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Helping 10-year-olds to read by 2030

India has been successful in increasing access to school, but now the focus must shift to quality

DAVID MALPASS

or most children, turning 10
Fis an exciting moment. They

are learning more about the
world and expanding their hori-
zons. But too many children —
more than half of all 10 year olds in
low- and middle-income countries
— cannot read and understand a
simple story. We are in the middle
of a global learning crisis that sti-
fles opportunities and aspirations
of hundreds of millions of chil-
dren. That is unacceptable.

In October, we released data to
support a new learning target: by
2030, we want to cut, by at least
half, the global level of learning
poverty.

Missing possibilities

Learning to read is an especially
critical skill: it opens a world of
possibilities, and it is the founda-
tion on which other essential
learning is built — including nume-
racy and science. Wiping out
learning poverty (defined as the
percentage of children who can-
not read and understand a simple

story by age 10) is an urgent mat-
ter. It is key to eliminating poverty
in general and boosting shared
prosperity. It is key to helping chil-
dren achieve their potential.

But over the last several years,
progress in reducing learning po-
verty has been stagnant. Globally
between 2000 and 2017, there has
only been a 10% improvement in
learning outcomes for primary
school-aged children. If this pace
continues, 43% of 10-year-olds will
not be able to read in 2030.

The good news is, the children
who will turn 10 in 2030 will be
born next year. If we work urgent-
ly, there is an opportunity to re-
verse this trend.

The target we have set is ambi-
tious but achievable — and should
galvanise action toward achieving
Sustainable Development Goal
(SDG4) — ensuring quality educa-
tion for all. It will require nearly
tripling the rate of progress world-
wide, which can be done if every
country can match the perfor-
mance of the countries that made
the most progress between 2000
and 2015.

Several countries are showing
that it is possible.

The India example

In India, the Right-to-Education
Act has been successful in increas-
ing coverage and access to school
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education but now there is an ur-
gent need to shift the focus to qual-
ity. The decision of India to join
the Programme for International
Student Assessment and the merg-
er of schemes under Samagra
Shiksha are encouraging signs that
India is moving in this direction.

In Kenya, the government’s na-
tional reading programme has
more than tripled the percentage
of grade two students reading at
an appropriate level. This was ac-
complished through technology-
enabled teacher coaching, teacher
guides, and delivering one book
per child.

In Vietnam, a lean, effective
curriculum ensures that the basics
are covered, there is deep learning
of fundamental skills, and all chil-
dren have reading materials.
Learning outcomes of Vietnamese
students in the bottom 40% of the
income ladder are as high, or high-
er, than the average student in
high-income countries.

The challenges of reducing

learning poverty will differ bet-
ween countries and regions. In
some countries, access to school
remains an enormous problem —
258 million young people were out
of school globally, in 2018. In other
countries, children are in class-
rooms but are not learning. By set-
ting a global target, the World
Bank can work with countries to
define their own national learning
targets. Cutting learning poverty
in half by 2030 is only an interme-
diate goal. Our ambition is to work
with governments and develop-
ment partners to bring that num-
ber to zero.

As the largest financier of edu-
cation in low-and middle-income
countries, the World Bank will
work with countries to promote
reading proficiency in primary
schools. Policies include providing
detailed guidance and practical
training for teachers, ensuring ac-
cess to more and better age-appro-
priate texts, and teaching children
in the language they use at home.

Creating the right classroom

The World Bank is also working
with governments and develop-
ment partners to improve entire
education systems, so advance-
ments in literacy can be sustained
and scaled up. That means making
sure children come to school pre-
pared and motivated to learn;

teachers are effective and valued
and have access to technology;
classrooms provide a well-
equipped space for learning;
schools are safe and inclusive; and
education systems are
well-managed.

An ambitious measurement and
research agenda supports these ef-
forts and includes measurement
of both learning outcomes and
their drivers, continued research
and innovation, and the smart use
of new technologies on how to
build foundation skills.

The learning crisis not only
wastes the children’s potential, it
hurts entire economies. It will ne-
gatively impact future workforces
and economic competitiveness —
as the World Bank’s Human Capi-
tal Index shows that, globally, the
productivity of the average child
born today is expected to be only
56% of what it would be if coun-
tries invested enough in health
and education.

Eliminating learning poverty
must be a priority, just like ending
hunger and extreme poverty. It
will not be easy, but we cannot
back down from the challenge. We
owe it to the children all over the
world to set our sights high, so
they can too.

David Malpass is President of the World
Bank Group



