
 Power of Philanthropy
Investing in Literacy Boost for Vulnerable Youth

Every day. In times of crisis. For our future.
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We must have greater ambition 
in educating children around the 
world. We need to get all children 
into school but we need more 
than that – we need to make sure 
they are learning. Addressing this 
global learning crisis is essential 
to ending poverty and boosting 
shared prosperity.

“

”
–   J IM YONG KIM  

President of the World Bank Group
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The Global Learning Crisis
Over the past decade, great progress has been made to improve 
children’s access to education. Spurred in part by the UN’s 
Millennium Development Goal (MDG) for universal primary 
education, governments have increased school access and 
attendance in many developing countries. In fact, primary  
school enrollment rates exceed 90 percent worldwide as of 2013,  
up from 83 percent in 2000. 

Yet, over a third of primary school aged children worldwide are 
not gaining even basic literacy skills. That translates into more  
than 250 million children, 5-12 years of age, who are unable to 
read or write, whether they are in school or not,1 130 million of 
whom cannot read despite completing four years of education.2 

As another startling statistic, there are 124 million children,  
6-15 years of age, who are out of school. This figure consists of  
59 million children that have never started school and 65 million 
who have dropped out of school. 

  

The Power of Philanthropy 

An investment in global literacy yields remarkable results — not only in the lives of children living 
in developing countries, but for the future we all share. Reading underpins the entire learning 
experience for a child and must be the foundation of any education enterprise. The best 
opportunity to teach reading skills is in the early grades, or earlier if possible. This investment 
prospectus lays out the argument for increasing investment in literacy as a gateway to all future 
learning, and as a powerful way to disrupt intergenerational cycles of poverty. The earlier we invest 
in helping children learn to read and read to learn, the higher the return on investment for all of us.   

Many of these children come from excluded groups — children 
who are not benefiting from access to education services because of 
a toxic mix of poverty and discrimination. They are children from 
disadvantaged backgrounds, particularly girls, who live in conflict-
afflicted countries, in slums and remote communities, who are 
from ethnic minority or lower caste families, or who are disabled. 
Literacy rates are lowest in South Asia and in West and Central 
Africa. In some sub-Saharan African countries, children with five 
years of education have a 40 percent chance of being illiterate.3  
As a result, these children will not be able to escape the gravitational 
pull of mass poverty. 

Given changing requirements in the skills needed for today’s 
knowledge-based economies, this low level of learning has the  
added consequence of widening the knowledge gap between 
developing and developed countries, with major economic and 
employment consequences.4 
 

1   UNESCO Institute for Statistics and Education.
2   Investment Case for Education and Equity, UNICEF 2015. 
3    Verger, A., C. Lubienski, G. Steiner-Khamsi, World Yearbook of Education 2016:  

The Global Education Industry, Swales and Willis Ltd., 2016. 
4    Position Paper on Education Post-2015, UN Educational,  

Scientific and Cultural Organization. 
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250 million children are unable 
to read or write and 124 million 
children are out of school. 
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Youth Literacy Rates
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Targeted interventions are needed 
to reach the most marginalized 
children and youth who are out of 
school today, including those with 
disabilities; from ethnic, religious or 
linguistic minorities; and children 
affected by armed conflict.
–   UNESCO, 2015
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Barriers to Learning
Going to school has not necessarily translated into learning in school 
and too many children still drop out before completing the primary 
level.5 Partial results from an ongoing global assessment of reading 
deficits in 42 poor countries indicate an alarming number of children 
do not know how to read even a single word in a simple paragraph by 
the end of grade two or three.6 Between 25 to 75 percent of children in 
the more deprived regions of poor countries cannot read a single word 
even after several years in school.7 How can so many children have 
spent at least two years in school without learning to read a single word? 

The scale of the learning crisis points to problems with schools, 
classrooms and teachers. Around the world, there is an urgent need for 
reforms across education systems.

Challenges in Inadequate Teaching 
In one-third of all surveyed countries, less than 75 percent 
of teachers were trained according to national standards.8 

Studies show that in several countries, the average teacher does 
not perform significantly better on reading tests than the highest 
performing sixth grade students.9 Furthermore, universal primary 
education expansion has pushed some systems to the brink in 
terms of teacher supply. In sub-Saharan Africa, pupil-teacher ratios 
exceeded 40:1 in primary schools as of 2012, with the highest ratio 
in the Central African Republic at 80:1.10 The inadequate supply of 
teachers has resulted in recruiting and hiring uncertified teachers  
in many countries. 

Challenges in National Language Instruction 
220 million children worldwide are taught to read in a 
language that is not their mother tongue, and not the 

language used in their day-to-day lives.11 There may be resistance to 
using a mother tongue because it is stigmatized or because parents 
believe it denies their children access to a language of power used in 
government and business.12 This language disconnect makes it difficult 
for teachers, parents and communities to support children’s literacy 
skills development.13 Consequently, many students repeat grades or 
drop out of school.14

Challenges in Use of Classroom Time 
There is also considerable wasted instructional time in 
poor countries due to informal school closures, teacher and 

student absenteeism, and poor use of classroom time, all of which 
decrease students’ opportunity to learn. For example, schools were 

found to be open 70 percent of the official time in Mali15 and teacher 
absenteeism was as much as 30 percent in Senegal. In addition, 
classroom overcrowding is at its worst in the early grades — and the 
most qualified teachers are typically deployed at higher grades. When 
overcrowded classes are split in two, the result is a 40 percent loss in 
instructional time and reduced learning outcomes.16     

Research has shown that students in many countries have only 
2.5 hours a day of “on-task” time, where the student and teacher are 
present and focused on learning, for six months out of the year.17

Challenge in Supplying School Materials  
Another large barrier to learning is the lack of books in 
households and schools. In Mali, for example, a recent survey 

revealed that 75 percent of students in grade 2 did not have textbooks 
and students did not have supplementary reading books at school —  
a situation common in the developing world.18 The scarcity of books 
is due in large part to weaknesses throughout the book supply chain, 
from publisher to child. Small national publishing companies lack the 
skills to tailor reading materials for different age groups and or different 
languages. Interestingly, USAID found that across 11 countries, NGOs 
were the leading producers of children’s books.19 

Challenges with Illiterate Home Environments 
Finally, when children come from homes where parents are 
illiterate, they face additional struggles. The vast majority of 

the 48 million children entering Africa’s schools over the past decade 
come from illiterate home environments.20 These children struggle to 
make the transition to school — while their parents struggle to provide 
support on homework assignments, perpetuating a lifelong cycle of 
diminished learning outcomes.

Challenges in National Education Reform 
Clearly, education reform is long overdue in many developing 
countries. However, many national education systems lack 

policies and programs that seek to ensure every last child reads by the 
end of primary school. Few low-income countries systematically assess 
reading proficiency, which is necessary to overcome reading deficits in 
the early grades.

14   Smits, J., J. Huisman, and K. Kruijff, Home Language and Education in the Developing World,  
Prepared for the EFA-GMR 2009, Overcoming Inequality: Why Governance Matters. 

15    Venäläinen, R., What Do We Know About Instructional Time Use in Mali?, World Bank, April 2008. 
16    Abazdi, H., Absenteeism and Beyond: Instructional Time Loss and Consequences, World Bank, Working 

Paper 4376, October 2007; Opportunity to Learn and Early Grade Reading Fluency to Measure School 
Effectiveness, Prepared for USAID/EQUIP2 Project, 2010.

17    Gilles, J., Quijada, J.L., Opportunity to Learn: A high impact strategy for improving educational outcomes in  
developing countries, Education Quality Improvement Program 2, Academy for Educational Develop-
ment. Washington, DC. 2008.

18   Evans, N., Malian Teachers’ and Students’ Beliefs about Reading and Reading Instruction: Challenges to 
Reforming Reading Instruction, Comparative & International Education Society Annual Conference 2010: 
Reimagining Education.

19    De-Jongh-Abebe, M. (forthcoming), How do policy implications and market dynamics of the book chain 
impact access to quality, affordable books?, bluetree-group.com.

20   Watkins, K., “Too Little Access, Not Enough Learning: Africa’s Twin Deficit in Education”,  
Brookings Institute, January 16, 2013. 
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Proven Benefits of Boosting Literacy
Reading enables children to fulfill their potential at school and 
throughout their lives. The basic reading skills necessary to become 
“literate” do not develop naturally; we have to learn to adapt the 
part of our brain that recognizes images to be able to recognize 
written letters and words.21 

In addition, learning must be encouraged early and continuously, 
both within and outside of the formal schooling system. A five-
year longitudinal study looking at children’s reading achievement 
underscores the finding that reading ability at the end of first 
grade predicts reading ability in third grade.22 It is at this point in 
schooling that children transition from learning to read to reading 
to learn. If children can’t read by third or fourth grade, they may 
never catch up. They struggle to keep pace with their peers and 
are limited in their ability to access a wider curriculum. Research 
shows that after grade four, special catch-up reading classes are 
only successful with about 13 percent of struggling students.  
Once students fall behind in learning, they are more likely to  
drop out of school altogether.23   

Photo: Martin Kharumwa, 2016

What are the life-long consequences when kids fall behind in 
literacy by the end of primary school? If a child does not learn how 
to read, his or her ability to learn and progress at school becomes 
far more limited, which in turn increases the risk of growing up to 
become an adult living in poverty. 

The impact on poverty is compelling. According to UNESCO,  
if all students in low-income countries left school with basic reading 
skills, 171 million people could be lifted out of poverty, which would 
be equivalent to a 12 percent decrease in world poverty.24   

An important way education reduces poverty is by increasing 
people’s income. Globally, one year of school increases earnings by 
10 percent, on average. And when girls are educated, they are more 
likely to send their own children to school allowing families to 
continue to break out of the cycle of poverty.25 Reading empowers 
people, helps them gain decent work, raises their income, and 
generates productivity that fuels economic growth.26 

Education is also one of the most powerful ways to improve 
people’s health and save lives. In Africa, the mortality rates of adult 
women with primary education are 14 percent lower than for women 
with less than primary education.27 In developing countries outside 
Africa, mortality rates for women with at least primary education are 
36 percent lower than for women with less that primary education. 
In developing countries, women with primary education have  
.7 fewer births than women with no education,28 with subsequent 
lower fertility rates and reduced infant mortality rates.29 

In addition, voters with at least a primary education are  
1.5 times as likely to support democracy.30 Education can also 
help address the inequalities that generate conflict. It is central to 
identity formation, promotes inclusion and contributes to state 
building. Most importantly, equity in education leads to conflict 
risk-reduction. The probability of conflict more than doubled from 
3.8 percent to 9.5 percent in 55 low- and middle-income countries 
between 1986 and 2003 where the level of education inequality  
(as measured by access and quality) doubled.31 

21   Wolf, M., Proust and the Squid: The Story and Science of the Reading Brain,  
New York: Harper Collins, 2007. 

22    Senechal, M. and J. A. LeFevre, “Parental Involvement in the Development of  
Children’s Reading Skills: A Five-Year Longitudinal Study,” Child Development, 2002.     

23    Gove, A. and P. Cvelich, Early Reading: Igniting Education for All.  
Early Grade Learning Community of Practice, Research Triangle Institute, 2011.   

24  Teaching and Learning: Achieving Quality for All, EFA-GMR, 2014.   
25   Investment Case for Education and Equity, UNICEF 2015. 
26  Position Paper on Education Post-2015, UN Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization. 

27    de Walque, D. and D. Filmer, Trends and Socioeconomic Gradients in Adult Mortality  
around the Developing World, Policy Research Working Paper, No. 5716, The World Bank, 2011. 

28    Investment Case for Education and Equity, UNICEF 2015. This is based on total fertility rates of women in 
48 low- and middle-income countries, 2008–2012, by level of education.

29   A Global Compact on Learning: Taking Action on Education in Developing Countries,  
The Brookings Institution Center for Universal Education, June 2011. Also see C. Lloyd  
and J. Young, New Lessons: The Power of Educating Adolescent Girls, Population Council, 2009.

30   This is based on UNESCO’s survey of 18 sub-Saharan countries in Africa.  
Teaching and Learning: Achieving Quality for All, EFA-GMR, 2014. 

31    Investment Case for Education and Equity, UNICEF 2015. 
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The impact on poverty is compelling. According to 
UNESCO, if all students in low-income countries left 
school with basic reading skills, 171 million people could 
be lifted out of poverty, which would be equivalent to a 
12 percent decrease in world poverty. 
–   UNESCO
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The Return on Investment  
in Literacy Programs
There is consensus that returns on investments in primary education 
are very high when compared to investments in secondary or 
higher education. Globally, the average return on investment in one 
additional year of primary education was found to be a 10 percent 
increase in income, according to computations from more than  
800 surveys in 139 countries. The returns are generally higher in 
low- or middle-income countries than in high-income countries,  
and higher for girls than boys.32

Conversely, when children, especially girls, fail to learn, they are 
more likely to drop out early, leading to a negative impact on economic 
growth. In 2007, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Cameroon 
and Nigeria lost $301 million, $974 million and $1,662 million 
respectively in economic growth by failing to educate girls to the same 
standards as boys.33 

Furthermore, the cost implications are serious when children 
in primary school don’t learn: when a child repeats a grade, the 
government pays double or more what it would cost if there were 
no repetition. According to the EFA Global Monitoring Report, 
the global learning crisis among primary aged children is costing 
$129 billion a year.

Yet...Unequal Access to Primary Education
The Education for All movement and MDG call for universal 
primary education emphasized the need to invest in free primary 
education of good quality. For most developing countries, the 
benchmark was set at devoting 20 percent of their budget to 
education, and within that, the rationale was strong for spending 
more on primary education — the level most likely to be accessed 
by children from poorer households. Many developing countries, 
however have fallen short of the target, contributing an average of  
16 percent of their budgets to education.34 

Furthermore, the education progress that has been made has not 
been equitable: the most disadvantaged children are still left behind. 
Stark disparities in enrollment between urban and rural areas, the 
wealthy and the poor, and marginalized religious and ethnic groups 
within nations remain.

Marginalized children often suffer from multiple disadvantages 
that are mutually reinforcing, leading to acute education deprivation. 
If current trends continue, around 43 percent of the 59 million 
children who have yet to start school — or about 15 million girls and 
10 million boys — will probably never set foot in a classroom.35 For 
these disadvantaged children, the future is grim. Low incomes, high 
fertility rates and poor care for their own children will perpetuate the 
intergenerational transmission of poverty.

32   Investment Case for Education and Equity, UNICEF 2015. Also see Psacharopoulos, G. and H. 
Patrinos, “Returns to Investment in Education: A Further Update,” World Bank Policy Research 
Working Paper 2881, World Bank, 2002.

33   Children in Focus. Paying the Price: The Economic Cost of Failing to Educate Girls,  
Plan International, 2008.

34   Investment Case for Education and Equity, UNICEF 2015. Data from the World Bank.
35   Data from UNICEF Monitoring the Situation of Children and Women. Also see: Progress in 

Getting All Children to School Stalls but Some Countries Show the Way Forward, Policy Paper 14,  
EFA-GMR and UNESCO Institute for Statistics, June 2014; Fixing the Broken Promise for All: 
Findings from the Global Initiative on Out-of-School Children, UNESCO, 2015. 

36   http://data.unicef.org/education/primary.html#sthash.Nvn7htsb.dpuf.
37   Balescut, J., and K. Eklindh, Historical Perspective on Education for Persons with Disabilities,  

background paper for EFA-GMR, 2006.
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Girls and children with disabilities are  
even further marginalized. Of the estimated 
59 million primary school aged children  
out of school, over half are girls.36 In Africa, 
an estimated 90 percent of children with 
disabilities are out of school.37
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Global Goals for Literacy 
The tide is beginning to shift. Today, we have an unprecedented 
mandate to take action on literacy. The new Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) set out clear targets for quality and 
equity in education. This signifies a shift away from a simple focus 
on universal primary school access, to a focus on addressing the 
barriers to learning and equity gaps in education. SDG4 promises 
to deliver access to quality education, as well as ensure the most 
disadvantaged children have equal opportunity to learn to read. 

Within the broader framework of the 2030 development 
agenda, UNICEF and the World Bank will collaborate to advance 
progress on SDG 4.2 and catalyze efforts to bring together 
governments and partners with complementary assets and a 
common commitment to scale up effective literacy programs. 
Save the Children is proud to be a part of these efforts.

WHY IT'S CRITICAL  
TO INVEST IN  
GIRLS’ EDUCATION

A good-quality education is every 
girl’s right. Keeping girls in school is key 
to enabling them to realize their potential, 
including their future economic opportunities, and supporting 
girls’ confidence and influence in public decision-making. 

Quality education and learning also helps prevent child 
marriage. Research in a number of countries shows that girls 
doing poorly in school, not learning well and falling behind, 
are more likely to be pulled out of school by their parents  
in order to marry. 

The ability to read and write is strongly correlated with 
reduced child marriage. Only 4 percent of literate girls in  
sub-Saharan Africa and 8 percent of literate girls in South  
and West Asia are married as children compared with  
20 percent of illiterate girls in sub-Saharan Africa and almost 
25 percent of illiterate girls in South and West Asia. Evidence 
suggests that a high-quality education empowers girls to 
make decisions about whether, when and whom to marry  
by providing them with knowledge, networks and confidence.

Ensuring that adolescent girls stay in school, return to 
school or receive vocational training not only improves their 
life chances but also has wider societal benefits. UNESCO 
predicts that providing all girls with primary education in low  
and middle income countries will reduce child malnutrition  
by 1.7 million. Healthy and well-nourished girls become 
stronger and more productive adults, improving their own 
prospects and those of their children.

Photo: Save the Children, 2013

The pain and cost of child 
marriage cannot only be seen 
at the individual child level but 
also has its implications on 
national development. Child 
marriage robs children and 
women’s immense potential to 
political, economic and social 
advancement of a nation.

“

–  JOHN GRAHAM  
Country Director, Save the Chi ldren in Ethiopiafor Educat ion 
and Equity

”



Save the Children’s response to the global learning crisis is Literacy 
Boost, our innovative program that aims to ensure children leave 
primary school with strong reading skills. We have invested more  
than $150 million in Literacy Boost programs across 34 countries, 
benefitting more than 3 million children ages 5-12 (see map).

Literacy Boost is a simple replicable model designed to support 
children in the early grades of primary school. Literacy Boost can be 
adapted to fit the national curriculum as well as local languages, context 
and culture. It fosters children’s mastery of key reading skills such as 
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension 
and expands opportunities to practice reading both inside and outside 
the classroom.

Since students sometimes spend as little as 11 percent of their waking 
time in a classroom, only a small portion of that in-school time is 
devoted to learning reading and writing skills.38 That is why Literacy 
Boost expands the “opportunity to learn” to include time outside of 
school, both at home and in the community. We refer to this as “life-
wide learning.” 39 This means focusing on the opportunity to learn 
throughout a child’s day. It means that parents, siblings and community 
members are recast as critical individuals who can aid children in their 
learning trajectory. It also means emphasizing the potential for learning 
inherent in daily activities in every child’s life — to create a culture 
of literacy that extends beyond school walls. 
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”

One solution to the global learning 
crisis is Save the Children's Literacy 
Boost program. Our innovative 
global reading program helps 
children learn to read and write 
inside and outside of school.

“
–   CAROLYN MILES 

President & CEO, Save the Children

Save the Children’s results from our Literacy Boost interventions 
— from urban Indonesia to rural Ethiopia — demonstrate that 
children who participate in more out-of-school reading activities  
have higher reading scores. 

In 2015, Save the Children created partnerships to expand  
Literacy Boost outside our global program footprint. By leveraging 
program learnings with a broad range of public and private partners, 
we have expanded the reach of our literacy work to more than  
20 million children around the world. How have we accomplished 
this multiplier effect? 

In an unprecedented 20 countries, governments have integrated 
Literacy Boost core concepts into their education programs.  
In Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Pakistan and South Africa, Literacy Boost  
has been scaled to a regional or provincial level, while in El Salvador,  
it has been scaled to a national level. 

Beyond government, other NGOs have adopted Literacy Boost. 
For example, World Vision has contracted Save the Children for 
the past four years to train its global teams in the Literacy Boost 
approach, reaching 1 million children in multiple countries. In 
addition, we partner with The Basic Education Coalition — which 
unites policymakers, partner organizations and the public in increasing 
funding for quality basic education around the world.  

38     Dowd, A.J., Friedlander, E.W., and Guajardo, J, “Opportunity to 
Learn (OTL): A framework for supporting learning?” in V. Varghese 
(Ed.), From Schooling to Learning: A Report from the IWGE, Paris: 
International Institute for Educational Planning, 2012.

39     For more information on the positive correlation between the 
amount of time a child engages in reading and reading outcomes, 
please see E. H. Hiebert (Ed.), Reading More, Reading Better, New 
York, Guilford, 2009.

Our Response to Global Literacy 
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Five Core Reading Skills:
1.  Letter knowledge: Recognition of the letters of the alphabet.

2.   Phonemic Awareness: The ability to recognize and manipulate 
phonemes, the “smallest units composing spoken language.”

3.    Fluency: The ability to read accurately, quickly, and with the 
correct intonation, rhythm and appropriate phrasing.

4.  Vocabulary: The comprehension of a sufficient number  
of words to be able to understand text.

5.  Comprehension: The process of simultaneously extracting and 
constructing meaning through interaction and involvement with 
the written language

Where We Work in Literacy Boost
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US
Vietnam
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Haiti
Indonesia

Kyrgyzstan
Malawi 

Mali
Mozambique

Afghanistan

Bangladesh

Bhutan
Cambodia

Democratic Republic of Congo
Dominican Republic
Egypt
El Salvador

Cote D’Ivoire

Pakistan

Peru
Philippines

Rwanda
Somalia
South Africa

Sri Lanka
South Sudan

TajikistanNepal
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LATEST LITERACY  
BOOST STUDY:

A 2016 Stanford University study in  
Gicumbi, a northern rural area in  
Rwanda, shows that the average Literacy 
Boost student read more fluently and 
scored higher in reading comprehension than over  
60 percent of the students who did not participate in the 
program. Save the Children’s program in Rwanda combines 
teacher training, assessments, community action, innovative 
classroom designs, and support for the publishing  
of children’s books in order to increase literacy.  
(More study details are available).

How We Are Transforming  
Young Lives through Literacy Boost 
Bangladesh, Ethiopia and Indonesia are showing significant  
improvements in comprehension just one year after our Literacy 
Boost program was introduced. In Bangladesh, students with a low 
baseline of 10 percent comprehension showed an almost five-fold 
increase in comprehension to 49 percent. Indonesian students 
recorded a three-fold increase from 19 to 67 percent comprehension 
and children in Ethiopia recorded a doubling of comprehension 
from a higher baseline of 32 to 64 percent (see results  
in chart below).

PERCENTAGE OF CHILDREN WHO UNDER-
STAND WHAT THEY ARE READING BEFORE 
AND AFTER ONE YEAR OF LITERACY BOOST 

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Bangladesh Ethiopia Indonesia

Before Literacy Boost After a year of Literacy Boost

10%

49%

32%

64%

19%

67%

Photo: Jeff Holt, 2011
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•    We Start Early — to reach children from birth to school entry. 
Young children need print rich environments and supportive 
language interactions to develop a solid foundation for learning 
to read when they get to primary school. We partner with 
parents at every level of literacy to put in place home and 
community-based activities and environments, which enable 
children to develop a solid foundation for reading and learning 
before they go to primary school.

•    We Provide More and Better Books — to develop a culture 
of reading. Children need a variety of age- and context- 
appropriate reading materials that spark their imagination 
and build on their existing language skills. By taking a “whole 
chain” approach to book supply, we partner with publishers 
to increase the quality of materials and ensure their effective 
dissemination and use. We also support teachers, parents and 
communities to develop their own local language reading 
materials and obtain books from national library services.

•    We Mobilize Parents and Communities — to develop a 
reading culture. We provide parent education workshops that 
offer concrete strategies that literate and illiterate parents can 
incorporate into their daily lives to support their children’s 
language and reading development. 

•    We Train Teachers — using the five component skills of early 
reading such as oral language and vocabulary. Teachers learn 
instructional content and pedagogic practices that are integrated 
with the existing national curricula where they work. 
 

•    We Teach in a Language Children Understand —  
to make sure children are able to learn to read and write, 
and parents and communities are able to support their 
children’s literacy skills development. In countries where 
students are required to learn in a second (or third) 
language, we help teachers use strategies that take into 
consideration the children’s first language to inform how 
they teach in the second language. 

•    We Provide Opportunities to Practice — to build children’s 
literacy confidence. Children need ample opportunities to 
practice their reading and writing skills, both inside and outside 
of school. This can be achieved by advocating for daily reading 
practice time to be included into the school curriculum; investing 
in reading clubs, book banks and reading buddies to engage 
children; and training teachers and parents to provide reading 
practice opportunities for children outside of school.

•    We Assess and Track Progress — to ensure that education 
stakeholders at all levels have access to timely literacy assessment 
results to gauge the system’s success in ensuring all children  
are learning to read and write. We use a variety of tools 
including Save the Children’s Literacy Boost assessment  
tool to collect detailed student performance data to inform  
evidence-based programming.

•    We Advocate for Policy Change — to ensure that government 
creates an enabling environment to support and sustain teachers, 
communities and parents, providing opportunities for every last 
child to read by the end of primary school. 

Save the Children's Distinctive Approach   
Eight principles define our distinctive approach to Literacy Boost,  
that reflect a combination of in-school activities, parent involvement  
and community engagement to improve children’s literacy skills.   
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Our Ambitious Plan for the Future  
Save the Children is committed to refining our delivery approaches 
to have the greatest impact on young children. Our areas of focus 
going forward include:   

•    Revising the Literacy Boost Toolkit — to provide more  
emphasis on practice activities that are appropriate for bilingual/
multilingual contexts. We also anticipate simplifying the parent 
and community awareness sections to allow greater access and 
participation — and adding two enhanced guides on how to 
adapt Literacy Boost to the country context and how to provide 
more and better books.

•    Focusing on Interventions for Children in Times  
of Crisis — to lessen the traumas that affect children  
in the most difficult contexts, while building the resilience  
of children and families in emergency and fragile situations.  
We are adapting our proven Literacy Boost strategies through 
our Learning and Wellbeing in Emergencies teacher guides  
and curriculum.

 

Literacy Boost continues  
to deliver improvements  
in Pakistan  
During 2014, our signature Literacy 
Boost program in Pakistan reached 
nearly 200,000 children. Many children 
in Pakistan face the challenge of having to 
learn at school in a different language than 
the one they speak at home. Our Literacy Boost 
results show significant progress in core reading skills across 
both languages. The average ability to understand an Urdu 
language passage increased from 18 - 54 percent comprehension 
after Literacy Boost and from 10 - 30 percent in the Pashto 
language. This progress gives children a real benefit both at 
school and at home.

Reading Together and Learning  
Together in Peru and Guatemala  
With support from USAID, our “Reading 
Together, Learning Together” program 
reached nearly 6,000 children in the 
Apurimac region of Peru and 10,000 children 
in the Quiché department of Guatemala. 
In both countries, the program helped to 
strengthen children’s reading skills in both school and the community 
through reading camps, reading banks, storytelling and workshops 
with parents. As one success measure, 70 percent of children 
participated in reading buddy camps by the end of the project.

STRONG LITERACY BOOST RESULTS
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A. Impact Opportunity  
Promote Literacy Boost on the National Agenda 

•    $10 million — will enable Save the Children to expand 
Literacy Boost in countries where we have made great progress 
such as Bangladesh, El Salvador, Ethiopia, Guatemala, Haiti, 
Indonesia, Malawi, Mozambique and Nepal. In these countries, 
Save the Children has implemented Literacy Boost in multiple 
sites. Your investment will allow us to scale Literacy Boost 
approaches with governments as part of national policy. For 
example, in Ethiopia and Bangladesh, Save the Children has 
worked with regional or provincial education officials to train 
teachers on Literacy Boost and integrate it with the curricula. 
Expanding the scope of these projects could help support more 
children to access these interventions. In El Salvador, Literacy 
Boost has been scaled to a national level. Strengthening the 
program there could help us ensure that is fully integrated 
with the national system, as well as test innovative changes to 
the program, including incorporating more explicit content to 
include children with disabilities and adding a focus on socio-
emotional learning and well-being. 

•    $150,000-$175,000 per year, per project — will enable  
Save the Children to scale up our Literacy Boost program  
in 25-40 schools per project. Based on a 40-school project,  
we could reach approximately 5,000 to 6,000 students and  
100 to 120 teachers, depending on project location.

•    $50,000 per year, per location — will enable  
Save the Children to conduct situational analysis or  
cost-estimations for national-level roll-out of Literacy Boost  
to help three to five countries bring existing Literacy Boost  
work to national scale.  

The Power of Your Philanthropy 
In recent years, the world has made enormous progress for children. A future where every last 
child learns to read is within our grasp. While disadvantaged children and families in developing 
countries benefit directly from investments in Literacy Boost, these interventions are also  
powerful tools that address poverty and inequality, and create a better world. Your investment  
in Save the Children’s Literacy Boost program can transform the future for us all.
 

WHY SHOULD THE 
PRIVATE SECTOR INVEST 
IN CHILD LITERACY? 

According to ReadyNation “Businesses 
must understand that education is not 
only a key piece of the puzzle for poverty 
eradication. It also is crucial to develop the future 
workforce, foster innovation and generate stable and 
more prosperous societies. [Businesses] need to take 
proactive roles in education, using their expert skills and 
interest in innovation to create shared value. In practice 
this means raising educational performance levels, shaping 
aspirations and creating a productive workforce.”
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B. Impact Opportunity   
 
 

•    $10 million — will enable Save the Children to create a  
Center for Applied Research and Practice in Education 
(CARPE) focused on generating evidence of what works to 
best support children’s learning and development. The Center 
will 1) leverage technology to improve data collection; 2) create 
formal systems to disseminate data within Save the Children 
and among global education practitioners; 3) develop assessment 
tools to improve global literacy programming; and 4) contribute 
applied research in partnership with leading universities to 
inform the larger international development community on 
ways to improve literacy in low income countries.

•    $1 million — will enable Save the Children to create a learning 
materials development system to simultaneously promote 
literacy and subject matter content. The materials development 
system will 1) provide guidance on integrating key literacy 
competencies (such as alphabetics, fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension) and subject matter content (such as numeracy, 
science, and health); 2) develop a technology-based system 
to train country-based educators, authors and publishers to 
conceive, write, and illustrate high-quality learning materials; 
and 3) support country-based events and activities to improve 
sustainable and local learning material development systems.  

•    $500,000 — will enable Save the Children to build on its pilot 
mBoost program, which sends SMS and audio messages to the 
mobile phones of parents and community members through 
a full-fledged Literacy Boost App. Teachers use the Literacy 
Boost App to plan lessons, share a video or experiences with 
a colleague or a supervisor. For children, the app functions  
as a digital library plus activity bank. Families, parents and 
caregivers use the app to listen to and discuss stories together, 
even when family members are not literate themselves.

•    $150,000 per year, per location — will enable Save the 
Children to test and implement its Special Needs Action  
Pack (SNAP) to reach children with learning difficulties.  
SNAP is a set of tools designed to help teachers more  
effectively teach struggling learners. The tools include  
key guidance for identifying external causes for a child’s 
difficulties (such as lack of support for learning at home  
and poor attendance). 

•    $60,000 per year, per topic area — to help Save the Children 
create a Literacy Boost Innovation Fund that will ensure 
Literacy Boost remains a cutting edge, state-of-the-art resource 
to practitioners within Save the Children and outside of the 
organization. As a result, we will be better able to constantly 
revise, adapt and expand Literacy Boost to better address the 
wide variety of literacy learning needs in global contexts.  

•    $50,000 per year — to create nimble, technology-based  
personalized assessment systems that will help teachers  
monitor student progress, identify learning gaps, and adjust 
their instruction to respond to individual student needs.

Reading empowers people, 
helps them gain decent work, 
raises their incomes, and 
generates productivity that 
fuels economic growth.33

Ensuring Literacy Boost Remains A State-of-the-Art Resource
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Conclusion: Invest in Literacy Boost
An investment in Save the Children’s Literacy Boost program and advocacy activities 
yields powerful returns. Your investment can ensure that children progress in school, 
achieve academic success, transition into a productive form of employment and 
contribute to their national economies — which will in turn enable governments of 
developing nations to reduce reliance on aid and bring about better outcomes for 
those who are most disadvantaged. Your investment will play a vital role in achieving 
change for the world’s youngest and most marginalized girls and boys. This is an 
investment with the power and potential to yield transformative results for children  
— changing the course of their future and ours. 
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Economists estimate that for every 
additional year of schooling, an individual’s 
potential income increases by 10%. 

“
–  UNICEF, 2015, THE INVESTMENT CASE FOR EDUCATION AND EQUITY

”
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