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A Save the Children education centre  
in Okhla slums, Delhi, India

Cover photo: Chotti, age six, at a centre 
for children living on the streets in Delhi



Massive progress – but 
millions of children 
still left behind

There are two sides to the story of the global effort 
to ensure every child’s right to a decent education. 

The first story is one of real progress. Today, 
51 million more children around the world are in a 
classroom than in 1990.6 The number of primary-age 
children who are out of school has almost halved  
in that time. In India alone, the number of children  
out of school came down by 18 million between  
2001 and 2008.7 

But the second story shows that the job is only  
half done. Enormous challenges remain. 

Around the world, there are still 57 million children 
not in school.8 In the Indian state of West Bengal 
there are more children working in brick kilns than 
are learning to read in the state capital, Kolkota.9 

And while school enrolment around the world has 
gone up, we now face a global learning crisis. An 
alarming proportion of children who go to school  
are failing to learn the basics, let down by the poor 
quality of education on offer. 130 million children who 
finish primary school can’t read or do basic maths.10 

The scale of the learning crisis is staggering. Around 
the world, one child in three can’t read, write or do 
basic numeracy at the age of 11.11 

Reading, writing and numeracy are the fundamental 
building blocks for children’s education. Take reading. 
Where children possess basic reading skills, they are 
more likely to improve in their other school work.12 
Conversely, many of the children unable to read are 
left behind, lose confidence and drop out of school.

As the map on page 4 shows, it’s the poorest children, 
those living in rural areas, and girls who are most at 
risk of never learning to read. Many of them are in 
school but failing to learn.

And, as Save the Children knows from our work in 
more than 120 countries, the children most likely to 
miss out altogether are the most marginalised: child 
labourers, migrant children, those living on the streets 
or in countries torn apart by conflict.

It’s vital we tackle the crisis in education, and that we 
focus on the poorest and most disadvantaged children. 
All children desperately need to learn skills if they’re 
going to find decent work, lead healthy lives and 
contribute to their countries’ development and growth. 
If all children left school able to read, 171 million 
people could be lifted out of poverty.13

By acting now to tackle the crisis in education, we can 
give every child the chance to fulfil their potential.

The story in numbers
•	 Today 51 million more children are in school than in 1990.1

•	 But there’s a global crisis in learning. Around the world, one child in three can’t read, write or do 
basic numeracy at the age of 11.2

•	 Aid to education fell recently for the first time in 8 years. The poorest countries saw a $149 million 
funding drop – enough to send 1 million children to school.3

•	 In Kolkota, capital of the Indian state of West Bengal, 425,000 children are learning to read books.4 
500,000 children in West Bengal are employed making bricks.5

“Education is the most powerful weapon you can use to change the world.”
Nelson Mandela
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Save the Children believes every child should 
have the chance to fulfil their potential. We 
work in some of the world’s toughest places 
to help children get an education and to give 
them the chance of a better future. 

One of our most innovative approaches is our 
Literacy Boost programme. It’s a way of helping  
kick-start children’s reading by supporting everyone 
who has a role to play – children, teachers, parents 
and local communities. Teachers are trained to use 
games, songs and other activities to develop reading 
skills in young children. Parents and local communities 
get involved, through book banks and workshops.  
And every child’s reading skills are measured regularly 
so that they get the right support and no one gets  
left behind. 

This highly successful programme is now being used 
in 24 countries. In Pakistan and Malawi, children doing 
Literacy Boost made three times more progress 
in reading than their peers. Girls in Zimbabwe and 
Pakistan who were in the programme made nearly 
twice as much progress in reading as those who 
weren’t. Children in Pakistan who took part in 
Literacy Boost were 92% more likely to stay in school 
and in Zimbabwe 74% more likely.24 

How we’re helping tackle 
the global learning crisis

Hooked on books:  
literacy boost in Ethiopia

Kuma, age 10, goes to the weekly ‘reading camp’ 
held under the trees in a neighbour’s yard to sing 
songs, practice his ABCs and read books in Afaan 
Oromo, the local language. Around 60 children 
come to the sessions. Most have few or no books 
at home. 

Reading camp teachers use a variety of activities 
such as letter-matching games, drawing pictures 
to represent letters, and reading in small groups. 
At the end of each session, Kuma gets to choose 
books to borrow. “I like books with stories about 
sports,” he says.
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One of our mobile camel libraries in Ethiopia’s Somali region

Another innovative approach we’re using to tackle 
the reading crisis is our ‘camel libraries’ in Ethiopia’s 
desert Somali region. Every few weeks, isolated 
communities get a visit from a librarian accompanied 
by two camels laden with books. Our project enables 
thousands of children living on the margins to borrow 
books and develop reading skills.  
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How we’re helping 
disadvantaged children  
in India learn to read

More than half of all primary-aged children in India 
can’t read properly at the end of primary school.25 
The poorest children are most likely to miss out. 

And for the millions of children who exist on India’s 
margins, the learning crisis is particularly acute. 
It’s estimated that 11–18 million Indian children 
live on the streets – and even that’s likely to be an 
underestimate.26 Millions of children have to work, 
many in hazardous environments. 

There are 8 million children out of school. Integrating 
these children into age-appropriate classes remains  
a significant challenge. 80 million children drop out  
of school before completing the full cycle of 
elementary education.27 

The passing of the Right of Children to Free and 
Compulsory Education Act 2009 marked a historic 
moment. For the first time, it guaranteed children the 
right to quality elementary education by the state. 
But three years after it was implemented, the Act is 
struggling. More than 1 million teacher posts are still 
vacant across the country. Education remains out of 
reach for the most marginalised children in India.

Save the Children is supporting children growing up in 
the toughest situations, giving them the opportunity 
to learn and the chance of a better future. Last year 
we helped more than 50,000 child labourers, enabling 
them to learn, and helping them improve their 
working conditions or stop working altogether. 

In West Bengal, half a million children are working in 
the brick-making industry. By running local education 
centres, we’ve helped more than 15,000 children  
learn to read, write and do basic maths, and enabled 
them to access mainstream education. 

And in the state capital Kolkota, we’ve launched 
mobile learning centres so that children living on the 
streets can get basic education. Buses with books and 
teachers on board visit areas of the city where lots of 
children are out of school and many are living on the 
streets. Children are encouraged to read books and 
their levels of learning are assessed. We’re aiming to 
help 3,000 of Kolkota’s most disadvantaged children 
to catch up on basic learning and join local schools.

Over the next three years we aim to help 
1.6 million vulnerable children in India through 
education, training and personal support. 

BOOKS NOT BRICKS

425,000 children are learning 
to read books in Kolkata.28 

500,000 children are making 
bricks in West Bengal.29
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World leaders have made a clear commitment 
to achieve universal primary education by 2015 
– one of the UN’s Millennium Development 
Goals set in 2000. We urgently need to increase 
efforts to reach this goal. We also need to 
look beyond that, to ensure we get agreement 
to focus on getting the most disadvantaged 
children into school and on helping all children 
learn to a minimum standard. 

But far from stepping up and intensifying efforts 
to address the learning crisis, donor countries 
recently reduced aid to education for the first time 
in eight years. The poorest countries have been hit 
hardest, with a drop in funding equivalent to 
$149 million – enough to send more than 1 million 
children to school.30

Many national governments are also failing to invest 
sufficiently in their children’s futures. India is one 
of the ten countries with the highest numbers of 
children out of school, but has only allocated around 
10% of its budget to education – half the amount 
needed according to an analysis of countries that  
have made good progress in ensuring education for  
all over the past ten years.31

A key approach in addressing the learning crisis is a 
renewed focus on reading skills. More must be done 
to provide local language books of good quality to 
children, especially those who struggle to gain access 
to books, such as those living in hard-to-reach areas. 
There is an urgent need for national policies on 
providing such materials, along with sufficient financial 
investment to make them a reality.

3 key action points

In order to address the current learning crisis we 
call on governments to increase their efforts to 
ensure all children have access to school and equal 
opportunities to learn when there. 

We are calling for: 

•	 International commitments to close  
the global education gap and reverse the 
learning crisis

•	 Greater funding for education from both 
donor and national governments

•	 Expanded literacy programmes to help  
the most disadvantaged children acquire  
building blocks for their future.

Our GLOBAL  
call for action
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Children at a preschool centre in Bihar, India
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