually re-
newable contracts and therefore face accountability 
pressures .124 Another study in India found that di-
rect monitoring, combined with financial incentives 
based on teacher attendance, lead to large increases 
in attendance among para-teachers .125 Matching 
teachers with their home communities has also 
shown to have a positive effect . Motivational pro-
grams developed in partnership with teachers—
such as bonuses, periodic awards, health allowance, 
housing allowance, recognition, and job enrichment 
programs—can also improve teacher attendance . 

The second needed action is to provide training to 
teachers in effective methods of reading instruction 
and numeracy . Even when teachers are motivated 
and show up to class, they often are not adequately 
prepared in ways that reflect the knowledge base 
of how children learn to read . This can take place 
through pre- and in-service training; coaching, peer, 
and teacher mentor support networks; and the use 
of technology, such as videos, and effective instruc-
tional materials that supplement standard curricula 
(see box 3 .2) . At pre-service training, reading and 
mathematics teachers need extensive knowledge of 

Learning to read, write, and do mathematics in 
lower primary grades can keep girls in school 
longer . Preliminary evidence finds that some 
simple teaching techniques can improve girls’ 
reading levels, such as teachers calling on stu-
dents randomly to ensure girls’ equal participa-
tion . Teaching in local language at an early age 
is particularly important for girls who often ar-
rive to school with much less exposure to the 
official language of instruction .

Box 3.1. how Foundational skills development 
helps Girls
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how children learn to read and manipulate numbers . 
Experienced teachers can become mentors to train-
ees who learn to teach early reading and mathemat-
ics through extensive practicums . The starting point 
for trainee teachers should be a critical understand-
ing of the early primary classroom rather than dis-
tanced, theorized academic knowledge .126 Addition-
ally, local peer teams and communities of practice 
can bring together teachers to discuss challenges, 
share good practices, and provide one another sup-
port, which is particularly important for new teach-
ers .127 Teacher training pilots in several low-income 
countries have shown improvements in children’s 
reading scores by adapting teaching approaches to 
address reading deficiencies and providing instruc-
tion materials, support, and fully specified lesson 
plans where needed .128 In Kenya, the Aga Khan 
Foundation and the Ministry of Education provided 
teachers with a lesson-by-lesson, week-by-week in-
struction plan to teach second-grade reading . The 
training focused on what, when, and how to teach 
reading and was supplemented by monthly school 
visits from trainers to support teachers . After this 
intervention, second-grade students were reading 
twice as fluently as they had been at the time of the 
baseline assessment .129 Classroom activities should 
underscore the everyday uses of mathematical tech-
niques and build on the knowledge that children 
bring to school, such as sorting, sequencing, geo-
metrical forms, matching, and counting .130 

The third needed action is to provide appropriate-
level reading materials to children and communities . 
The availability of appropriate-level reading mate-
rial at age and developmentally and culturally suit-
able levels of readability—both within homes and 
in school—is important for children’s educational 
achievement . A study of primary schools in Fran-
cophone Africa found that of all classroom equip-
ment, textbooks were the most important items and 
have a very strong impact on learning .131 In many 
low-income countries, textbooks are in short sup-
ply and materials to support learning to read in the 
language of instruction are even rarer . A recent sur-
vey in Mali found that three-quarters of grade 2 stu-
dents did not have a textbook and no student had 
supplementary reading books at school .132 Although 

the quality of reading material is important, it must 
also be coordinated with the range of reading skills 
required . An intervention in Kenya to increase text-
books in schools showed no effect on learning out-
comes . An evaluation concluded it was because the 
textbooks were much too advanced .133 On the other 
hand, recent research in six African countries found 
that teachers could teach reading comprehension 
by writing a short story at an appropriate level on a 
chalk board or manila paper . 134

The fourth needed action is to create a culture of lit-
eracy and learning . A culture of literacy and learn-
ing must be encouraged and supported at both the 
school and community levels . Children and families 
must not only have access to books; they must also 
be mobilized to use them (see box 3 .3) . Assessments 
of reading achievement at the primary level find that 
children of parents who engage in early home liter-
acy activities, such as reading books or playing with 
alphabet toys, scored 40 points higher than children 
whose parents did not engage in such activities .135 
Save the Children’s Literacy Boost program in Ma-
lawi and Nepal works with community members 
to create village-level book banks, trains members 

In India, Pratham’s Shishuvachan early literacy 
program has shown to be effective in improv-
ing performance on basic literacy assessments . 
Teachers use storybooks and flashcards for word 
and letter recognition to instruct children . The 
program aims to help children cognitively attach 
meanings to words and encourages children to 
take in whole words and ideas rather than focus 
on an abstract alphabet chart . A three-year ran-
domized control trial found that the program 
was most effective when it supplemented an ex-
isting preschool or first grade, rather than as a 
stand-alone program . Greatest gains were among 
children with the lowest initial performance and 
whose parents are the least able to provide addi-
tional support to their classroom studies .

Box 3.2. improvinG literaCy in india

Source: F . He, L . Linden, and M . MacLeod, A Better Way to Teach 
Children to Read? Evidence from a Randomized Control Trial 
(Cambridge: J-Pal, 2009)
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to manage the book banks, and provides a cur-
riculum to conduct reading awareness workshops 
for parents . After one year, students demonstrated 
progress in letter identification (Nepal), oral reading 
fluency (Nepal and Malawi), and comprehending 
connected text (Malawi), as compared with control 
schools that started with similar scores .136 Other ex-
amples include the use of e-readers that download 
reading materials so that children can have access to 
new reading materials, often at a lower cost . Some 
e-readers, such as those used by Worldreader .org’s 
iRead pilot in Ghana, operate on the mobile phone 
networks that are growing rapidly worldwide and 
require low-levels of energy consumption .137 Pilots 
have shown, however, that getting technology into 
schools alone is not enough; teachers and students 
need to be trained and supported to ensure that the 
particular technology is being used as intended . 
There is still much learning needed when it comes 
to the use of technology to deliver high-quality and 
cost-effective education .

Strategy 2B: Provide Mother-Tongue-
Based Multilingual Education in the Lower 
Primary Grades

Fifty percent of the world’s out-of-school children 
live in communities where the language of instruc-
tion in school is rarely, if ever, used at home .138 The 
language of instruction obviously has profound ef-
fects on children’s ability to access and learn effec-
tively in school . Research indicates that having a 
strong foundation in a first language, especially dur-
ing the early years of school, is crucial to a child’s ed-
ucational success .139 Using a language of instruction 
that children do not understand leads to increased 
repetition and dropout rates and poor educational 
achievement for those who stay in school .140 In one 
study, analysis of data from twenty-two develop-
ing countries and 160 language groups revealed 
that children who had access to instruction in their 
mother tongue were significantly more likely to be 
enrolled and attending school . Conversely, a lack of 
education in a child’s first language was a significant 
reason for children dropping out .141 

Children aged five to six years have, on average, a 
working vocabulary of 2,500 to 5,000 words by the 
time they enter the classroom .142 This knowledge is 
essentially wasted when they are unable to use and 
build upon their skills . Rather than impeding chil-
dren’s ability to learn the official language, studies 
show that schooling in a child’s mother tongue is 
a strong predictor of achievement in a second lan-
guage .143 For example, children learning under the 
“mother-tongue-based multilingual education” ap-
proach in Lubuagan, the Philippines (in English, 
Filipino, and Lubuagan), outperformed their peers 
who learned in English and Filipino not only in 
their mother tongue but also in English and Filipi-
no .144 There is also growing evidence that early bilin-
gualism can provide children with benefits that go 
beyond knowing more than one language, including 
cognitive flexibility and the ability to transfer knowl-
edge across languages earlier and better than their 
monolingual peers .145 Additionally, the use of home 
language in school can increase parents’ participa-
tion in their children’s education . Mother-tongue-
based multilingual education may be even more 

A key component of increasing literacy is en-
suring that children have access to age-appro-
priate and relevant reading material . The Room 
to Read initiative has built 11,000 libraries in 
nine developing countries to give children fun 
and engaging reading materials and encourage 
reading . The presence of school libraries, spe-
cifically with reading material in the language 
of instruction, has been shown to significantly 
increase the time children spend reading . For 
example, Room to Read found that in Zambia 
students were 37 percent more likely to read si-
lently when they had access to a library . Further-
more, in Nepal, students with access to a library 
were 42 percent more likely to read for leisure at 
school and 86 percent more likely at home . Sim-
ilar results were seen in Room to Read programs 
in Laos, stressing the importance of libraries and 
relevant reading material to students’ success . 

Box 3.3. BuildinG a liFelonG haBit oF readinG

Sources: Room to Read website (www .roomtoread .org); Juarez & 
Associates Inc ., Reading Room Cross-National Evaluation: Year 1: 
Findings from Zambia, Nepal, and Laos . San Francisco: Room to Read, 
2009 .  

www.roomtoread.org
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important for girls, who often have less exposure to 
non-home language outside the classroom .146 

Although implementing a mother-tongue-based 
multilingual policy requires additional resources for 
start-up, the costs per primary school completer may 
be much lower due to increased learning, reduced 
repetition and dropout rates, and increased comple-
tion rates . For example, in the case of a bilingual pro-
gram in Mali, costs per primary school completer 
were reduced by 27 percent and resulted in higher 
academic achievement .147 It is far more costly for a 
country to have children miss out on years of educa-
tion or sit in a classroom not learning at all . A study 
in Guatemala found that despite higher costs for 
bilingual teachers and supplementary materials, bi-
lingual education produced a cost savings of $5 mil-
lion due to lower repetition rates .148 A recent analy-
sis shows that an increase in a country’s education 
budget of 4 to 5 percent would cover the immediate 
costs associated with mother-tongue instruction and 
reduce education costs in the long run .149 

Two main actions need to be taken to achieve Strat-
egy 2B:

•	 Develop a comprehensive language policy 
in collaboration with stakeholders, followed 
by information programs that explain the 
policy. 

•	 Address practical constraints, such as 
teacher deployment, teacher preparation, 
curriculum (including language transition), 
and materials development . 

The first needed action is to develop a comprehensive 
language policy in collaboration with stakeholders, 
followed by information programs that explain the 
policy . Countries should undertake an analysis of 
how their language of instruction policy—and how 
it is implemented—is affecting children’s participa-
tion and success in education, and determine which 
language(s) would be most likely to increase enroll-
ment, retention, and learning for girls and boys . 
The analysis should focus on how best to recruit, 
deploy, and train teachers, along with securing the 
necessary materials .150 Findings should be shared 
and discussed among communities to determine 

promising approaches to providing education as 
long as possible in the children’s home language .151 
The benefits of educating children in their mother 
tongue should be shared with families, which may 
feel that their child will fall behind if not taught 
solely in the official language .152 A plan should be 
developed that includes transitioning students to 
the official language(s), in contexts where that is re-
quired, which research shows is most effective after 
a number of years of schooling in a child’s mother 
tongue .153 In other settings, teaching foreign lan-
guages as a subject could be more effective than bi-
lingual programs, to achieve national objectives . In 
situations where children are required to take exit 
and/or entrance examinations in official languages 
at the end of primary school, programs must be de-
signed to respond to that and prepare students for 
these high-stakes exams . 

The second needed action is to address practical con-
straints, such as teacher deployment, teacher prepara-
tion, curriculum (including language transition), and 
materials development. In implementing mother-
tongue-based multilingual education, low-income 
countries face practical issues, such as an absence of 
teaching materials in any language and centralized 
teacher recruitment and deployment policies . To 
address the latter challenge, governments can pur-
sue a more concerted effort to recruit teachers from 
diverse language areas and/or to recruit communi-
ty-level teacher’s assistants for minority language 
groups or as an interim measure . With respect to 
the former challenge, community-based, innova-
tive approaches can address the absence of materi-
als in local languages . For example, Room to Read’s 
“Local Language Publishing” program increases 
the quantity and diversity of children’s books in lo-
cal languages by selecting local writers and illustra-
tors to develop culturally relevant children’s books . 
Some stories are adapted from local folktales; oth-
ers are sourced from various writing competitions 
and writers’ workshops sponsored and facilitated by 
Room to Read .154 In India, Pratham has published 
more than 200 original titles in eleven Indian lan-
guages and provided them to a mobile library that 
travels between schools distributing books to chil-
dren . This includes books to reach visually impaired 
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children by creating “talking books” as well as part-
nering with local radio stations to translate books 
into multiple languages (see box 3 .4) .155 Technology 
can also play a role in the provision of local language 
materials . SIL International, for example, has devel-
oped software to accelerate the production of prim-
ers appropriate for beginning readers in clusters of 
related African languages .156

In India, the 2006 Annual Status of Education Re-
port, a nationwide assessment facilitated by the 
nongovernmental organization Pratham, found 
that 65 percent of children in grades 2 through 
5 enrolled in government primary schools could 
not ready a simple paragraph . Pratham has taken 
bold steps to address the learning crisis through 
its Education Initiative, which has reached more 
than 1 million children in thirteen Indian states . 
As part of the Education Initiative, Pratham 
Books has published more than 170 high-quali-
ty children’s books in more than a dozen Indian 
languages . A mobile library, the Pustak Car, 
travels between schools in the district of Ankola 
and has distributed books to more than 4,000 
learners . By forming partnerships with local 
governments, citizens, and corporate publish-
ing companies, Pratham Books has been able to 
record some of its books in multiple languages 
and air them on local radio programs . Visually 
impaired children have benefited from these ra-
dio programs and recorded books, furthering 
Pratham’s mission to get “a book in every child’s 
hand .” 

Box 3.4. GettinG a Book into every Child’s hands 
in india

Sources: Pratham, Annual Report 2009 (Mumbai: Pratham, 2009) .
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There is clear evidence that a high-quality, relevant 
secondary school education157 has measurable, posi-
tive effects on young people’s health, improved child 
mortality rates, reduced population growth, and 
greater economic growth .158 Too few young people, 
however, are making the transition from primary to 
post-primary learning and those that do often en-
counter poor quality where they do not acquire the 
knowledge, skills, or capacities they need in their 
daily lives and future work . Helping young people 
transition into high-quality and relevant post-pri-
mary learning opportunities is an important ele-
ment needed to address the learning crisis .     

Progress in universal primary education has led to 
an increased demand for secondary education . Part 
of the motivation for increasing enrollment in pri-
mary school is the belief that it will lead to further 
education . This increased demand for high-quality 
and relevant post-primary education is occurring 
against the backdrop of a demographic explosion 
within the secondary school-age population . In 
South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, where poverty 
rates are among the highest in the world, an average 
of 1 and 2 .2 million young people, respectively, are 
expected to enter the labor market every year be-
tween 2010 and 2015 .159 If properly addressed, this 
youth demographic window can translate into high 
economic growth—like like East Asia experienced 
during during the 1970s and 1980s .

Secondary and post-primary education is particu-
larly important for girls at this age in enabling them 
to make informed life choices that can prevent preg-
nancy, early marriage, and other negative health 
outcomes .160 It also can equip girls with skills to ex-

pand their choices, increase decisionmaking in the 
home, and participate in social and economic life .161 
Post-primary education is especially critical in post-
conflict situations, where there is often a lack of the 
skilled labor force necessary to rebuild the affected 
countries and support the return and reintegration 
of demobilized militia and displaced populations .
 
Increasing the number of girls and boys who receive 
a high-quality, relevant post-primary education re-
quires ensuring that children complete a primary 
education of good quality and are able to pass exit 
examinations, reducing demand- and supply-side 
barriers that prevent young people from transition-
ing to secondary school, improving the relevance of 
services so that young people are prepared for future 
livelihoods and further education, and ensuring 
equal opportunities—between girls and boys, the 
rich and poor, urban and rural areas, and within and 
between countries (see box 4 .1) . This chapter de-
scribes strategies to support transitioning to—and 
completing—secondary school and other post-pri-
mary opportunities that build life and labor skills, as 
summarized in Priority 3:

Priority 3: Support transitioning to and completing 
secondary school and post-primary opportunities that 
build relevant life and labor skills.

Figure 4 .1 portrays the various aspects of Priority 
3, which should be addressed with these two strat-
egies:

•	 Strategy 3A: Reduce barriers that prevent 
girls and boys from transitioning to second-
ary school and other post-primary educa-
tional opportunities .

PRIORITY 3: PROVIDING POST-PRIMARY 
EDUCATION OPPORTUNITIES4
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•	 Strategy 3B: Ensure that post-primary educa-
tion prepares young people for healthy lives, 
productive work, and civic participation .

PrIorIty 3: Support transitioning to and completing secondary school and other post-primary 
opportunities that build relevant life and labor skills.

OvERvIEw

More young people must be 
supported to transition to 
post-primary education while 
simultaneously addressing serious 
concerns about the applicability, 
or relevance, of what they learn 
to their lives and livelihoods. 
Ensuring a larger number of young 
people receive a quality secondary 
education requires that they 
complete a primary education of 
good quality, reducing demand- and 
supply-side barriers, and improving 
the relevance of education so that 
young people are prepared for local 
work opportunities and to make a 
healthy transition to adulthood. We 
need to build on lessons learned 
and take successful interventions 
to scale. additionally, alternative, 
non-formal models that utilize 
innovative modes of delivery are 
needed, many of which require 
more rigorous evaluations.

StratEgIES aCtIonS

Reduce barriers that 
prevent girls and boys 
from transitioning to 
secondary school and 

other post-primary 
educational opportunities 

•    Provide well-targeted, appropriately 
structured subsidies for educationally 
marginalized groups

•    Provide a safe environment and girl-
friendly school policies

•    Build social support structures to 
encourage ongoing learning for girls 
and boys

•    offer second-chance learning 
opportunities

•    Provide flexible post-primary models 
utilizing innovative modes of delivery, 
including technology

Ensure that post-primary 
education prepares young 
people for healthy lives, 

productive work, and 
civic participation

•    Strengthen the link between post-
primary education and improved life and 
labor opportunities

•    teach transferable skills, such as 
critical thinking and information and 
communication technologies (ICt)

•    Facilitate school-to-work and school-to-
lifelong learning transitions

Figure 4.1. strategies anD actions to support postprimary eDucation opportunities

Many adolescent girls in low-income countries 
are not making the transition to secondary school, 
despite clear evidence of the large social and eco-
nomic benefits—including improved health, delay 
of early marriage and pregnancy, increased wages 
and economic growth, and an enhanced role in de-
cisions that affect their lives . Non-formal post-pri-
mary programs, which are often the most appro-
priate option for adolescent girls who have missed 
out on years of school, must be linked to the formal 

education system, provide clear pathways back to 
school or work, and offer recognized credentials . 
Post-primary education should be flexible in de-
livery to accommodate girls’ work and domestic 
responsibilities . Post-primary education should 
teach a range of academic and transferable skills—
such as critical thinking, communications, and 
financial literacy—that prepare girls for healthy 
transitions to work, marriage, motherhood, and 
civic participation .

Box 4.1. ensurinG more Girls reCeive a Quality post-primary eduCation

This chapter considers the actions needed to pursue 
each of these strategies .
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to secondary school as boys .162 In some cases, dif-
ferences in enrollment rates at the secondary level 
between girls and boys can be traced back to initial 
intake into primary school or are the result of fewer 
girls completing primary school . Once in second-
ary school, dropout rates are often higher for girls 
due to the compounding forms of disadvantage and 
discrimination that they face—including domestic 
labor, early marriage and pregnancy, and real or 
perceived low returns from educating them (see 
figure 4 .2) . The situation for girls is particularly 
acute in conflict-affected areas, and in South and 

Strategy 3A: Reduce Barriers That Prevent 
Girls and Boys from Transitioning to 
Secondary School and Other Post-Primary 
Educational Opportunities

Worldwide, about 74 million adolescents of lower 
secondary school age are out of school, either be-
cause they have not completed primary school or 
because they have been unable to make the transi-
tion to lower secondary school . Although there are 
exceptions, in most countries today, girls who have 
completed primary school are as likely to transition 

Ghana
South Africa

Gambia
Kenya

Nigeria
Togo

Cameroon
Sao Tome/Principe

Malawi
Sierra Leone

Côte D’Ivoire
Cent. Aft. Rep.

Eritrea
Burkina Faso

Morocco
Mauritania

Madagascar
Lesotho
Uganda

Guinea Bissau
Congo (Brazza.)

Zambia
Senegal
Ethiopia

Swaziland
Namibia
Somalia
Burundi

Benin
Zimbabwe

Rwanda
Guinea

Mali
Chad

Mozambique
Niger

Tanzania

0 10 20 30 40 50

Figure 4.2. seconDary school completion rates For girls, age 19, sub-saharan aFrica (%)

Note: Secondary school completion is relatively rare in most African countries . Countries are ranked high to low, by percentage who have completed 
secondary school .
Source: C . Lloyd and J . Young, New Lessons: The Power of Educating Adolescent Girls (New York: Population Council, 2009) .
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West Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa . Only 36 percent 
of girls enroll in lower secondary school in Sub-
Saharan Africa, and the gender gap in secondary 
enrollment has actually grown wider since 2000 .163 
Even more than gender, poverty and rural resi-
dence are strongly associated with low enrollment 
in secondary school .164 Issues of equity play a par-
ticularly important role when it comes to secondary 
education because it is increasingly the key deter-
minant of subsequent life chances . Participation in 
secondary education, however, tends to be regres-
sive with income thereby reinforcing disparities .165 
In Sub-Saharan Africa, children from the richest 20 
percent of households have on average more than 
eleven times the chance of reaching grade 9 than 
those from the poorest 40 percent .166 

Although access helps children get through the 
door, it does not guarantee good learning outcomes . 
Therefore, any approach to improving learning 
must address barriers that prevent girls and boys 
from continuing their education as well as targeted 
measures to improve the quality of the teaching and 
learning process . Many of the approaches discussed 
below are not new but either have not been priori-
tized, appropriately implemented and resourced, 
or taken to scale . Although individual barriers are 
discussed separately below, a holistic approach of 
addressing multiple barriers has been found to be 
most effective in increasing enrollment, attendance, 
and achievement in secondary school .167

Generating the financial resources required to ex-
pand secondary and post-primary educational op-
portunities is a major challenge facing most devel-
oping countries . In low-enrollment countries, the 
per-student unit cost of post-primary learning is sig-
nificantly more expensive than at the primary level .168 
Expanding post-primary education also requires 
achieving cost-efficiencies in deploying and utilizing 
existing resources, such as through prioritizing mea-
sures discussed here . In some cases, student/teacher 
ratios and teaching time can be increased where they 
are low .169 Additionally, expanding post-primary ed-
ucation requires mobilizing increased resources and 
working with nongovernmental partners, including 
the private sector, nongovernmental organizations 

(NGOs), and civil society groups . This approach in-
cludes various forms of public–private partnerships, 
which are particularly helpful to mobilize additional 
resources, provide professional support services, and 
stimulate creative and innovative thinking .170 The 
state, while maintaining ultimate responsibility for 
the provision of basic education for all young people, 
frequently needs to partner with nongovernmental 
actors to deliver high-quality post-primary learning 
opportunities .
 
Five main actions need to be taken to achieve Strat-
egy 3A:

•	 Provide well-targeted, appropriately struc-
tured subsidies for educationally marginal-
ized groups. 

•	 Provide a safe environment and girl-friend-
ly school policies . 

•	 Cultivate community support and encour-
agement for ongoing learning for both girls 
and boys . 

•	 Offer second-chance learning opportuni-
ties .

•	 Provide flexible post-primary models utiliz-
ing innovative modes of delivery, including 
technology innovations, where appropriate.

The first needed action is to provide well-targeted, 
appropriately structured subsidies for educationally 
marginalized groups . High direct and indirect costs 
are the principal reason that children who complete 
primary school do not make the transition to sec-
ondary school . Therefore, lowering or eliminating 
financial barriers through well-targeted and struc-
tured scholarships, stipends, or other forms of sub-
sidies has been shown to improve young people’s 
school enrollment and retention rates . Even in coun-
tries that include lower or junior secondary school 
as part of basic education (generally eight to ten 
years), households often have to pay school fees or 
other costs associated with going to school (see box 
4 .2) . In Sub-Saharan Africa, this household contri-
bution amounts to 30 to 60 percent of the cost of 
secondary schooling .171 As children grow older, the 
opportunity cost of attending school is even larger 
because there are increased pressures (and abilities) 
for young people to earn an income . 
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In Bangladesh, the Female Secondary School As-
sistance Project provided tuition assistance and 
monthly stipends for poor, rural girls provided that 
the girls remained single, maintained a 75 percent 
attendance rate, and achieved at least 45 percent on 
their final examinations .172 The program provided 
girls with small bank accounts so that they had con-
trol over the stipends, which not only empowered 
them to handle their own money but also familiar-
ized them with the banking system . The program 
resulted in dramatic improvements in attendance, 
while comparable improvements in learning out-
comes were not achieved .173 Large-scale conditional 
transfer programs in Latin America, where fami-
lies receive cash or food based on meeting certain 
conditions, have resulted in improved school at-
tendance as well as enhanced health and nutrition 
(i .e ., Progresa/Opportunidades in Mexico, Bolsa 
Familia in Brazil, and Red de Proteccion Social in 
Nicaragua) .174 A study of a conditional cash transfer 
program in Colombia found that the program had 
a positive effect on graduation rates and matricula-
tion into tertiary school when cash transfers were 

In many developing countries, there is a delinea-
tion between lower and upper secondary school . 
In some countries, lower secondary is consid-
ered part of the primary education system and 
is provided without fees and is compulsory . 
Sub-Saharan Africa has the lowest rate of com-
pulsory secondary education in the world, with 
just twenty-two countries designating lower sec-
ondary as compulsory . Lower secondary school 
varies in length from two to four years, whereas 
upper secondary school is generally two to three 
years . Lower secondary school generally consists 
of basic academic and life skills, whereas upper 
secondary school includes more specialization 
and workforce development skills . As young 
people progress from lower to upper secondary 
school, generally through a national examina-
tion process, enrollment rates fall even further .

Box 4.2. lower and upper seCondary sChool 

Sources: UNESCO, EFA Global Monitoring Report 2011: The Hidden 
Crisis—Armed Conflict and Education (Paris: UNESCO, 2011); C . 
Beggs, Report to MacArthur Foundation: Girls’ Secondary Education in 
Sub-Saharan Africa . (Washington, DC: AED, 2010) .

tied to children finishing high school .175 A pilot pro-
gram in Kenya found that providing girls with mer-
it-based scholarships upon completing grade 6 not 
only improved the academic performance of girls 
eligible for the scholarships, gains that persisted one 
full year following the competition, but also the per-
formance of other boys and girls with knowledge of 
the program .176 A recent follow up study found that 
five years later, girls who participated in the merit 
scholarship program had fewer arranged marriages 
and were less likely to accept domestic violence than 
young women who had attended schools that had 
not participated in the program . 177 

Although subsidy programs can increase enroll-
ment and retention, more needs be done to ensure 
that the intended target population benefits, that 
program costs are sustainable, and that interven-
tions are structured to have a positive impact on 
learning outcomes . Unintended consequences must 
also be investigated and avoided, such as shifting 
work responsibilities within the family to a sibling 
who does not receive the subsidy, which happened 
in the case for girls in Colombia .178 Findings from 
the merit-based scholarship program in Kenya sug-
gest, for example, that parent and community sup-
port might be a necessary condition for the success 
of student incentive programs .179 In Morocco, the 
Quality Girls’ Dormitory model demonstrated that 
providing scholarships and lodging does not neces-
sarily translate into success in school, especially for 
girls coming from disadvantaged backgrounds . The 
program empowered community-based organiza-
tions and local volunteers to provide targeted aca-
demic and psychosocial support . As a result, girls 
in the fourteen pilot programs performed better in 
school, as evinced by significant increases in grade 
point averages, progress to higher grades, and drop-
out rates that significantly decreased .180 Lessons 
from large-scale subsidy programs have shown that 
how incentives are structured matters . In Malawi, a 
randomized trial of a cash transfer program found 
improvements in school enrollment for adolescent 
girls whether or not the cash grants were condi-
tioned on school attendance but attendance and test 
scores only improved for those whose grants were 
conditioned on school attendance .181 Furthermore, 
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if the quality of service is poor, learning outcomes 
will also be poor . Therefore, complementary inter-
ventions are also needed to improve the quality of 
learning .
 
The second needed action is to provide a safe envi-
ronment and girl-friendly school policies.182 Often, 
young people, especially girls, are unable to attend 
secondary school due to security and safety con-
cerns . Secondary schools are usually further away 
from home than primary schools; and as girls enter 
puberty, they face increased risks, including sexual 
and gender-based violence . A recent study in Ni-
geria found that for boys and girls combined, liv-
ing 20 minutes or more from the nearest second-
ary school reduces the odds of school attendance 
by 52 percent, with girls being disproportionately 
affected by school distance .183 Strategies that have 
shown to enhance the safety and security of girls in 
particular, and promote a more girl-friendly envi-
ronment include: the presence of female teachers; 
the proximity of schools to girls’ homes; the avail-
ability of boarding facilities and transportation 
where schools are long distances from communi-
ties; and clearly communicated and enforced codes 
of conduct for students, teachers, and school per-
sonnel .184 Uganda has had some success in reducing 
tolerance for sexual harassment in school through 
public campaigns and raising awareness of the is-
sue of sexual harassment by prominent women and 
men, along with threatening harsher punishment 
for violations, including imprisonment .185 Teachers, 
both male and female, should receive gender-sen-
sitive training so that they have equal expectations 
of boys and girls in the classroom and give equal 
class time and support to both . This includes work-
ing with teachers to end stereotypes and practices 
that discourage female students from certain areas 
of study, such as mathematics and science . School 
curricula should be reviewed to remove harmful 
stereotypes that reinforce unhealthy and discrimi-
natory practices and replace them with positive ex-
amples of gender equality . In Malawi, the Ministry 
of Education, Science, and Technology established 
the Gender Appropriate Curriculum unit to make 
primary and secondary textbooks more gender 
sensitive and to portray girls and women in more 

positive roles . Training has also been provided for 
school textbook writers and editors and for some 
teachers to make their work gender sensitive .186 
Schools and teachers should also be linked with 
community-based initiatives to combat gender-
based violence, given that much work is being done 
at community levels in many countries that are gen-
erally not well linked with schools . 

The third needed action is to cultivate community 
support and encouragement for ongoing learning 
for both girls and boys. Community mobilization 
and support networks can also play an important 
role in ensuring that young people make the tran-
sition to and complete secondary school . The me-
dia, religious leaders, and other influential com-
munity members can communicate with parents 
and caregivers about the importance and benefits 
of education, especially for girls . This may require 
gender sensitization and girls’ education awareness 
programs with the community to challenge social 
norms that are biased against girls learning . For ex-
ample, in Malawi, which faces high dropout and ab-
senteeism rates among adolescent girls, a Save the 
Children project established Bright Future Com-
mittees to help keep girls in school . The commit-
tees, comprising equal male and female representa-
tives—including students, teachers, parents, PTA, 
school management, and influential community 
members—led community-wide discussions on 
the importance of sending girls to school and es-
tablished guidelines to respond to absenteeism and 
sexual violence and abuse . The committees actively 
followed up on children, especially girls, when they 
dropped out of school to discuss with families the 
barriers to keeping the girl in school and problem 
solve with them on how they can address these bar-
riers . As a result, there was an increase in parent–
teacher and parent–student communication about 
girls’ progress, and the girls received greater sup-
port throughout their education careers .187 

High-quality mentoring programs have also been 
associated with keeping more girls in school, with 
girls most disadvantaged or at risk benefiting most . 
Some studies reveal, however, that even when 
positive effects are found, mentoring programs 
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do not necessarily translate into higher academic  
performance .188 A recent literature review of men-
toring programs found that positive outcomes from 
mentoring programs depend upon several criti-
cal factors, including closeness and compatibility 
between mentor and mentee, sustained mentoring 
relationship for at least six months, and contextual-
izing the mentoring approach to the developmen-
tal stage and needs facing young people .189 In five 
countries in Africa, Camfed provides social support 
to girls through a network of trained mentors, usu-
ally a female teacher at school . If a girl experiences 
a problem, a mentor provides counseling and will 
involve Camfed staff when necessary . More than 
90 percent of girls in the Camfed program stay in 
school (see box 4 .3) .190

The fourth needed action is to offer second-chance 
learning opportunities. For many young people in 
low-income countries, formal secondary school is 
not a viable option . These young people, especial-
ly those affected by conflict, lack the basic skills to 
progress through to secondary school and require 
second-chance or catch-up programs . Remedial edu-
cation is critical for marginalized, lower-performing 
students who are still in school but require supple-
mentary instruction . Improvements in general school 
quality will not make a difference if young people 
lack the basic skills to take advantage of opportuni-
ties offered . Although it is more cost-effective to “get 
it right” from the beginning (which also requires at-
tention to Priority 1 and Priority 2 discussed above), 
well-designed remedial programs have proven to 
be successful in improving school outcomes for at-
risk children and youth in a variety of settings .191 In 
India, Pratham’s Balsakhi Program provides tutors 
hired from the local community to help marginal-
ized younger children attain basic mathematics 
and reading skills . A randomized evaluation found 
remarkable improvements at low costs . After two 
years in the program, 8 to 13 percent more of the 
marginalized children were able to do simple word 
problems, multiplication, division, subtraction, and 
addition .192 Although this program was implement-
ed in primary school, in many low-income coun-
tries the majority of adolescents are still in primary 
school and require additional support to progress 
through to secondary school .
 
For the millions of young people who are out of 
school, equivalency, literacy, and market-driven 
job-training programs can provide opportunities to 
(re)enter the formal school system or participate in 
the workforce . Examples include accelerated learn-
ing programs, which often combine six years of pri-
mary school into three to four years, allowing more 
young people to reenter the school system . These 
programs have been particularly important for 
youth in countries affected by crisis who too often 
have missed out years of school and are considered 
overage for formal primary school or uncomfort-
able sitting in class with much younger children . 
Other non-formal programs are important to pre-
pare young people for the workforce . In ten conflict 

Operating in 3,139 schools throughout Ghana, 
Tanzania, Zimbabwe, Zambia, and Malawi, the 
nongovernmental organization Camfed pro-
vides community-based support to girls from 
primary school though college . Because dropout 
rates have been shown to increase substantially 
for adolescent girls in secondary school, Cam-
fed established mentoring programs for at-risk 
students . Teachers go through three-day train-
ing sessions that instruct them on how to men-
tor female students who face a higher likelihood 
of dropping out . Girls get the support they need 
to stay in and complete schools and the teachers 
become community-wide advocates for vulner-
able children . Additionally, a “Safety Net Fund” 
was established and is administered by mentors 
to provide emergency financial support to girls 
who need to pay tuition or for uniforms . The 
program has seen great success: Almost 5,000 
teachers have been trained throughout its five 
country programs; in Tanzania, dropout rates 
have declined by 37 percent between 2005 and 
2007, and more than 90 percent of girls enrolled 
in Camfed’s program stay in school . 

Box 4.3. Community-Based support For Girls From 
primary sChool thouGh ColleGe

Sources: Camfed website (www .camfed .org); G . Papadopoulos, “The 
OECD Approach to Education in Retrospect: 1960–1990 .” European 
Journal of Education, Vol 36, No 1, (March 2011) .

www.camfed.org
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and post-conflict countries, the Norwegian Refugee 
Committee’s Youth Education Pack provides out-of-
school youth with a comprehensive package of basic 
academic, life, and market-driven vocational skills, 
with a focus on young mothers (see box 4 .4) . 

Burundi has seen years of conflict internally 
and throughout Central and Eastern Africa, 
resulting in large numbers of refugees and 
young adults who have been severely affected 
by war . With 30,000 Congolese refugees liv-
ing in Burundi, 17,000 Burundian refugees in 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, more than 
300,000 Burundian refugees in Tanzania, and 
hundreds of thousands of internally displaced 
persons throughout the region, many adoles-
cents have had limited or no schooling due to 
displacement . The Norwegian Refugee Council 
established a Youth Education Pack to address 
the learning needs of fourteen- to eighteen-
year-olds through a holistic one-year training 
program that focuses equally on literacy and 
numeracy, life skills, and vocational skills . The 
program specifically targets young single moth-
ers, youth heads of households, and those with 
the lowest levels of education . Vocational skills 
training included carpentry, welding, and bak-
ing . A comprehensive evaluation of former 
trainees showed that they were able to satisfy 
their basic food, clothing, and shelter needs and 
that young women were significantly less likely 
to turn to prostitution . Many voiced future pro-
fessional aspirations . 

Box 4.4. providinG out-oF-sChool youth with a 
Comprehensive skills paCkaGe

Source: Norwegian Refugee Council, “Evaluation Report,” June 2008 .

In any second-chance program, the reasons why 
young people dropped out must be taken into ac-
count, and gender differences and corresponding 
learning needs should be included in the design and 
implementation . There should also be clear pathways 
back to school or work, which requires that gradu-
ates receive recognized qualifications upon complet-
ing a program . A national system to validate learning 
should be developed, such as a national qualifications 
framework in education and vocational training that 

focuses on learning outcomes .193 A greater number 
of learning options, however, will require enhanced 
coordination, regulation, and quality control . Gov-
ernments, while promoting diversity in learning op-
portunities, must also play a stronger coordination 
role between the various ministries and actors re-
sponsible for the delivery of post-primary education . 
Although many of the above-mentioned practices 
have shown to be promising, there is an urgent need 
for more rigorous evaluations of non-formal, alter-
native education programs . 

The fifth needed action is to provide flexible post-pri-
mary models utilizing innovative modes of delivery, 
including technology innovations, where appropriate. 
Education should be flexible in delivery to allow for 
young people’s work and domestic responsibilities, 
which for girls increases with age . Schooling times, 
for example, might be adjusted during peak harvest 
periods or when local economic activity is high-
est to allow children to both work and go to school . 
Evening classes and shift systems might also be in-
troduced, where schools are used for longer days to 
allow more children to attend at different times .194 
Originating in Colombia, FUNDAEC (The Founda-
tion for the Application and Teaching of the Scienc-
es) has spent over 35 years implementing innovative 
education programs that integrate a secondary school 
curriculum into the reality and needs of rural life and 
livelihoods .195 Graduates have knowledge of both tra-
ditional rural vocational skills, like agriculture and 
animal husbandry, and skills that link to a globaliz-
ing world, such as creating a microenterprise .  Rural 
youth who might have migrated to urban centers to 
find work are able to stay within their community to 
set up small businesses or run vital public services for 
the community .196 Success of the program is evident 
in the tens of thousands of students enrolled in Co-
lombia and the expansion and the expansion to seven 
other countries, including Kimanya-Ngeyo’s Prepara-
tion for Social Action program in Uganda . 

The use of information and communication tech-
nology—such as electronic learning (e-learning), 
mobile-learning (m-learning), or open and dis-
tance learning—can be another approach to reach 
young people who are unable to attend face-to-face  
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learning facilities . For example, in Mexico, a tele-
vision-based educational program, Telescundaria, 
started more than 30 years ago to target rural teach-
ers and students with a complete package to support 
teaching and learning . The program allows schools 
to deliver a full junior secondary curriculum at 
costs comparable to those in more populated urban 
areas .197 Although technology has the potential to 
transform particular aspects of education, more re-
search is needed on the effective use of technology in 
resource-constrained environments . In each context, 
it is also important to investigate if there are gender 
differences in access or use of the necessary technol-
ogy before incorporating it into education systems .198 

Strategy 3B: Ensure That Post-Primary 
Education Prepares Young People for 
Healthy Lives, Productive Work, and Civic 
Participation

Historically, secondary education has been primarily 
academic in nature, with the goal of preparing the 
youth of the small elite class for higher education . 
In Africa, however, less than 10 percent of young 
people in secondary school will go on to attend a 
university .199 In other countries, secondary school 
has been used primarily to prepare young people for 
government jobs, of which fewer are now available as 
public sectors shrink in many countries . Meanwhile, 
vocational and technical education has traditionally 
focused on training young people in a narrow voca-
tion, thus limiting job opportunities and threatening 
livelihoods because job-specific skills are no longer 
in demand or quickly become obsolete in today’s 
rapidly changing world . In many low-income coun-
tries, vocational training has also remained largely a 
provision for boys, leaving millions of girls with few 
options in their post-primary years . It has become 
increasingly clear that in far too many countries, 
secondary school and other forms of post-prima-
ry education are not adequately providing young 
people with higher-level skills and competencies to 
participate in the 21st century’s knowledge-based 
economy . For those young people who are able to at-
tend secondary school, they are leaving ill prepared 
for jobs that are in demand and for higher educa-
tion and training . This also affects completion rates 

because perceptions of how education will prepare 
young people for higher education or employment 
opportunities have been shown to be important fac-
tors in young people staying in school .200

Three main actions need to be taken to achieve 
Strategy 3B:

•	 Strengthen the link between post-primary 
education and improved life and labor op-
portunities. 

•	 Teach transferable skills . 
•	 Facilitate school-to-work and school-to-

higher education transitions . 

The first needed action is to strengthen the link between 
post-primary education and improved life and labor 
opportunities. Too often, there is a weak link between 
post-primary education, including vocational train-
ing, and the local labor market . As a result, young 
people are ill prepared for the available job opportu-
nities, which in many developing countries are in the 
informal economy (agriculture and non-agriculture) . 
To help adolescents meet the challenges of the 21st 
century and develop into productive, responsible citi-
zens who are well equipped for healthy lives and work, 
the learning outcomes of post-primary education in 
most developing countries need to be reviewed . Dur-
ing primary and junior secondary school, children 
should attain the basic knowledge and generic (voca-
tional and life) skills for a productive and healthy life 
and the ability to participate in their communities . 
This should include comprehensive sexual and re-
productive health education, which has been shown 
to improve young people’s knowledge and positive 
behavioral practices related to early pregnancy and 
HIV/AIDS infection, as well as increased gender 
equity .201 After completing eight to ten years of ba-
sic education, all young people should be ready for 
lifelong learning . Young people continuing to upper 
secondary education and training can then gain the 
specialized job skills and knowledge necessary for the 
labor market .202 Lloyd and Young offer an “Education 
Manifesto” that recommends where girls at various 
ages should be in the education cycle and what they 
should be learning (see box 4 .5) . This can include 
training for teachers, health care workers, and oth-
ers professionals who are in short supply but are  



A GlobAl CompACt on leArninG: tAkinG ACtion on eduCAtion in developinG Countries

Center for universAl eduCAtion At brookinGs

39

urgently needed in many developing countries . 
Schools can do this through practical cooperation 
with local enterprises and other relevant partners 
in establishing skills standards and developing de-
mand-driven curricula .203 In Brazil, the Projovem 
program prepares rural youth to manage small 
farms or agribusinesses, increasing the productiv-
ity and standards of living of rural families . This is 
an example of a vocational education program that 
provides young people with relevant, worked-relat-
ed skills, such as conducting diagnostic studies and 
market research, as well as basic skills learned in for-
mal school settings .204 

The second needed action is to teach transferable 
skills. Secondary school and post-primary educa-
tion should overcome the historical academic/vo-
cational divide and move from being either purely 
academic or occupation-related skills to building a 
range of basic skills and “core competencies” need-
ed to produce a flexible, adaptable, multi-skilled, 
and trainable youth cohort prepared for employ-
ment in both the formal and informal sectors of 
the economy and higher education and training .205 
Today’s labor market is demanding workers who 
have strong thinking and interpersonal skills, such 
as critical thinking, communications, teamwork, 
and strong work ethics . Young people need these 
skills not only to succeed in the labor market but 
also to make a healthy transition to adulthood, par-
ticipate as active citizens, and care for their fami-
lies . Although it is important to integrate life skills 
into the national curriculum, beginning in primary 
school, it need not overwhelm an already full cur-
riculum . Life skills can be incorporated through 
teaching methods, such as interactive learning, ap-
plying knowledge to real-life problems, integrating 
teamwork and peer tutoring into the learning pro-
cess, and inviting student input into daily lessons .206 
In Uganda, Kimanya-Ngeyo’s Preparation for So-
cial Action program has trained fifteen- to twenty-
four-year-olds to undertake community action in 
the areas of primary health care, the environment, 
and early childhood education . Youth not only gain 
important skills for future employment and parent-
hood but they also gain considerable respect in the 
community .207 

In addition to life skills, several new subject areas 
and practical skills are increasingly in demand . In-
formation and communication technology (ICT), 
the fastest-growing industry in the world, provides 
a wide variety of job opportunities .208 Young people 
must have early access to ICT training, including 
computer literacy, to take advantage of these oppor-
tunities . As ICT has become more and more sophis-
ticated, gender gaps have widened in some coun-
tries, and there is now a risk that girls will be left 
further behind .209 In Indonesia, for example, young 
women fifteen to twenty-four years old were half 
as likely to use the Internet as boys the same age .210 

Early adolescence—age 10 to 12 years.
Where every girl should be: Formal primary 

school or accelerated complementary school .
What every girl should be acquiring: Literacy, 

numeracy, critical thinking skills, basic health 
knowledge, knowledge about their communi-
ties and the world .

Middle adolescence—age 13 to 15 years.
Where every girl should be: Post-primary formal 

school or accelerated complementary school .
What every girl should be acquiring: Reading 

and writing fluency for lifelong learning, criti-
cal thinking skills, fluency in an internation-
ally spoken language, computer skills, pro-
ficiency in mathematics and science, health 
and reproductive health knowledge, financial 
literacy, skills for social and civic participa-
tion, knowledge about social systems and lo-
cal and global issues .

Late adolescence—age 16 to 19 years.
Where every girl should be: Formal secondary 

school or alternative education with a voca-
tional or livelihoods focus .

What every girl should be acquiring: Market-
able skills, information-gathering skills and 
habits for lifelong learning, financial knowl-
edge and skills .

Box 4.5. an eduCational maniFesto For adolesCent 
Girls

Source: C . Lloyd and J . Young, New Lessons: The Power of Educating 
Adolescent Girls (New York: Population Council, 2009) .
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Girls must be encouraged to take scientific and tech-
nical courses, families must be educated about the 
importance of so-called STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics) education for both 
girls and boys, role models of women scientists and 
engineers must be promoted, and negative attitudes 
must be confronted that prevent girls and young 
women from pursuing ICT education . In addition 
to ICT, proficiency in an international language, 
such as English, can also be important in expand-
ing employment opportunities .211 Financial literacy 
is another important skill, particularly for girls and 
young women . Financial management can be taught 
through experiential learning, such as through of-
fering actual savings accounts to young people .212 
The education sector also offers a currently un-
tapped opportunity to combat climate change and 
the risks associated with it (see box 4 .6) . 

The third needed action is to facilitate school-to-
work and school-to-higher education transitions. 
Linking post-primary education directly to local 
work and educational opportunities is necessary to 
improve graduates’ employment and higher edu-
cation prospects . Traditional apprenticeships and 
on-the-job training are often the most successful 
route to skills development, especially to prepare 
young people for work in the informal economy . In 
Benin, Togo, and Mali, apprenticeships have been 
restructured as part of a partnership between the 
national authorities and trade organizations and 
includes three important elements: (1) young ap-
prentices acquire a certain level of theory and prac-
tice so that they can receive recognized certifica-
tion at the end of their apprenticeship; (2) trades 
people who teach or take on apprentices have the 
opportunity for upgrading their skills; and (3) all 
training providers—public, private, formal, non-
formal—are integrated into a comprehensive voca-
tional training systems .213 

The use of role models and business mentors can be 
another effective strategy to help young people find 
work, especially female mentors for girls . Students 
often need more information on how to translate 
learning and skills acquired into remunerative em-
ployment and how to navigate different workforce 
challenges that girls and boys may face . Possible 
strategies include career counseling or community-
based seminars on livelihood options, including 
in the informal sector; creating business networks; 
mainstreaming entrepreneurial education in the 
school curriculum; and expanding access to finan-
cial services .214 In Latin America, Entra 21 prepares 
disadvantaged youth for jobs requiring ICT by of-
fering technical and life skills training as well as 
job placement services, internships, and advice in 
developing self-employment initiatives . Forty per-
cent of the targeted youth were placed in jobs, and 
the employment rate in six Entra 21 projects rose 
from 15 percent at the start to 54 percent after six 
to twelve months .215 Skills certification systems are 
also needed for graduates to signal their skills and 
competencies to potential employers or institutions 
of higher learning .
 

The education sector offers an untapped oppor-
tunity to combat climate change and the asso-
ciated risks . The way that people are educated 
and the content of education provide commu-
nities with the knowledge and skills needed for 
making informed decisions about how to adapt 
individual lives and livelihoods in a changing 
environment . Global experience shows that in-
vestments in climate change education, includ-
ing disaster risk reduction, can change human 
perceptions and patterns of behavior that reduce 
the risks and costs of disasters . For example, 
schools can implement school disaster manage-
ment involving students, teachers, and com-
munity members in practicing early warning, 
simulation drills, and evacuation for expected 
and recurring disasters . At an individual level, 
this requires relevant education content, such as 
climate literacy, environmental education, green 
technical and vocational training, and disaster 
risk reduction, as well as critical thinking skills 
to equip learners with the necessary skills to deal 
with future uncertainty .

Box 4.6. ComBatinG Climate ChanGe throuGh 
Quality eduCation

Sources: A . Anderson, Combating Climate Change through Quality 
Education (Washington: Brookings, 2011); Plan International, 
Education Strategy 2010–2013: Children and Young People’s Right to 
Education (New York: Plan International, 2010) .
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It is important to note that improving the relevance 
of education is necessary but not sufficient for in-
creasing employment opportunities for youth . Many 
low-income countries are plagued by small formal 
markets and few job opportunities . Although out-
side the scope of this report, broad-based econom-
ic growth is essential . Additional research is also 
needed to identify effective interventions to address 
constraints faced by young people in entering the 

labor market . This includes examining labor market 
policies to address gender disparities, including the 
need to increase young female entrepreneurs’ access 
to investment resources, suppliers, and customers . 
Although the gender gap in education is closing, the 
gender gap in labor force participation is not .216 This 
warrants closer inspection and highlights the need 
to address larger social and cultural discrimination 
in labor practices .
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The first needed action is to recruit and train more 
female teachers, particularly at the secondary level. 
The presence of female teachers has been shown to 
not only boost enrollment and reduce dropout rates 
but also improve learning outcomes for girls .217 This 
can be particularly important for adolescent girls . In 
Sub-Saharan Africa, female teachers rarely exceed 25 
percent in secondary school, with far fewer teach-
ers in rural areas .218 In Bangladesh, having female 
teachers in local schools was found to increase girls’ 
enrollment,219 and increase the percentage of correct 
answers in secondary-level mathematics .220 In a five-
country African study, fifth-grade girls’ knowledge 
gains were larger when taught by a female teacher, 
whereas boys benefited more from a male teacher .221 
However, female teachers also require gender sen-
sitive training; one study in Kenya found that they 
can be even more biased against girls .222 In some 
countries, quotas might be necessary to increase the 
number of female teachers, especially in positions of 
leadership . Kenya increased the number of female 
head teachers from 10 to 23 percent during a ten-
year period by requiring that one out of two head 
teachers being trained be a woman .223 Given the low 
literacy rates of women in many countries, finding 
qualified female teachers can be difficult . However, 
studies have found that even very young women 
can teach programmed curricula effectively as long 
as they are properly trained and supported .224 Tan-
zania successfully expanded the number of teachers 
by licensing secondary school graduates who are de-
ployed to schools after one month’s training on the 
condition that they enroll in a degree program with 
the Open University of Tanzania while they continue 
teaching .225 Other effective strategies to recruit more 
female teachers to rural areas include deploying  

STRATEGIES COMMON TO ALL THREE 
PRIORITIES5

Good teachers and assessment systems are funda-
mental for making progress on each of the three poli-
cy priorities discussed in the previous three chapters . 
For this reason, these two factors are discussed in de-
tail here as two specific strategies that apply equally to 
improving early childhood development, to literacy 
and numeracy in the lower primary grades, and to 
relevant post-primary learning . Investing in teachers, 
particularly female teachers, and improved measure-
ment are also essential elements of ensuring that the 
most marginalized children, especially poor girls, 
share in the benefits of learning (see figure 5 .1) . 

Common Strategy 1: Improve the Quality of 
Teaching

Many studies identify how teachers teach and how 
much time they spend teaching as the most pow-
erful determinants of children’s achievement in 
low-income countries . Studies have shown that 
the quality of teachers is not necessarily defined as 
holding an advanced teaching degree but instead as 
being adequately prepared, supported, motivated, 
and compensated to teach . This goal also extends 
to other educational personnel, particularly includ-
ing head teachers and principals, who are critical in 
leading and managing schools . 

To improve the quality of teaching, four actions 
should be taken:

•	 Recruit and train more female teachers, 
particularly at the secondary level . 

•	 Adequately prepare teachers . 
•	 Motivate and support teachers . 
•	 Strengthen school leadership and manage-

ment .
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Improve the quality of teaching and build effective assessment systems linked to teaching and 
learning.

OvERvIEw

Common Strategy 1: Improve the quality of teaching

teachers matter. the interaction that takes place in the 
classroom is one of the most important factors affecting 
how much children learn. Quality teaching isn’t defined by 
the number of years of service or acquisition of advanced 
degrees but teachers who are adequately prepared, 
supported, motivated, and compensated. In many low-
income countries, many more teachers must be recruited, 
appropriately trained, and deployed, especially to rural areas. 
More female teachers at the secondary level, in particular, 
are needed, as they can help to boost enrollment, reduce 
dropout rates, and improve learning outcomes for girls. Head 
teachers and principals play a critical role in enforcing and 
overseeing improvements in teaching and learning practices 
and providing ongoing support to teachers.

Common Strategy 2: build effective assessment 
systems linked to teaching and learning

Simple, low-cost assessment systems are needed that provide 
regular information at individual, school, and system levels. 
this requires schools and governments to have the capacity 
to collect, analyze, interpret, disseminate, and use the data to 
make improvements. Equity-based learning targets for each 
grade level should be developed in partnership with teachers, 
parents, and community members. Curriculum should be 
closely aligned around the targets and assessment exercises 
should measure progress on a continuous basis starting in 
early grades. Data collected should be disaggregated by sex, 
age, ethnicity, and other relevant characteristics. Measuring 
learning should generate timely information that is useful 
for policy, planning, and classroom purposes but does not 
structure education around testing. 

StratEgIES aCtIonS

Improve the 
quality of 
teaching

•    recruit and train more 
female teachers

•    adequately prepare 
teachers

•    Motivate and support 
teachers

•    Strengthen school 
leadership and 
management

Build effective 
assessment 

systems linked 
to teaching and 

learning

•   Set clear learning targets

•    Monitor teaching and 
learning processes early 
and regularly

•    Ensure that examinations 
promote national 
education excellence and 
equity goals

•    Involve teachers, parents, 
local communities, and 
schools to understand and 
use information

Figure 5.1. strategies common to all three priorities

teachers with their families and providing free hous-
ing and education for their children .226

 
The second needed action is to adequately prepare 
teachers. This requires sufficient initial preparation 
and continuous professional development, includ-
ing flexible, in-service training to impart effec-
tive, practical teaching skills that teachers can put  

immediately into practice . Across the board, coun-
tries with high-performing education systems have 
teacher-education programs that focus less on the 
theoretical and more on preparing professionals 
in clinical settings, in which they receive ongoing 
support throughout the teaching process .227 Train-
ing should be linked to school curricula; empha-
size learner-centered, participatory methods of  
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teaching; and focus on specific skills that match stu-
dents’ needs, such as reading . It should also include 
effective strategies to work with vulnerable popula-
tions and youth at risk for exploitative child labor, 
gangs, armed forces, trafficking, and so on . 

Where connectivity is available, the Internet offers 
access to virtual training courses, instructional ma-
terials, assessment exercises, and online support . 
Under the right conditions, teacher training insti-
tutions and ministries of education could provide 
teachers in remote rural areas and urban slums 
with support that connects them to the global in-
formation highway .228 Additional, low-technology 
approaches to provide ongoing training on-the-job 
include training clusters, mentoring, and education 
communities of practice where teachers practice 
and employ new methods and materials . In Bangla-
desh, a Save the Children program that emphasized 
active teaching methods was highly successful in 
one out of three districts, with little to no impact in 
the other two . In the successful area, teachers lived 
together close by the school, which allowed them 
to practice and consolidate their new learning, as 
well as encourage community support for the new 
methods .229 In providing training and professional 
support, possible differences in needs among male 
and female teachers should be assessed and incor-
porated into training plans .230 Training should focus 
on teaching gender-responsive methodologies that 
are effective in engaging and supporting both girls’ 
and boys’ learning .231 This might include simple, in-
expensive techniques, such as systematically calling 
upon students randomly to ensure the participation 
of more timid students . 

The third needed action is to motivate and support 
teachers. Teachers must also be motivated to show 
up for class and to provide a high-quality education 
for their students . Incentives will vary depending 
on location and community as well as gender . Of-
ten it is as simple as showing teachers respect and 
appreciation for their efforts . In some communi-
ties, motivating teachers might require raising their 
status in the community through radio or TV cam-
paigns, reducing class size, providing continuous 
training and professional career paths, or increasing  

compensation .232 Evidence is mixed on the impact 
of financial incentives on improving teacher perfor-
mance; some studies show a positive relationship, 
but others show less encouraging results (i .e ., teach-
ers’ may adapt their teaching to test scores) .233 In 
Kenya, the Uwezo survey conducted in 2009 found 
that simply paying for teacher attendance or ex-
amination scores had mixed results . But a program 
that enabled schools to hire additional teachers on 
short-term contracts, and gave local school commit-
tees authority over these teachers, was successful in 
increasing student achievement .234 Granting teach-
ers greater autonomy and control over their class-
rooms and working conditions also has helped to 
raise the status of the teaching profession in some 
countries .235 Strategies to specifically support female 
teachers include establishing links between female 
teachers and community-based women’s organiza-
tions, providing mentoring opportunities between 
an older and more experienced female teacher 
with a younger and newer teacher, and recruiting 
and deploying female teachers in pairs .236 Similarly, 
communities that offer teachers’ housing and in-
tegrate them into the community are less likely to 
be absent .237 In each context, it is important to un-
derstand the different barriers to attracting and re-
taining good teachers—and work with teachers and 
teachers’ unions to address these barriers . 

The fourth needed action is to strengthen school lead-
ership and management. Changes in teaching prac-
tices must be supported and enforced by qualified 
head teachers and principals who are equipped to 
lead and oversee the administration and man-
agement of schools . This should include train-
ing principals, head teachers, school management 
committees, and parent-teacher associations on 
curriculum and pedagogical reforms, teacher pro-
fessional development and evaluation, and gender-
sensitive pedagogy, among other topics . Training for 
head teachers and principals should focus on sup-
porting, evaluating, and developing teacher quality 
as a core responsibility . Training should be adap-
tive to the particular skills gaps, roles, and needs of 
teachers, rather than the mandated, one-size-fits-all 
programs often used by ministries of education .238 
Reciprocal links should also be established between 
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head teachers and teacher training institutions to 
support progressive approaches to teaching and 
other quality improvements . A study looking at the 
effectiveness of teacher education in Pakistan high-
lighted the importance of head teacher support in 
sustaining improvements in the quality of classroom 
teaching and learning .239 School leaders should 
work closely with teachers to establish learning ob-
jectives, implement appropriate assessment systems 
to monitor progress, and hold teachers accountable 
to these standards . Changing gender norms should 
be reflected in school leadership and management, 
where inequalities often remain . School systems 
that have been effective in improving learning for 
their students have actively cultivated the next gen-
eration of education leaders and ensured a smooth 
transition of leadership and continuity in sustaining 
long-term reforms .240 This requires providing new 
principals with ongoing support, such as by pairing 
them with more experienced principals in mentor-
ing programs .
 
Common Strategy 2: Build Effective 
Assessment Systems Linked to Teaching 
and Learning

We cannot improve what we do not know . Simple 
low-cost assessment systems are needed that pro-
vide regular information at individual, school, and 
system levels .241 Empirical research shows the ben-
efits of assessments, when used correctly, on student 
learning .242 Assessment systems are made up of dif-
ferent types of activities that serve multiple purpos-
es: classroom assessments (primarily continuous or 
formative in nature) that provide real-time informa-
tion to support teaching and learning in classrooms; 
examinations (primarily summative and high-stakes 
in nature) to make decisions about a student’s prog-
ress through the education system at distinct deci-
sion points; and large-scale, system-level assessments 
for providing policy and programmatic information 
on overall performance levels in the system .243 As-
sessment exercises should include a gender analysis 
and require sex-disaggregated data in order to ad-
equately track the impact of teaching and learning 
on boys and girls, respectively . Measuring learning 
should be done in a smart way that generates timely, 

useful information for policy, planning and class-
room purposes but does not structure education 
around testing .244 It is important that learning not 
be reduced to that which can easily be measured .

To build effective assessment systems linked to 
teaching and learning, four actions need to be taken:

•	 Set clear learning targets . 
•	 Monitor teaching and learning processes 

early and regularly . 
•	 Ensure that examinations promote national 

education excellence and equity goals . 
•	 Involve teachers, parents, local communi-

ties, and schools to understand and use in-
formation .

The first needed action is to set clear learning targets . 
An important component of an effective assess-
ment system is to work with key stakeholders up 
front—including teachers, parents, and communi-
ties—to develop clearly articulated learning targets, 
preferably for each grade level . It is important to 
ensure that these targets are widely known by all 
key stakeholders . Just articulating these goals can 
provide policymakers with grounds for prioritiz-
ing what needs to be done . In resource-constrained 
environments, targets preferably should be local-
ized to inform teaching and learning practices at 
the school level rather than relying on international 
benchmarks for learning .245 The curriculum should 
be closely aligned to the desired learning outcomes, 
and teachers should be involved as much as possible 
in designing any standardized assessment exercises 
that will be used to measure progress toward these 
outcomes . The current status of learning (if data ex-
ist) should be compared with expected levels, and 
should be analyzed to ensure that expected levels 
of learning, as exemplified by textbook content and 
the national curriculum, realistically reflect what a 
country is able to achieve in the short run . Unrea-
sonable expectations often drive processes in educa-
tion systems rather than the needs of children, the 
capabilities of teachers, and the aspirations of par-
ents .246 To reduce variability in school performance, 
countries should adopt time-bound, equity-based 
targets for achieving national education goals, such 
as halving education disparities based on wealth, 
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location, disability, and gender, as called for in the 
EFA Global Monitoring Report .247 Disaggregating 
data by sex, age, and ethnicity is critical to identify-
ing excluded social groups and regions and moni-
toring their progress . 

The second needed action is to monitor teaching 
and learning processes early and regularly. Teachers 
should conduct their own regular classroom as-
sessment activities, starting in primary school, to 
continuously assess students’ performance against 
learning targets . Research shows a strong link be-
tween high-quality, formative assessment activities 
carried out by teachers in their own classrooms, and 
improved student learning outcomes as measured 
by performance on standardized tests, with the larg-
est gains realized by low achievers .248 This has im-
portant implications for the closing of achievement 
gaps among student groups, including between male 
and female students . Technology has a role to play in 
improving the efficiency of analyzing and respond-
ing to data . Companies in developed countries, such 
as Wireless Generation, have developed handheld 
devices that allow teachers to conduct assessments 
and adapt classroom materials to each student’s in-
dividualized learning style . Teachers are able to as-
sess each child’s comprehension level and provide 
targeted help to students most in need . Evaluations 
have shown that giving teachers the opportunity 
to focus on the specific learning needs of students 
through this technology has resulted in significantly 
improved student outcomes .249 Adapting such tech-
nologies to resource and energy-constrained envi-
ronments should be explored using pilot programs . 

Periodic system-level assessments allow education 
leaders to identify whether student outcomes are 
improving and to determine where to allocate at-
tention and resources . These assessments, however, 
do not need to be major endeavors but only robust 
enough to answer key policy questions at the nation-
al and local levels .250 In addition to monitoring over-
all progress and identifying areas of strengths and 
weaknesses, large-scale, system-level assessments 
can serve as advocacy and accountability tools to 
mobilize communities (i .e ., the Annual Status of Ed-
ucation Report in India, and Uwezo in Africa), high-

light challenges in the education system, and place 
the quality of student learning more prominently 
on the national agenda . Cross-national differences 
in the size of gender gaps on international large-
scale assessments—such as TIMSS, PIRLS, and 
PISA—have helped to highlight the nonuniversality 
of these gaps, which vary from nonexistent in some 
countries to substantial in others, and to mobilize 
countries to focus on closing them . These types of 
learning data, as well as other forms, can also serve 
to provide an important picture of the effectiveness 
of education resources . Ensuring that basic policy-
making tools, such as national education accounts, 
can capture the wide range of education resources 
as well as their uses and outcomes can greatly help 
decisionmakers in addressing the learning crisis .251

The third needed action is to ensure that examina-
tions promote national education excellence and eq-
uity goals. Examinations are a crucial part of the 
education system in most countries, and particu-
larly so in low-income countries, where they often 
are used as the sole basis for allocating scarce edu-
cational opportunities at the next level of the edu-
cation system . The high-stakes nature of examina-
tions means that they exert a backwash effect on the 
education system in terms of what is taught (i .e ., 
“teaching to the test”) and what is learned . This in 
turn, for better or worse, has an impact on the skills 
and knowledge profiles of graduates . It is important 
to carefully monitor and avoid unintended conse-
quences of examinations . High-stakes examination 
systems can lead to a focus on test preparation at the 
expenses of learning, to the development of a pri-
vate tutoring industry that favors the wealthy, and 
to incentives for cheating .252 Furthermore, the gate-
keeper nature of many examinations, with students 
who do not pass the examination being required to 
leave the education system, can result in certain stu-
dent groups (i .e ., those that have had less exposure 
to the content or language of the test, such as girls 
and ethnolinguistic minorities) being systematically 
excluded from further learning opportunities .253 It 
is important for countries to carefully review and 
monitor their national examinations and to ensure 
that they not only test accumulated information but 
also the application of broader knowledge and skills 
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(academic and personal) that prepare all students to 
succeed as they progress through and out of school 
into society and the workplace . Challenges related 
to cheating and corruption can be mitigated by ex-
ternal grading of examinations, whereby students 
and parents know that teachers and schools are not 
in a position to change the grade .

The fourth needed action is to involve teachers, par-
ents, local communities, and schools to understand and 
use information. Feedback on assessment exercises 
should be provided to students, parents, teachers, 
and schools about what has been learned to stimulate 
discussion on how to improve .254 More information 
alone, however, is not enough . Schools and govern-
ments must have the capacity to collect, analyze, in-
terpret, disseminate, and use the data for instruction-
al and personnel improvements . This may require 
building institutional capacity to analyze and respond 
to information .255 Data systems are also needed to 
chart students’ and schools’ progress . Technology 
can play a role in designing instructional methods 
tailored to address specific learning gaps (i .e ., Khan 
Academy, Wireless Generation) . Gender differences 

that emerge in assessment results and are reflected in 
feedback exercises must consider that different inter-
ventions may be required for boys and girls and in-
form communities and families accordingly . 

In many developing countries, parents or caregivers 
have not been to school themselves or are non-lit-
erate, and therefore it is difficult for them to engage 
in their children’s learning both conceptually and in 
practice . Regardless of their education level, parents 
and caregivers must be respected and empowered to 
understand the learning goal for their children for 
the year, how they can assess whether their child 
is getting there, and what they can do to help . This 
requires clear communication between school and 
home that takes into account each parent’s level of 
literacy . For example, in Liberia, EGRA uses color-
coded pens when marking children’s homework so 
that even non-literate parents can understand if the 
child is doing generally well (lots of blue) or needs 
more help (lots of red) . In Kenya, Tanzania, and 
Uganda, Uwezo provides each family visited with a 
poster with pictures that show what parents can do 
to support their children at home .256 
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CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY 
RECOMMENDATIONS6

•	 Leadership: Leadership on education is 
needed at the highest political levels . From 
leaders of developing and developed coun-
tries to heads of foundations, corpora-
tions and nongovernmental organizations 
(NGOs), one message must be consistent 
and clear: that learning matters and that it 
matters for all children and youth, even the 
hardest to reach . 

•	 Partnership: The only way to achieve learn-
ing for all is to work together . The multiple 
networks of actors committed to improving 
learning in the developing world must le-
verage each other’s efforts both to maximize 
their impact and to ensure they are all pull-
ing in the same direction . 

•	 Financing: More resources must be com-
mitted to achieve the agenda of learning for 
all while, at the same time, resources should 
be used more efficiently .

•	 Measurement: Systematically measuring 
learning achievement in a way that can 
track progress against existing disparities 
and provide useful and timely insight for 
classroom-level practices is essential to ful-
fill these goals .

•	 Advocacy: Mobilizing public opinion and 
sending strong signals to governments on 
the importance of learning for all is a cru-
cial strategy for catalyzing needed leader-
ship and action as well as holding policy-
makers to account .

•	 Building evidence: Although data and 
emerging evidence exist to identify the most 
promising strategies for achieving parts 
of the learning for all agenda, remaining  

The education community has demonstrated its ca-
pacity for powerful and collective action during the 
past decade as more girls and boys enroll in primary 
school than ever before in history . However, there 
is an unfinished agenda: Progress has been highly 
uneven, with poor girls and conflict-affected young 
people especially left behind; recent data show that 
even for those in school, millions are failing to mas-
ter the most basic skills, including those at the post-
primary level . It is time for an expanded education 
agenda that centers on the goal of learning for all as 
the new minimum threshold to which the education 
community must aspire .  

A new Global Compact on Learning is needed to 
catalyze and sustain collaborative action to achieve 
quality education for all, building on the success of 
the past and fulfilling the promise of education that 
parents around the world have now come to expect 
for their children . Even the poorest children have a 
right to access learning opportunities and reap the 
benefits of a quality education . 
   
A diverse array of vibrant networks is required to 
realize this vision, including those in education, 
health, technology, agriculture, climate change, 
and economic development . The broad framework 
of the Global Compact on Learning is needed to 
harness the commitment, energy, and innovation 
of multiple actors to ensure that while each actor 
focuses on a piece of the learning for all agenda 
they complement and leverage each other’s efforts 
in pursuit of a common goal . To move this Global 
Compact from aspiration to action, all actors must 
work together to embrace six principles needed 
for change:     
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questions must be answered, including to 
scale up proven solutions .

Realizing the vision set forth in the Global Compact 
on Learning will fulfill the promise of education for 
hundreds of millions of young people, their fami-
lies, communities, and nations . By 2020, not only 
will the education Millennium Development Goals 
be met by having all children complete primary 
school, but those children will be learning while in 
school and making the successful transition to the 
most appropriate form of post-primary education . 
The 67 million children not in primary school and 
74 million adolescents of lower secondary school-
age who remain out of school will have will have ac-
cessed high-quality learning opportunities . Of the 
more than 600 million children in primary school 
in the developing world, the hundreds of millions 
who currently are not mastering foundational skills 
and on the road to dropping out will have learned 
to read and in turn begin to read to learn, setting 
them on a path for continuing their education . The 
more than 400 million youth in secondary school 
in developing countries will have developed skills 
and capacities that will serve them well in daily life, 
as well as in making the successful transition from 
school to work and lifelong learning . The great asset 
of a well-educated and young population will drive 
growth and prosperity for many poor countries .
 
We call upon all actors to commit to the Global 
Compact on Learning. We specifically recommend 
that the following actors take concrete actions to 
fulfill the agenda of learning for all:

•	 developing country governments,
•	 multilateral actors,
•	 developed country governments and the 

G-20, and
•	 the business community and civil society .

Actions for Developing Country 
Governments

Ultimately it is the responsibility of governments to 
ensure that all their citizens benefit from high-qual-
ity learning opportunities . Acting on this respon-
sibility will require an increased prioritization of  

education, focused policies on improving learning, 
and a better attention to reaching the most margin-
alized groups . Leadership at the highest political 
levels—including heads of state, ministers of finance 
and education, and legislative champions—is need-
ed to set a strong vision of high-quality learning for 
all and to ensure that the necessary reforms and data 
management systems are in place to effectively use 
education resources . In particular, governments will 
need to work toward the following:

•	 Better learning targets and strategies. 
Establish by December 2012 clear equity-
based learning targets for all children and 
youth, including time bound and quanti-
tative targets for ensuring access to high-
quality learning opportunities for those 
who are out of school . Select strategies for 
achieving these targets based on existing 
evidence demonstrating their effectiveness 
and ensure that among the range of priori-
ties addressed, three in particular are em-
phasized: early childhood development, lit-
eracy and numeracy in the lower primary 
grades, and transition to and completion of 
relevant post-primary education . 

•	 Better data. Systematically collect and use 
the most important data for tracking prog-
ress against learning targets, adjusting poli-
cies, and ensuring that resources are used ef-
ficiently . This will include data on the sources 
of education finance—public, household, 
external—and their uses, together with 
learning process and outcomes data disag-
gregated based on both education level and 
existing disparities, such as income, gender, 
ethnicity or linguistic status, and location . 

•	 More resources used effectively. Ensure 
that these policy priorities are matched by 
adequate financial provision that is then 
channeled to effective strategies for improv-
ing learning for all . Although there is no 
hard-and-fast rule for determining what suf-
ficient resources for education are, successful 
governments in low-income countries typi-
cally spend 5 percent or more of their gross 
domestic product on education . Often exist-
ing resources can be used more effectively 
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by supporting promising and proven ac-
tions, such as those described in Chapters 2 
through 5, that improve the quality of teach-
ing and learning in the classroom . 

Actions for Multilateral Actors

United Nations agencies and the World Bank can 
play an important role in supporting developing 
country governments as they work to achieve their 
goals . High-level leadership is needed within these 
agencies to ensure that the shared international 
agenda and the multilateral aid architecture aligns 
with and supports developing country governments’ 
efforts to improve learning for all . In particular, 
the five agencies participating in the EFA move-
ment—UNESCO, UNICEF, the UN Development 
Program, the UN Population Fund, and the World 
Bank—must lead in this effort . These agencies need 
to ensure that individually their programs reflect a 
commitment to improving learning for all, includ-
ing marginalized groups such as poor girls . Through 
the EFA Task Force, they must also work collectively 
to shape the post-2015 global development agenda 
and strengthen the core of the multilateral aid archi-
tecture, both of which will require close collabora-
tion with other important partners such as the UN 
secretary-general’s office, UN Women, and the UN 
Girls’ Education Initiative . In particular, the five EFA 
agencies will need to work toward the following:

•	 Post-2015 Global Development Agenda. 
Ensure that education, and particularly 
high-quality learning for all, features promi-
nently in the next global agenda as a founda-
tional pillar enabling and reinforcing a range 
of development outcomes, such as shared 
and greener growth and better health . Steps 
needed to accomplish this include:
  Develop a shared vision and concrete 

plan by December 2012 for advancing 
the goal of learning for all as central to 
the post-2015 global agenda . 

  Develop by December 2012 a small set 
of internationally comparable, widely ac-
cepted indicators to measure learning . A 
systematic dialogue is needed to select 
or develop shared indicators that will be 

used by, among others, developing coun-
try governments, developed country 
governments and other donors, and mul-
tilateral agencies . The indicators should 
be at a minimum based on a nationally 
representative sample capturing all chil-
dren, including those enrolled and not 
enrolled in formal school; objective and 
not self-reported; and disaggregated by 
sex, age, wealth, location, and other rel-
evant characteristics of disparity . At least 
one indicator should capture early learn-
ing progress . 

•	 Stronger multilateral aid architecture. 
Strengthen the core of the multilateral aid 
architecture by ensuring that the EFA Fast-
Track Initiative (FTI) builds on its existing 
reforms to serve as a centerpiece for inter-
national cooperation in education . Other 
options, such as investing in the EFA High 
Level Working Group or developing a new 
institution, would take considerably more 
resources and time . Significantly more fi-
nancial resources are needed to ensure that 
the FTI’s pooled “Education for All Fund” is 
able to meet education needs, particularly 
if it is to play an important role in catalyz-
ing needed government reforms to improve 
learning, including for the hardest to reach 
children such as poor girls and conflict-af-
fected young people . FTI will need to find 
ways to bring new actors to the table, includ-
ing those interested in developing innova-
tive financing for education, and facilitate 
their coordination with developing country 
national education plans . Several steps are 
needed to achieve this:
  A new name. Rename the FTI by Sep-

tember 2011 . In May 2011, the FTI 
board agreed that a new name is needed, 
but one has not yet been chosen . A new 
name, such as, “Partnership for Global 
Education” would signal the scope and 
scale of this new centerpiece of the mul-
tilateral aid architecture and help garner 
the support necessary to make it happen . 
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  New financing windows. In addition to the 
FTI’s existing EFA fund, it will need to de-
velop new mechanisms by January 2012 
to facilitate private sector investment in 
education, such as large-scale innovative 
financing initiatives, particularly to im-
prove learning for the most marginalized 
children . Direct and daily management 
of these mechanisms will need to sit 
outside the World Bank and the existing 
FTI board to ensure the necessary level 
of flexibility and efficiency to effectively 
engage with private sector actors . This 
will serve to increase private sector re-
sources for education, better align them 
with developing countries’ plans, and en-
sure complementarities with initiatives 
undertaken by other actors .

  An empowered secretariat. To accomplish 
these steps, the FTI secretariat leader-
ship must be empowered to engage at 
a senior international level . Additional 
staff with diverse skill sets, including in 
all three core priorities for improving 
learning, must be engaged to support 
FTI’s expanded role .

Actions for Developed Country 
Governments and the G-20

High-level political leadership within developed 
countries is needed to ensure that learning for all 
becomes a reality . Bilateral donors play a crucial role 
in incentivizing education reforms, both within the 
multilateral aid system and with developing country 
governments . Strong statements backed by action, 
particularly from the G-8 and G-20 countries, on 
the importance of learning, especially for the most 
marginalized children, will be needed to ensure that 
sufficient attention is given to the issue . Aid donors 
must also prioritize learning for all within their own 
education assistance strategies, including focus-
ing on the three priorities articulated in this Global 
Compact for Learning and their respective strate-
gies . Specific actions include:

•	 G-8 and G-20. Prioritize education, spe-
cifically improved learning for all, as an 

important component of the G-8 and G-20 
shared growth and development agendas . 
Proposals for improved learning will need 
to be immediately and seriously consid-
ered in upcoming meetings, particularly 
because high-quality education is a global 
public good that can sustain shared and bal-
anced growth as well as improve maternal 
and child health—two important and ex-
isting goals . The G-8 and G-20 should act 
on specific recommendations proposed to 
them by former UK prime minister Gordon 
Brown in his recent report Education for 
All: Beating Poverty, Unlocking Prosperity.257 

•	 Better evidence and data. Bilateral donors 
should invest in building the evidence base 
on what works for improving learning for 
all, including rigorous and long-term re-
search to answer outstanding questions in 
the field . This effort will also need to include 
incentivizing developing country govern-
ments to improve their data tracking and 
analysis capacity—including better under-
standing the sources and uses of education 
finances as well as progress on learning 
achievement . Bilateral donors will need to 
collaborate on a shared framework or set of 
frameworks, such as national education ac-
counts, for doing this in order to minimize 
the number of different data and measure-
ment requests to developing countries and 
maximize the existing capacity of ministries 
of education . 

•	 More resources used more effectively. To 
achieve learning for all and at a minimum 
meet the estimated external financing gap, 
bilateral donors will need to make a steep 
increase in their resources for education 
and find more effective ways of using their 
aid by focusing on results-based financ-
ing . At a minimum, developed country 
governments will need to generate an ad-
ditional $4 .1 billion annually from two 
sets of actions: First, by finally fulfilling 
the Gleneagles commitment of increas-
ing total aid by $50 billion by 2010, they 
could expand education aid by $1 .9 billion; 
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and second, if all donors spent all donors 
spent at least 60 percent of their aid to ed-
ucation at the basic level, it would of their  
current aid on basic education, it would pro-
duce another $2 .2 billion .258 This increased 
funding should be used to improve learning 
for all, particularly for the most marginal-
ized, such as poor girls and conflict-affected 
young people, by investing in early child-
hood development; literacy and numeracy 
in the lower primary grades; and relevant 
post-primary opportunities . At a mini-
mum, $3 billion of this should be channeled 
annually to the FTI’s EFA pooled fund, with 
designations for the three priority areas of 
funding listed above . 

Actions for the Business Community and 
Civil Society 

Foundations, corporations, NGOs, research institu-
tions, teachers unions and parent and community 
groups all are important actors in ensuring that 
the goal of learning for all is translated into action . 
They all should play an important role in advocat-
ing vis-à-vis governments and multilateral institu-
tions to prioritize and invest in learning for all; in 
monitoring progress and holding governments ac-
countable for their commitments; and in investing 
in innovative approaches and effective evaluations 
to build the field’s understanding of what strategies 
work to improve learning . Specific actions needed 
include:

Foundations. Maximize their unique ability to push 
forward the learning agenda by collaborating with 
others to seed innovation, catalyze new thinking 
and policy analysis, and support strong advocates . 
In particular, foundations should:

•	  Devote more of their resources to education 
in the developing countries . There are many 
foundations around the world that support 
education globally but resource levels are 
relatively low . Among US foundations alone, 
only 4 percent of international giving went 
to education with 55 percent going to health 
and 22 percent to democracy and gover-

nance programming .259 Foundations that 
support important issues such as maternal 
and child health, population and migration, 
food security, and economic development 
should include improving learning for all as 
a necessary strategy for achieving success in 
these other arenas .

•	 Devote at least half of education portfo-
lio resources to improving learning for all, 
with a focus on reaching the marginalized, 
including groups such as poor girls, the dis-
abled, and conflict-affected young people . 
Grant-making strategies should include 
supporting one or more of the following 
three priorities: early childhood develop-
ment, literacy and numeracy in the lower 
primary grades, and transition to and com-
pletion of relevant post-primary learning . 

•	 Devote a minimum of 10 percent of their 
education portfolio resources to monitor-
ing and evaluating progress toward achiev-
ing the goals of learning for all, including 
capturing and sharing learning from testing 
promising strategies . Partner closely with 
other foundations and research institutions, 
among others, to leverage resources, share 
knowledge, and ultimately to seed innova-
tion based on research findings .

 
Corporations. Leverage their expertise in market-
ing and product design, as well as their direct con-
nection to economic opportunities in developing 
countries, to advance the goal of improved learning 
for all, including for the most marginalized . CEOs 
should advocate strongly for the importance of the 
learning for all agenda both because a well-educated 
population is good for business but also because it is 
the right thing to do . Support innovative financing 
schemes for education by building on corporate ex-
pertise and global networks of employees and con-
sumers . Essential to this effort is the need for better 
collaboration and coordination with education ac-
tors . In particular, corporations should:

•	  Devote at least half their philanthropic 
education resources to improving learn-
ing for all, including reaching marginalized 
groups, with a focus on one or more of the 
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following three priorities: early childhood 
development, literacy and numeracy in the 
lower primary grades, and transition to and 
completion of relevant post-primary learn-
ing .

•	  Leverage marketing skills and global net-
works to advance the cause of improved 
learning through cause marketing or cor-
porate-wide initiatives that harness the en-
ergy, talent, and resources of employees and 
consumers in developed and developing 
countries .

•	 Utilize product design capacities to inno-
vate and produce better, low-cost technol-
ogy for improving learning in low-resource 
environments . 

•	 Increase coordination with other education 
actors to ensure that investments are meet-
ing the greatest need, leveraging existing 
initiatives, and aligning with the education 
plans of developing country governments .

NGOs and other civil society actors. NGOs, teach-
ers unions, and parents associations, among others, 
have long been supporting and delivering impor-
tant education services on the ground . Often work-
ing hard to improve learning for poor communities 
around the globe, these civil society actors play an 
important role in speaking out to governments and 
multilateral agencies on the importance of qual-
ity education for all . They should work together 
to utilize their unique advocacy expertise, grass-

roots networks, and ability to hold governments  
accountable for their actions to create a global move-
ment for improving learning, including for those 
both in and out of school . All civil society actors, 
particularly developing country NGOs, have a role 
to play in advancing this agenda .  Close collabora-
tion on three key priorities is needed:

•	  Mobilize public opinion on and sending 
strong signals to developing and developed 
country governments on the supreme im-
portance of learning opportunities and out-
comes for all children and youth, especially 
those furthest left behind, such as poor girls . 

•	  Build support among governments and mul-
tilateral agencies for interventions that en-
hance learning achievement, including teach-
er professional development and support .

•	 Strengthen the core of the multilateral aid 
architecture to effectively support develop-
ing country learning goals .

 
All children and youth deserve a quality education . 
The benefits that come from learning the knowl-
edge, skills, and competencies needed for a safe, 
healthy, and productive life are immense . In an in-
creasingly young world, investing in the learning 
for all agenda is needed now . Today’s well-educated 
children and youth are our best hope for a peaceful 
and prosperous future . We urge all actors to come 
together behind a Global Compact on Learning to 
make this vision a reality .  
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APPENDIX A: CHART SUMMARIZING PRIORITIES, STRATEGIES 
AND APPROACHES

PRIORITY STRATEGY HOW TO ACHIEvE

1.   Support quality 
early childhood 
development and 
learning opportu-
nities for girls and 
boys

1a:  Extend quality 
early childhood 
development 
opportunities, 
particularly to poor 
and marginalized 
communities 

• Invest in nutrition, health, and livelihoods support
• Develop comprehensive ECD frameworks and plans
• Provide support to parents and caregivers 
• Strengthen program standards, support, and professional training for 

ECD educators and caregivers

1B:  Ensure girls and boys 
start school at an 
appropriate age

• Encourage on-time entry through public policies, campaigns, and 
tracking

• Develop and support multigrade and multiage teaching approaches

2.   build foundational 
skills in literacy 
and numeracy in 
the lower primary 
grades

2a:  Prioritize literacy and 
numeracy in the lower 
primary grades

• Maximize the amount of time spent on learning
• Provide training to teachers in effective methods of reading 

instruction and numeracy
• Provide appropriate-level reading materials to children and 

communities
• Create a culture of literacy and learning

2B:  Provide mother-
tongue-based 
multilingual education 
in the lower primary 
grades 

• Develop comprehensive language plan in partnership with local 
community

• address practical constraints, such as shortages of teachers and 
materials in local languages

3.   Support 
transitioning to 
and completing 
secondary school 
and post-primary 
opportunities that 
build relevant life 
and labor skills

3a:  reduce barriers that 
prevent girls and boys 
from transitioning 
to secondary school 
and other post-
primary educational 
opportunities

• Provide well-targeted, appropriately structured subsidies for 
educationally marginalized groups

• Provide a safe environment and girl-friendly school policies
• Build social support structures to encourage ongoing learning for girls 

and boys
• offer second-chance learning opportunities
• Provide flexible post-primary models utilizing innovative modes of 

delivery, such as technology

3B:  Ensure that post-
primary education 
prepares young people 
for healthy lives, 
productive work, and 
civic participation 

• Strengthen the link between post-primary education and improved 
life and labor opportunities

• teach transferable skills such as critical thinking, communications and 
ICt

• Facilitate school-to-work and school-to-lifelong learning transitions

Common Strategies 

1:  Improve the quality of 
teaching

• Recruit and train more female teachers
• adequately prepare teachers
• Motivate and support teachers
• Strengthen school leadership and management

2:  Build effective 
assessment systems 
linked to teaching and 
learning

• Set clear learning targets
• Monitor teaching and learning processes early and regularly
• Ensure that examinations promote national education excellence and 

equity goals
• Involve teachers, parents, local communities, and schools to 

understand and use information
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