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Focus to Flourish
Five Actions to Accelerate Progress in Learning
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There has been tremendous progress toward 
ensuring that every child has access to school

—and now that most children are in school,
the focus must shift to ensuring universal learning, 

which requires fundamental changes.
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The world has longstanding commitments to universal education—
which is necessary for a child’s dignity, self-worth, 
and freedom to define their own destiny 

Everyone has the 
right to education.

Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights, Article 26, 
1948

Every person — child, youth and adult — shall be 
able to benefit from educational opportunities 
designed to meet their basic learning needs … 
required by human beings to be able to survive, 
to develop their full capacities, to live and work 
in dignity, to participate fully in development, 
to improve the quality of their lives, to make 
informed decisions, and to continue learning.

World Declaration on Education for All, Article 2, 1990

By 2030, ensure that all girls and 
boys complete free, equitable and 
quality primary and secondary 
education leading to relevant and 
effective learning outcomes.

Sustainable Development Goal 4.1, 2015
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There are two paths to improving the capabilities that youths have 
when they finish schooling: more schooling, 
or more learning per year of schooling

���������

��������

Foundational skills

Expected learning level for 12 years of quality education

Source: Illustration informed by Silberstein, 2021. Average years of schooling is the average of country-level data 
from countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin America from Barro & Lee, 2013. 

See also Crouch, Kaffenberger, & Savage, 2021.

Effective education 
systems

Status quo in many 
developing countries

However, in many countries, the pace at 
which children master new learning per year 
of schooling is just too shallow—such that 
many children complete basic schooling 
without achieving foundational learning.

To overcome this, educations systems need 
to help children learn more each year.

There has been huge progress in schooling 
attainment in developing countries.
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Average years of schooling among 15-year-olds in developing countries

1950 1980 2010
2.1 years 4.2 years 7.1 years

https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-RI_2021/029
https://github.com/barrolee/BarroLeeDataSet/blob/master/Data.md
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0738059321001309


riseprogramme.org

Most countries around the world have had fantastic success 
in expanding access to schooling—but must make 
further progress on learning

Source: Illustration informed by Le Nestour,  Moscoviz, & Sandefur, 2022;
Pritchett & Viarengo, 2021; UIS & GEM, 2022; and UIS data.

Youths who did not complete 
primary school & have not 
mastered foundational learning

Youths who completed primary 
school (or higher) but have not 
mastered foundational learning

Youths who have 
mastered foundational 
learning

Youths who have gone 
beyond foundational 
learning

In the mid-20th century, the 
biggest challenge for universal 
foundational learning goals 
around the world was improving 
access to schooling.  

Today, the biggest challenge for 
cultivating foundational learning 
for all children is helping them to 
learn more with each year they 
spend in school.
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https://www.cgdev.org/publication/long-run-decline-education-quality-developing-world
https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-WP_2021/069
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000382076
http://data.uis.unesco.org/
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Despite great efforts worldwide to improve 
education—and some notable successes—

most of the developing world is still experiencing 
a severe learning crisis in which learning levels 

are low and, in some cases, worsening.
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Source: Data extracted from Table 7 in Le Nestour,  Moscoviz, & Sandefur, 2022. 

Average is mean of country-level averages for 87 countries for which data were available. 

In many education systems, the proportion of schoolgoing children 
who gain foundational learning is low—and stagnant or decreasing

In most countries, there has 
been a massive expansion in 

school enrolment …
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… but trends in  education 
quality have varied widely 

across countries …
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... such that large gains
in enrollment produce

mixed outcomes for learning.
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In Vietnam, both enrolment and 
education quality increased, leading  
to an increase in overall learning 
levels (which were already high).

On average, enrolment increased 
steeply, but education quality 
declined, so the increase in overall 
learning levels was much smaller than 
the increase in enrolment.

In Uganda, both the enrolment gains 
and the quality declines were steeper 
than average, so the change in learning 
levels was similar to the average.
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Uganda

Vietnam
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https://www.cgdev.org/publication/long-run-decline-education-quality-developing-world
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In many countries, learning trajectories for foundational skills are 
far too shallow, but dramatically superior performance is possible

% of children with 
foundational reading skills
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% of children with 
foundational numeracy skills
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Source: Global Education Monitoring Report, 2022. ‘Top 3’ and ‘bottom 3’ refers to the performance 
in Grade 5 among countries in the MICS6 dataset for which data were available for Grades 1–8. 

See also Glewwe et al., 2021 and Crouch, Rolleston, & Gustafsson, 2021.
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https://www.education-progress.org/en/articles/trajectories
https://doi.org/10.35489/BSG-RISE-WP_2021/078
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijedudev.2020.102250
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Five actions are needed to put 
every country’s education system on a path 

to universal early foundational learning 
and subsequent educational goals.

www.riseprogramme.org



riseprogramme.org Adapt

Commit MeasureAlignSupport
www.riseprogramme.org

Adapt
Commit

MeasureAlign
Support


