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Summary/Abstract  

For over twenty years, major investments in learning have focused on infrastructure and opportunities 

to learn formally in school. These investments, however, have had mixed results in terms of learning and 

equity. Through its evidence-based programming, Save the Children has identified five elements of 

disparity: gender, language, socioeconomic status, home literacy environment, and experiences in early 

childhood programmes. This paper explores how evaluation data allowed not only the exploration of 

impact across commonly discussed equity categories of gender and language, but also how across the 

further essential categories of home literacy environment and participation in ECD programmes. We 

detail Save the Children's field-tested basic education and early childhood interventions, designed to 

address the challenges to learning that children in marginalized groups face. We find through these 

interventions important impacts on equity. Results from basic education interventions in various 

countries show participants with the same teachers and the same limited class time, achieved greater 

gains when they participated in reading opportunities outside of schools. Broadening our thinking about 

opportunity to learn to address life-wide learning opportunities that happen inside and outside the 

school walls, as well as learning prior to formal schooling offers better and more equitable solutions for 

all children. 
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I. A New Focus 

The global primary education scene radically changed in the last quarter century. With the 

gates to primary school flung wide open, boys and girls around the globe, previously unable to 

gain access to formal education, have flooded into primary classrooms. Numerous reports 

issued by the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and 

other UN agencies report encouraging statistics for the developing world: In developing 

countries, 90 percent of children of primary school age were enrolled in schools in 2010 and the 

adjusted net enrolment rate increased by 8 percentage points between 1999 and 2010 for 

developing countries.1 

 Encouraging enrolment statistics, however, mask a far more difficult problem. Diving 

under the surface of access rates to examine the impact of primary school enrolment 

expansions yields indications of poor and decreasing quality. These indications include 

ballooning class sizes, disheartening student and teacher attendance rates, and extremely low 

reading abilities. Starting in 2008, Save the Children (SC) began collecting data on reading skills 

and documented high levels of illiteracy in primary school students. And through this data SC 

further discovered disparate groups of struggling readers, such as students attending school in 

a language different from the home, girls, and those of lower socioeconomic standing (SES), 

which in SC contexts are the poorest of the poor.  

 This may not be surprising, as many of the dominant discussions around education 

access in the developing world have included the disadvantaged groups of language minority 

students,2 girls,3 and those of lower socioeconomic standing (SES). However, the disparities do 

not end with these groups alone. Through its data collection and analysis, SC identified two 

further groups whose reading skills were significantly low in site after site: students from poor 

home literacy environments (HLE), and students who did not have access to early childhood 

development (ECD) programmes. Armed with data about students' home lives and their lives 

prior to primary school, SC has endeavoured to alter the context of learning. 

 What does it mean to alter the context of learning? It means to focus on "life-wide" 

learning. Focusing on life-wide learning means focusing on the opportunity to learn that exists 
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throughout a child's day and throughout his/her life. Focusing on life-wide learning means 

realising that a child begins to learn not when he/she enters primary school but rather from 

his/her first breath. Focusing on life-wide learning means that parents, siblings, and community 

members are recast as critical individuals who can aid a child in his/her learning trajectory. 

Focusing on life-wide learning emphasizes the potential for learning inherent in daily activities 

and chores in every person's life.  

 Through focusing on life-wide learning, we have tested hypotheses and generated 

empirical evidence about the importance of the home and community in children's learning. 

We acknowledge the significant research that has gone into opportunity to learn in school 

settings to date, but we expand on it by advocating for an approach that supports life-wide 

learning.  

 Due to the breadth of the topics covered herein, we organize the paper as follows.  First, 

we present two sections on trends of disparities observed in the data. The first section looks at 

findings concerning traditional categories of disparity (language minority, gender and low SES), 

and the second section describes the more novel discoveries of disadvantaged groups in the 

data: those students coming from poor home literacy environments, and students without 

access to ECD. We then describe the how SC interventions are designed to address these 

inequalities through life-wide learning approach, and present selected impact results. We first 

describe ELM interventions and present preliminary impact evidence, before moving onto 

Literacy Boost and its evidence of impact. In our discussion section, we consider the 

implications of the evidence presented, before detailing how the education community can 

broaden their horizons to achieve greater educational impact, especially for the most 

disadvantaged students in some of the most difficult educational contexts around the world.  

II. Data 

This paper draws upon existing analyses performed by Save the Children as part of its routine 

programme planning and evaluation. From 2009, SC began collecting baseline data on reading 

skills in primary schools and factors in children's lives, such as the HLE, that theoretically would 

explain variance in reading scores. These datasets typically include a number of sub-tests to 
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measure a variety of children’s literacy skills: concepts about print (CAP), letter awareness, 

isolated word reading, reading fluency, reading accuracy, and reading comprehension.  

In 2011, we expanded our efforts to early childhood and began collecting data around 

the effectiveness of our programmes in supporting children’s early language and cognitive 

skills, as well as looking more closely at assessing school readiness skills across our preschool 

programmes. This type of assessment typically includes assessing children across three core 

domains of development – emergent literacy, emergent math and socio-personal skills. 

Additional domains looking at physical development, cultural development and belonging and 

healthy, hygiene and safety are optional.  

 Unless otherwise stated, these assessments draw on a pre-post treatment-control 

quasi-experimental research design. The analyses of these assessments typically use both 

clustered t-tests and multiple regression analysis with students nested in schools or ECD 

centres. Unless otherwise specified, results described as significant are statistically significant at 

the 5% level or less. For further details and/or full analyses of the data in a particular setting, 

contact the authors. 

Table 1. Samples by country 

Country Year(s) N of Students 
at Baseline 

N of Students at 
Endline 

Students tracked 
from baseline to 

endline? 

Bangladesh LB 2011 480 480 Yes 

Bangladesh ECD 2012 894 - No 

Ethiopia: Dendi Year 1 2010/11 400 295 Yes 

Ethiopia Dendi Year 2 2011/12 390 317 Yes 

Ethiopia: Tigray 2011/12 400 - No 

Guatemala 2011 343 - - 

Indonesia 2012 673 to be collected Yes 

Mozambique 2009/10 1313 979 Yes 

Nepal (baseline only)  2008 438 - - 

Nepal: Kailali 2010 272 214 Yes 

Pakistan 2010 243 190 Yes 

the Philippines 
(baseline only) 

2009 1,426 - - 

South Africa 2012 273 to be collected Yes 

Zimbabwe 2012 200 to be collected Yes 
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 It is important to note that data were collected within specific geographical regions 

within each country where SC conducts programming – usually in marginalized and often rural 

areas. This restricted sample population allows for an in-depth examination and understanding 

of school readiness and reading skills and the factors associated with these outcomes across a 

variety of contexts. Had the samples been nationally representative, significant relationships at 

the local level might have been washed out or different relationships uncovered. However, we 

emphasize that these results do not represent a nation, but a small and by definition 

disadvantaged population within a nation with whom SC and government work to enable 

children and families to thrive.  

III. Traditionally Identified Disadvantaged Groups 

Through the course of its data collection and analysis, SC routinely identifies groups starting 

from a disadvantaged position as it begins an intervention to help communities improve the 

quality of education. In this section we present findings showing that language minority leaners, 

girls and the poorest are struggling to master basic skills.  

Consider language minority students in Belu, Indonesia, displayed in Figure 1. This figure 

shows that the majority language speakers, those who report speaking Indonesian (the 

language of instruction), outperform students who report speaking a language other than 

Indonesian at home. Research clearly documents the struggles that children face learning to 

read in a second language4 and, indeed, we replicate this finding in Indonesia. Children in the 

language minorities read significantly less words correctly and have significantly lower listening 

comprehension scores. 
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Source: Prusinski, Bramastyo, & Dowd, 2012 

 There are numerous hypotheses why this gap is seen. Two hypotheses are that children 

from language minority groups may have fewer opportunities to interact with text in their own 

or any language and may not understand the language of instruction. The lesson SC took from 

this data was that it was essential to get local language materials into the hands of children 

speaking that language, as early as possible, and to engage those parents and community 

members who do speak the child's mother tongue to supplement school time with fun activities 

centered around reading, optimally in the mother tongue.  

 Researchers in the developed world have found that girls tend to outperform boys 

regardless of academic domains of reading and writing.5 However, in certain countries in which 

we work, we found that girls were  lagging behind boys in their reading development. In 

Ethiopia in 2010, for instance, girls in the the selected sample in the Dendi region knew 

significantly fewer letters, and could identify significantly fewer words on average.6 There are 

many hypotheses as to why this might be the case, including parents valuing boys education 
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over girls, valuing girls’ labor at home over boys’, systematic discrimination against girls within 

schools and communities, and greater structural barriers to education such as a lack of sanitary 

facilities on school grounds or even personal safety issues for girls who live far from school.7

 These disadvantaged groups do not present themselves in isolation, either. In Nepal, for 

instance, SC found that both girls and language minority students fared worse than their 

male/language majority peers, as seen in Figure 2. 

   

Source: Friedlander, 2009 

 Another group of children who we have found to be at a disadvantage in many contexts 

are those of low socioeconomic status (SES). As we interview students, we measure SES using a 

home assets index, determining which assets children have at home (such as electricity, 

bicycles, and refrigerators) as well as the materials of which their home is made (roofs of 

corrugated iron versus thatch; floors of cement versus mud, etc). We view this information as 

more reliable than student reports of parental income or education, for which student reports 

may be unreliable. And as SC usually works in already impoverished areas, we refer to children 

with few of these assets or homes of less sturdy materials as 'the poorest of the poor.'  

An example of this group struggling to learn comes from Spanish reading 

comprehension scores in Guatemala, where children from households without running water 
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answered on average 23 percent of questions correctly while children from homes with running 

water answered 47 percent of questions correctly.8 In the Philippines, children living in homes 

with cement walls knew significantly more letters than those whose homes had wood walls.9 

And in South Africa, each and every reading skill assessed in both mother tongue (Sesotho or 

Isizulu) and English language showed a positive relationship between the child’s SES status and 

his/her reading skill scores.10 To counter these traditional, persistent and often multiple 

challenges to learning, concerted efforts are needed not only in the school but throughout a 

student’s world to maximize a child's life-wide learning.   

IV. New Areas of Disparity  

While we collected this basic data on language, sex, and SES, we also collected more nuanced 

data on the lives of children in the communities in which SC works. This led us to discover two 

further groups who appeared as systematically disadvantaged in country after country. Those 

groups were composed of students from poor home literacy environments and students who 

did not attend an early childhood programme. 

 In research from the developed world, the home literacy environment (HLE) is well 

established as having significant relationships with a child's reading development.11 For one 

reason or another, however, this understanding and its implications for effective interventions 

have not made their way into the action plans of the broader educational community working 

in the developing world. Nonetheless, SC consistently uncovers evidence that shows this clear 

relationship even in some of the poorest or most isolated rural settings. 

 The HLE is not only about having materials in the home. It is also about how those 

materials are used to engage the child in reading and learning. Hess and Halloway12 identified 

five dimensions of the home literacy environment that are theoretically related to reading 

achievement in children. The first is value placed on literacy, which we operationalize by asking 

the students whether they see anyone reading at home. The second is press for achievement, 

which we operationalize as individuals telling or helping the student to study. The third is the 

availability and use of reading materials, which we operationalize as the amount of printed 

materials at home. The fourth dimension is reading with children, which we operationalize by 
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asking the students whether anyone reads to them at home. The last is opportunities for verbal 

interaction, which we operationalize as family members telling stories to students. In our 

studies we have found a clear influence of each of these dimensions on reading skills, two of 

which we highlight here. 

 In Tigray, Ethiopia, we found a clear interaction between the types of materials a child 

has access to in the home (Hess and Halloway’s third dimension), the number of readers in the 

home (the fourth dimension), and the words per minute that the child could read correctly at 

baseline, prior to the intervention. Children from disadvantaged HLE backgrounds in Figure 3 

below, who had neither readers nor materials to read (red line at far left) are predicted to read 

eight words per minute. This is significantly below students who reported that one third of 

family members read to them and reported owning two different types of reading materials 

(light blue line at far right) are predicted to read 55 words per minute. 

Source: Dowd, Hassen, Mohammed, Gebreegiziabher, & Kefey, 2011. 
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 Evidence from a baseline conducted in Indonesia highlighted another element of 

disparity,  that of ECD attendance. Second grade students who had not attended ECD could only 

read 42 percent of common textbook vocabulary words correctly, significantly less than their 

peers with ECD experience who could read 62 percent of the words correctly, on average 

(Prusinski, et al 2012). We found a similar pattern in Bangladesh, where in Grade 1 children 

with no ECD exposure were able to read only 24 percent of words correctly on average versus 

36 percent among their peers with preschool experiences on average. Disparities in letter 

knowledge were even greater--children with no ECD exposure on average could identify only 54 

percent of the Bangla alphabet compared to their ECD–experienced peers who identify more 

than 75 percent of the alphabet on average.13  

 In many places we see the combined influences of a poor home literacy environment 

and not attending an ECD programme. Baseline results from Zimbabwe, seen in Figure 4,  

illustrate the disparity in reading skills between students based on their past enrolment in an 

ECD programme and the print materials available to them at home. Students with no 

newspapers at home and no ECD were predicted to read, on average, two words per minute. 

Students who had one characteristic -- ECD or newspapers at home -- but not the other were 

predicted to read seven to eight words per minute on average. Those with both ECD experience 

and newspapers at home, however, were predicted to read nearly twice as fast as their less 

advantaged peers, reading on average 13 words per minute.14 What is clear from this example 

is that the characteristics of attending ECD and having a superior home literacy environment 

are associated with the highest levels of fluency in the sample. What is less clear is which 

variable, ECD or HLE, is more greatly associated with the young readers’ reading abilities. The 

lesson that SC takes from this is that we must holistically support all the possibilities to learn 

within children’s lives. Life-wide learning supports skills development before schooling begins, 

in school and outside its walls. 
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V. Life-wide learning: a hypothesis for improved learning 

In response to the disparities we found in the data, SC researched the issues facing children and 

developed multiple hypotheses for effective programming. These hypotheses boil down to the 

following: by supporting children in their life-wide learning, all students, and especially those 

most disadvantaged, will learn more, learn earlier, and learn better. 

 Our ECD programmes-- specifically those framed to enhance emergent literacy and 

math skills (ELM)--and our basic education focused Literacy Boost programme are designed to 

promote a child's life-wide learning. A traditional approach to education relies on primary 

schools and the teachers within those schools to impart education to the child. This is what 

Paolo Freire15 critiques as the banking system of education, where students are merely empty 

vessels waiting to be filled with facts and knowledge. On the other hand, building on 

educational philosophers such as Freire and Thomas Dewey,16 SC's active, learner-centered 

approach to education conceptualizes both the pre-primary school child and the primary school 

student as possessing skills and interests that are starting points from which to encourage the 

child to grow. Children are not only situated within a school, but also within a home and 

community that possesses the interests, knowledge, and capabilities to help the student/child 

better reach their potential. ELM and Literacy Boost programmes both train 

teachers/facilitators how to better teach pre-reading and reading skills in ECD and early primary 
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settings.  The programmes also help parents, other family, and community members discover 

novel ways to engage children in fun, skill-building activities outside of the school walls and 

before primary school age. This approach taps into local knowledge, ignites motivation and 

drives young pre-primary and primary students closer to their potential to learn more, learn 

earlier, and learn better. By reaching students life-wide, meaning both at a younger age and 

more comprehensively throughout the day, SC better addresses the disparities that appear in 

our data and helps all children learn equitably.  

 

VI. Strategies for supporting Life-Wide Learning: Early Literacy and Mathematics  

The Early Literacy and Mathematics (ELM) initiative 

There is growing evidence and consensus that intervening once a child is in primary school is 

often too late, or at least much less effective than interventions that engage students earlier. 

Applying this evidence to programming, SC works to support the development of foundational 

school readiness skills among younger children. We implement a variety of early childhood 

programmes for 3-6 year old children (including but not limited to community and school-based 

ECD centres, summer learning programmes, and workplace or informal play groups) in over 30 

countries. Our programmes aim to support children’s development holistically and are rooted 

in the research base. This research points to the necessity of supporting foundational literacy 

and math skills as early as possible to ensure better educational success later in life. The 

benefits of these general programmes have been documented above in Literacy Boost 

baselines.  

What we have found, however, is that participation in an early learning programme 

does not automatically result in stronger school readiness skills. The success of these 

programmes relies heavily on the training and capacity that ECD facilitators bring to the 

classroom. In many of the contexts, unfortunately, ECD facilitators lack strong educational 

backgrounds or awareness of the role they can play in supporting the development of 

foundational emergent literacy and math skills. Further, ECD facilitators often have a narrow 
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understanding of pedagogical approaches to teaching emergent literacy and numeracy, 

focusing on rote skills like reciting the alphabet and rote counting rather than fostering skill 

building and learning through play. 

To address this challenge, SC developed a comprehensive training toolkit to assist early 

childhood programmes and teachers to strengthen emergent literacy and math aspects of their 

ECD programmes. The ELM Toolkit, most often implemented as a series of refresher or follow 

up monthly trainings, includes three carefully designed hands-on training modules for ECD 

facilitators. It also includes a resource bank of simple, effective activities and games that can be 

incorporated into the daily schedule of any ECD programme. The ELM initiative also looks to 

enhance opportunities for children to learn and develop outside ECD programmes and reaches 

out to families and caregivers in order to improve their capacity to support ELM skills at home. 

A parent outreach component of the toolkit engages parents in regular workshops and shares 

simple games and activities they can do at home with their children. Once caregivers 

understand their role in supporting children’s learning and development, and once they are 

empowered with techniques and ideas for how to do that, young children (even in 

disadvantaged circumstances) are not only better prepared for school but are able to achieve 

stronger educational outcomes. The ELM Toolkit also features a rigorous school readiness 

assessment, specifically aimed to document the extent to which these preschool support 

programmes make a difference in improving foundational skills. 

 

 ELM impact 

 Children who are particularly likely to have difficulty with learning to read in the primary 

grades are those who begin school with less prior knowledge and mastery of skills in relevant 

emergent literacy domains, most notably general verbal abilities, basic phonological awareness, 

familiarity with the basic purposes and mechanisms of reading, and letter knowledge.17 Due to 

many factors, including poor home literacy environments, children in low resource settings and 

from high poverty homes tend to lag behind on these emergent literacy skills, which puts these 

children on a path toward early and enduring difficulties with reading.18 Reducing the number 
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of children who enter school with inadequate early literacy experiences is an important step 

toward preventing reading difficulties.  

 In Bangladesh, where SC has successfully implemented the ELM toolkit within the 

context of strong early childhood programmes, we documented impressive results in terms of 

school readiness gains from baseline to endline between programme children (those in an SC 

preschool) and comparison children with no preschool experience. Figure 5 below clearly 

demonstrates that quality ECD programmes, which place strong emphasis on building the 

capacity of ECD teachers related to emergent literacy and math, are hugely beneficial to young 

learners. SC ECD participants outperformed their non-ECD peers on both early literacy and 

math school readiness measures at the end of a one year preschool programme, with effect 

sizes ranging from 1.61 to 1.97 standard deviations. These numbers should astonish the reader, 

given that a large effect size is considered to be around 0.8 standard deviations.19 We will 

follow up with these learners in grade one and grade two to observe the sustained effects of 

emergent literacy skills on future reading and math achievement, a pattern that has been 

documented in developed world research20.   
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 We have documented the same patterns in other countries where we implement ECD 

programmes with strong ELM components. In Bhutan for example, after a five-month ECD cycle 

we saw dramatic gains in both language and math skills for ECD children. For example, 46 

percent of children from the ECD group were able to identify at least one alphabet letter 

compared to only 7 percent of their peers with no ECD background. Further, 79 percent of the 

ECD kids were able to tell a simple story using picture cards while only 9 percent of non-ECD 

children were able to complete the task.21  

 Similarly, in Mozambique, children who participated in our ECD programmes 

(Escolinhas) with an emphasis on early literacy demonstrated greater learning in Concepts 

about Print,22 especially with more challenging text related concepts like identifying words and 

reading direction, as seen in Figure 6.23  
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tongue based ECD centers had a significant advantage in terms of school readiness, 

communication and language use, as compared to their peers from mainstream Bangla medium 

preschools.24 Further, mother tongue education in preschools supported stronger parent 

involvement; parents of children attending mainstream Bangla preschools tended to feel less 

able to support their children’s learning in preschool than parents in mother tongue ECD 

communities.  

 The benefits of quality ECD programmes, with a strong ELM focus, extend into the 

primary school. Again in Bangladesh, we documented that ECD children were significantly less 

likely to repeat early primary grades compared to children without preschool experience. 

Approximately 16 percent of children who received preschool education repeated a grade, 

while more than 30 percent of children with no preschool experience repeated grades 1 or 2. 

Looking at academic performance in Grades 1 and 2, we discover a thought-provoking finding. 

We found that ECD graduates in Grade 1 significantly outperformed their non-ECD peers in the 

same class on both literacy and math assessments, but this significant gain plateaued in the 

second year of primary school and by Grade 2 ECD and non-ECD children performed similarly 

on study assessments. This finding brings us back to the importance of supporting life-wide 

learning and the critical need to provide ongoing support to learners. 

  Supporting early literacy and school readiness skills through quality ECD programmes is 

critical and considerably reduces the magnitude of the problem currently facing education 

globally by increasing the focus on life-wide learning and by reducing the risk of reading failure 

in primary school and beyond. However, ECD programmes alone are not a magic bullet –even if 

students enter school with strong school readiness skills, they can lose momentum quickly 

when faced with overcrowded and under-resourced classrooms where teachers do not receive 

needed support and training. Continuing to support students’ life-wide learning in primary 

grades with quality interventions both in and outside of school is thus imperative. 

VII. Strategies for supporting Life-Wide Learning: Literacy Boost and its impact 

The Literacy Boost programme 
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Literacy Boost, developed in response to the emerging challenge of large numbers of children 

reaching upper primary grades without having learned to read, supports children's reading 

growth through three interrelated strategies: assessment, teacher training and community 

action. Literacy Boost is an evidence-based programme, so its first component is assessment. SC 

conducts rigorous baseline studies to identify both critical strengths upon which to build and 

areas for improvement for students and communities participating in Literacy Boost. During 

these baseline assessments, disadvantaged groups, such as language minority students, girls, or 

others, are identified as potentially needing additional support to build their nascent reading 

skills. 

Second, teacher trainings occur on a regular, monthly basis. They feature lessons on 

specific reading skill pedagogy, formative assessment, and when appropriate how to teach in 

multilingual classrooms. The series of sessions are based off of the government mandated 

curriculum and occur at monthly intervals, allowing teachers time to practice, absorb, and 

reflect on each new skill they learn before improving their pedagogic knowledge in another 

skill. These trainings help to address traditional opportunity to learn issues. 

 The third part of Literacy Boost is centered in and on the community. The Community 

Action component of Literacy Boost focuses on getting children access to two frequently scarce 

resources: printed materials and people who can read them. Students engage in fun activities 

that both entertain them and involve them in critical reading experiences. Parents and 

community members are offered workshops on early childhood learning development, as well 

as how to create materials for their own children. While initially local language reading 

materials are provided to villages, parents and community members are taught how to use 

local resources to enrich the print environment for their children. 

 This third component is specifically designed to promote each student's life-wide 

learning. Consider that children often only spend three to four hours per day, eight to nine 

months per year in school. Even discounting the time spent sleeping, this leaves a huge majority 

of hours available when the child could be learning even as he/she is busy with other essential 

tasks. SC recognises the huge sacrifice that parents make in sending their children to school. 
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What we have found is that it is not a lack of will that stops parents from going further, but 

rather a critical gap in knowledge of feasible, useful strategies for supporting more learning at 

home to complement progress in school. Once parents and community members are 

empowered with simple techniques to boost their children's reading, students achieve 

impressive results in their learning, including those students who are most disadvantaged.  

 After a period of intervention -- often an entire school year -- a follow up assessment is 

conducted with the same students assessed at baseline to chart the actual growth of reading 

skills in Literacy Boost children versus children from statistically equivalent comparison schools. 

It is these endline assessments that demonstrate that a focus on life-wide learning, as 

exemplified by Literacy Boost, enhances outcomes especially for marginalized groups.  

Literacy Boost impact 

 Through Literacy Boost's emphasis on life-wide learning, SC's education teams have 

generated remarkable results. This sub-section will critically examine how the Literacy Boost 

programme has helped reduce elements of disparity in the schools and areas in which SC 

works. 

We begin in Ethiopia. After just three months of full Literacy Boost implementation, we 

see in Figure 7 an important equity impact for girls from participation in Literacy Boost. 

Significantly more Literacy Boost girls switched from being a "non-reader" at baseline to being a 

"reader" at endline when compared with girls in comparison schools.  
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Adapted from: Cao, Dowd, Mohammed, Hassen, Hordofa, Diyana, Ochoa & Guajardo, 2011. 
 

That is, more girls in Literacy Boost schools gained enough skills to read independently, a major 

step towards becoming a good reader. Since the proportion of the sample of girls who couldn't 

read at baseline was not significantly different between Literacy Boost and comparison schools, 

we observe the equity impact of Literacy Boost in enabling girls to achieve closer to their full 

potential. Also, girls made significantly greater gains in reading comprehension after three 

months of Literacy Boost intervention and the reading gain that can be attributed to Literacy 

Boost equals an effect size of 0.44 standard deviations.25 

 In Pakistan, girls in Literacy Boost schools made tremendous gains when compared to 

girls in comparison schools, shown in Figure 8. This was especially true for the higher order skills 

of reading accuracy and comprehension, both in the language of instruction, Urdu, as well as 

the language of home, Pashto.  
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Source: Mithani et al, 2011. 

At endline, girls in Literacy Boost schools showed significantly higher learning outcomes than 

girls in comparison schools in: concepts about print, letter knowledge, Pashto fluency, Urdu 

accuracy and comprehension, and Urdu comprehension. Moreover, Literacy Boost girls began 

significantly below comparison school girls in Urdu fluency, yet by endline Literacy Boost 

significantly outperformed their peers. The programme promoted higher end of year Urdu 

reading scores on average and supported greater Urdu learning gains during the school year. 

Girls’ gains attributable to Literacy Boost between baseline and endline are equivalent to 0.92 

(concepts about print), 1.19 (letters), 0.95 (Pashto fluency), 0.95 (Urdu fluency), 1.23 (Pashto 

accuracy), 0.98 (Urdu accuracy), 1.82 (Pashto comprehension), and 0.91 standard deviations 

(Urdu comprehension).26 

As gains were made in both the Pashto and Urdu languages, this finding also relates to 

language minority learners. By providing support to students in both their mother tongue 

(Pashto) and the language of instruction (Urdu), SC not only gave girls within Literacy Boost 

schools greater access to quality education, but it also helped language minority learners bridge 
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the gap between the two languages in their lives: the mother tongue of home and the language 

of instruction of school.  

In Nepal, Literacy Boost results for language minority boys and girls were more mixed. 

While Nepali speakers benefitted more from Literacy Boost activities, endline scores of non 

Nepali-speakers in Literacy Boost and comparison groups show that the Literacy Boost students 

score significantly higher on letter identification, concepts of print and numeracy than non-

Nepali speakers in comparison schools. However, no difference is detectible for reading 

fluency, accuracy or comprehension, and non-Nepali speaking boys make more progress than 

non-Nepali-speaking girls.27  Thus, while the Pakistani Pashto girls in Literacy Boost schools 

made good use of this advantage, the Tharu girls in Nepal may need more years or additional 

modes of support. 

In Pakistan, SC also found evidence showing how active participation in Literacy Boost 

activities resulted in differential gains for the poorest of the poor, when compared to their 

wealthier peers as well as others within their SES group who were not as active in Literacy 

Boost.  

 

Source: Mithani et al, 2011 
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Examining only students in Literacy Boost schools, in Figure 9 we found relatively little 

difference in fluency gain scores of the students who reported having two appliances at home 

(light blue trend line), the higher SES group within the sample, as related to frequency of 

reading camp attendance. However, the difference for poorer students (red and yellow lines) 

who borrowed books more frequently (red), and who attended Reading Camps more frequently 

(left to right) is remarkable. The poorest of the poor (those reporting no appliances at home), 

who borrowed books twice a month had predicted gain scores of between 20 and over 30 

words per minute, on average, depending on their frequency of Reading Camp attendance. 

Students with no appliances at home who borrowed books four times a month had even 

greater predicted gains, between roughly 26 and 37 words per minute, on average. 

 What does this mean? We posit that Literacy Boost served to fill a deficit that poorer 

students may face when it comes to learning to read. Because Literacy Boost provided 

materials and activities outside of school, students who may have needed the access to books, 

readers and help the most were the ones to most benefit. Active participation in Literacy Boost 

in Pakistan benefitted the poorest students most because it was enhancing their life-wide 

learning.  

 By intervening to influence the HLE, SC adds evidence to one of the most critical, and 

most overlooked areas of literacy development support in the developing world. Through its 

Book Banks and community reading workshops and activities, Literacy Boost actively enhances 

the home literacy environment. And the post-test data analyses bear out the importance of this 

relationship and these activities. Results from Mozambique in Figure 10 below show that 

change in HLE related to higher reading results.  
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Source: Guajardo & Ochoa, 2012 

 In Mozambique, children who reported no books in the household at baseline but 

reported having books in the household at endline enjoyed significantly greater gains in their 

phonemic awareness and writing scores than those children who reported no change in the 

presence of books.28 

In Dendi, Ethiopia, Figure 11 shows how enhancing the home literacy environment may 

have a differential impact for girls, and particularly for younger girls.  
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Source: Friedlander, Hordofa, Diyana, Hassen, Mohammed, and Dowd, 2012 

 Younger Literacy Boost girls who reported borrowing books (purple columns) had higher 

gains than girls of the same age who reported not borrowing books (red columns). Indeed, for 

the girls who borrowed books, these gains exceeded (but were not statistically significantly 

different than) the gains of boys in Literacy Boost schools (olive). The difference between boys 

who did and did not borrow books was negligible, and hence the overall average for all boys is 

presented. Female students who took advantage of this enhanced literacy environment 

benefitted from SC’s life-wide learning approach.  

 A final figure from Pakistan demonstrates the critical advance that disadvantaged 

students can receive from Literacy Boost. In Figure 12, the gain in reading accuracy is presented 

as a function of frequency of book borrowing and the number of book types children have 

available at home.  
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Source: Mithani, et al, 2011. 

 Students who reported coming from rich home literacy environments, where four book 

types were present (red trend line), gained very marginally from borrowing books from Literacy 

Boost Book Banks. However, as the number of reported book types at home decreases, the 

associated impact on student accuracy gains increases as the number of times per month the 

student borrows books increases. Hence, students who came from homes with the least diverse 

experiences with books at home (dark blue trend line) achieved the greatest gains as the 

number of times they borrowed books per month increased. Enabling life-wide learning, ELM 

and Literacy Boost expand the time, people and materials available for supporting children’s 

practise and skill development so that they increase their chances of achieving mastery of basic 

skills in the early grades of primary school. 

VIII. Discussion & Conclusion 

There is little disagreement that a learning crisis looms for many students attending schools in 

developing settings. Overcrowded classrooms, underpaid and underappreciated teachers, and 

under-resourced classrooms present an uphill battle for school and ministry personnel in their 
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educational provisions. And even within this looming crisis, there are those groups, such as 

language minority students, girls, the poorest of the poor, those from poor HLEs, and those 

without access to quality ECD programming that will struggle harder than their peers to attain 

the same level of learning. 

 This paper has argued for a new approach to these iniquitous problems, that of life-wide 

learning. And it has shown as examples two programs that embody the principles of life-wide 

learning: ELM and Literacy Boost. Life-wide learning expands educational opportunities to the 

early years before primary schools and ensures children enter school well prepared. It also 

addresses effective learning during school time while expanding learning opportunities beyond 

the school walls and into the community. Taking this life-wide approach Save the Children has 

demonstrated that remarkable gains and more equitable outcomes for children can be 

achieved. 

 It bears mention that the figures and examples reported in this data set are selected 

case studies in what worked for different groups within the sample. We do not claim that ELM 

and Literacy Boost programmes are panaceas for what ails an education system. Rather, they 

are starting points and provide evidence of the potential that life-wide solutions holds. Such 

solutions broaden the learning opportunities of children around the world beyond schools and 

offer more options for effectively addressing the crisis and ensuring learning. The purpose of 

these selected examples is to inspire educators around the world to seek out new ways to 

encourage the flourishing of a child's life-wide learning. 

  Challenges regarding costs and moving to scale exist, but are not insurmountable. 

Investing in another curriculum design and teacher training programme might look good on 

paper, but the benefits too often accrue primarily to those in school and disproportionately to 

boys, those who speak the language of instruction, those with higher SES, with rich HLE, and 

who have had access to ECD. Further, the eventual costs of teacher turnover and textbook 

shortfalls will make the social return on investments for this elite dwindle. On the other hand, 

parents and family members rarely, if ever, 'turn over'.  
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 While maximizing opportunity to learn at school is critical and warrants investment, 

evidence-based approaches, such as Literacy Boost and ELM, that take on a life-wide 

perspective to support learning wherever it happens is what is needed. By investing parents, 

the family, and the community with the knowledge and skills to support their own children to 

develop and learn, while also supporting schools, we will ensure that a much larger share of 

children, no matter their background , will receive their fair share of quality education. 
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