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• For most children, turning 10 is an exciting moment. They are learning more about the world and expanding their 
horizons. 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 stifles 
opportunities and aspirations of hundreds of millions of children. 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 foundation on which 
other essential learning is built — including numeracy and science. Wiping out learning poverty (defined as the 
percentage of children who cannot read and understand a simple story by age 10) is an urgent matter. It is key to 
eliminating poverty in general and boosting shared prosperity. It is key to helping children achieve their potential.

• But over the last several years, progress in reducing learning poverty 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 urgently, there is an 
opportunity to reverse this trend.

• The target we have set is ambitious but achievable — and should galvanise action toward achieving Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG4) — ensuring quality education for all. It will require nearly tripling the rate of progress 
worldwide, which can be done if every country can match the performance 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 increasing coverage and access to school 
education but now there is an urgent need to shift the focus to quality. The decision of India to join the 
Programme for International Student Assessment and the merger of schemes under Samagra Shiksha are 
encouraging signs that India is moving in this direction.

• In Kenya, the government’s national reading programme has more than tripled the percentage of grade 
two students reading at an appropriate level. This was accomplished 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 children have reading materials. Learning outcomes of Vietnamese students in 
the bottom 40% of the income ladder are as high, or higher, than the average student in high-income 
countries.

• The challenges of reducing learning poverty will differ between 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 classrooms but are not learning. By setting 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 intermediate goal. Our ambition is to work with governments and development 
partners to bring that number to zero.

• As the largest financier of education 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 access to more and better age-appropriate texts, and teaching 
children in the language they use at home.



Creating the right classroom

• The World Bank is also working with governments and development partners to improve entire 
education systems, so advancements in literacy can be sustained and scaled up. That means 
making sure children come to school prepared 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 efforts 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 
negatively impact future workforces and economic competitiveness — as the World Bank’s 
Human Capital Index shows that, globally, the productivity of the average child born today is 
expected to be only 56% of what it would be if countries 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.



• Social science researchers across the world have expressed concern that the Indian government’s 
statistical machinery is in a state of disarray. The government rejected adverse consumer spending 
data this month. Earlier, the Centre delayed and then belatedly released the 2017 National Crime 
Records Bureau (NCRB) data. It also tried deflecting the public’s attention from unemployment 
data. Also, broader concerns on information manipulation have stemmed from attempts to distort 
the facts on events like Mahatma Gandhi’s assassination.

• Yet, given what we know about modern-day repressive regimes relying on information 
manipulation to perpetuate power, this might only be an indication of what lies in store. Recent 
research provides supporting evidence.Arturas Rozenas and Denis Stukal from New York University 
wrote a paper for the Journal of Politics documenting how, in Russia, state-controlled television 
censors economic facts, especially when some of those facts are bad and inconvenient for the ruling 
government.

Analysis of reports from Russia

• Using a corpus of daily news reports from Russia’s largest state-owned television network, they 
showed that when the news is bad, it is not explicitly censored but framed as being related to 
global external factors; however, when the news is good, it is systematically attributed to 
domestic politicians. Such strategic use of attribution is especially prominent, they found, during 
politically sensitive times and when the leadership is already enjoying popular support. They 
outlined this as a phenomenon of direct selective attribution and association.

• Economists Sergei Guriev and Daniel Treisman, in their article ‘Informational Autocrats’, published 
in the Journal of Economic Perspectives, complemented the findings of Mr. Rozenas and Mr. Stukal. 
They found that, in contrast to old-style overt dictators, modern-day authoritarians survive and 
sustain their rule by demonstrating a façade of democracy, supplemented by information 
manipulation. They do this specifically by buying the elites’ silence, censoring private media, and 
broadcasting propaganda.



Role of technology

• The writers said one reason for the rise of informational autocrats is the proliferation of technology 
and social media. A classic example of informational autocrat is Peru’s Alberto Fujimori, who used his 
unsavoury intelligence chief Vladimiro Montesinos to bribe television stations with million-dollar 
pay-outs to skew media coverage. An outcome of informational autocracy, Mr. Guriev and Mr. 
Treisman pointed out, using data from the Virginia-based Centre for Systemic Peace, is that explicit 
political killings in such countries reduce over time. Instead, what arises is a calibrated environment of 
short-duration imprisonments, for non-political reasons, creating an environment of fear.

• Finally, Mr. Guriev and Mr. Treisman also discussed whether informational autocracies can constitute 
an equilibrium position. This, they argued, depended on two factors:

1) The size of the informed elite and 

2) The state’s control over the media. 

• The faster the speed of development, the higher is the expected size of the elite. So, democracy is the 
expected outcome in such cases. However, in sub-steady transitional states, informational autocrats 
continue, also engaging in succession planning.

• If indeed India is becoming an informational autocracy, with a façade of democracy, there remain 
troubling questions over whether there will be a mean reversion in the future. Even more, the forces 
driving the country in this direction will have to be studied, perhaps even challenged.



Mains Questions

After 70 years the need to 
stick to the constitutional 
values in our country is way 
bigger than ever. 

Comment on the
importance of the
foundational characters of 
the Indian Constitution and 
the current challenges of its 
understanding by Indians.




