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Executive summary

Learning remains largely out of reach for many of the most vulnerable children around the world. In low- and 
middle-income countries, an estimated 56 per cent of children cannot read a simple text by the age of 10, and 
this share is projected to rise to 70 per cent after the pandemic (World Bank et al., 2021). The school closures 
imposed by the COVID-19 outbreak, coupled with an enduring tendency in low-income countries to allocate a 
limited share of the national education budget to the most vulnerable, are further widening inequalities in the 
global learning crisis landscape (UNICEF, 2020a; UNICEF, 2021a).

The Let Us Learn initiative

Founded in 2011 by philanthropists Susan Cummings-Findel and Stefan Findel in 
partnership with UNICEF, the Let Us Learn (LUL) initiative implements innovative education 
programmes to improve learning for the most vulnerable children in five countries with 
high levels of out-of-school children: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Liberia, Madagascar and 
Nepal. Each LUL-supported UNICEF Country Office works with their respective ministry 
of education and local partners to design education programmes that fit the particular 
local challenges of reaching the most vulnerable children and adolescents. LUL-supported 
education programmes are aligned with UNICEF’s global education strategy and support 
vulnerable children from early childhood education to primary and secondary levels, through 
to vocational and life-skills training. This holistic approach in supporting multiple learning 
pathways ensures that marginalized children and adolescents with different needs can learn 
and get back into education.

The goal of this report is to document the outcomes, lessons learned and recommendations based on the 
experience of the LUL initiative (2018–2021) across four different types of learning programmes spanning the 
education lifecycle: 

1. pre-primary education
2. accelerated learning pathways
3. programmes to reduce barriers to access and stay in formal school
4. vocational training.

The report draws from qualitative and quantitative evidence generated across the programmes supported  
by LUL.

Pre-primary education

Pre-primary education (PPE) plays a fundamental role in a child’s lifelong learning trajectory. It represents a 
critical window for investment in children and one that bears substantial returns for society (Heckman, 2006; 
Muroga et al., 2020). Yet it remains severely underfunded, with 38 per cent of countries investing less than 
2 per cent of their education budgets on PPE, against a recommended benchmark of 10 per cent (UNICEF, 
2019a). International aid has similarly placed little emphasis on PPE, which receives less than 1 per cent of 
Official Development Assistance (ODA) on education (UNICEF, 2019b). 

LUL brought PPE learning centres to 150 flood-prone communities in Bangladesh, providing schooling for 
13,500 children aged 5 and 6 (52 per cent girls) who would otherwise be excluded from early childhood 
education. Community mobilization, conducted in tandem with local implementing partners, played a key role 
in persuading caregivers to send young children to the learning centres. Another key factor in the programme’s 
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success was to ensure a child-friendly learning environment, with trained facilitators from the community, 
age-appropriate materials supplied with the help of the government and adequate access to clean water and 
sanitation facilities. 

Regular teacher-led assessments showed remarkable learning gains for participants of the PPE programme 
in Bangladesh. The percentage of children in the 2020 cohort rated as “good”, the top grade, increased 
from 16 per cent at baseline to 73 per cent at endline, with similar results for girls and boys. At the end of 
the programme, all 9,000 PPE graduates from the 2019 and 2020 cohorts enrolled in primary school for the 
following academic year. Establishing links between a community and its local primary schools has been 
pivotal to achieving this 100 per cent mainstreaming rate. Enrolment, however, has remained limited for 
children with disabilities, with fewer than 1 per cent of PPE participants having a reported disability, compared 
with a national disability incidence rate of 9 per cent among children under five (Lancet Global Health, 2018). 

In Nepal, LUL also works with the Government to strengthen national quality standards for PPE. The rapid 
expansion of pre-primary coverage has meant uneven implementation and has left gaps in children’s learning, 
particularly in the country’s poorest regions (UNICEF, 2019a). Ensuring the systematic monitoring of learning 
and child development is therefore essential to achieve the goal of providing equitable and high-quality early 
education. Acknowledging this, UNICEF Nepal supported the implementation of early learning development 
standards (ELDS) for children aged 48–60 months, which reflect what they should know/be able to do in 
six areas of child learning and development. LUL supported an inclusive validation process for ELDS. Close 
collaboration between UNICEF Nepal and public institutions ensured the Government’s ownership of the 
standards and sustainability. ELDS became part of the mandatory package for early childhood development 
teachers at national level, with the Government committing resources to fund future trainings. In 2019, the 
Nepalese Education Review Office began conducting annual sample-based national assessments based on 
ELDS. 

Analysis of the ELDS-based assessments provided important insights for making the PPE system more 
equitable, through localized policies and the identification of specific domains and vulnerable groups that 
required additional attention. For instance, while approximately two thirds of children were classified as 
on track in language, physical and social-emotional domains, more than half were lagging behind in the 
cognitive domain. Similarly, the assessment found disparities across provinces suggesting that one-size-fits-
all policymaking may not be effective. Over-age children and non-native Nepali speakers were vulnerable 
categories that required additional support. 

Recommendations - pre-primary education

■ Strengthen the inclusiveness of PPE programmes for children with disabilities by raising household
awareness on early detection and mainstreaming into school, reinforcing facilitators’ pedagogical
preparedness and making learning materials/spaces accessible for all.

■ Build age-appropriate child development assessments into programme and policy decisions, with
an emphasis on implementing targeted remedial interventions to prepare struggling children  for
entering primary school.

Accelerated learning pathways for out-of-school children

Out-of-school children (OOSC) and adolescents face critical barriers in (re-)joining the formal school system. 
Having dropped out early or having never enrolled, they often do not possess the foundational literacy and 
numeracy (FLN) skills needed to engage in formal learning. Many are over-age for their grade level, meaning 
they could face stigma when entering classes of younger children. In low-income countries, nearly 30 per 
cent of pupils enrolled in lower secondary school were at least two years older than the official age for 
this stage in 2019 (UNESCO UIS data, 2020). Older adolescents are more likely to be married and have 
children; and they often work to contribute to the family’s income. LUL-supported accelerated programmes, 
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such as the Accelerated Learning Centers (ALCs) in Afghanistan, Ability-Based Accelerated Learning (ABAL) 
in Bangladesh, Girl’s Access to Education (GATE-N) in Nepal, and Catch-Up Classes (CRAN) in Madagascar – 
addressed these barriers to cater for OOSC in marginalized areas. 

Evidence from these programmes identified some common factors which are successful in promoting 
enrolment, attendance and learning for OOSC: 

■ Delivering accelerated and ability-based pedagogy enabled over-age children to catch up more quickly
with their peers, based on their actual learning levels.

■ Reducing the distance to school improved attendance, particularly for girls, by bringing the learning into
the community.

■ Engaging the community helped increase enrolment where entrenched social norms discriminate
against education for adolescent girls.

■ Providing financial support, in the form of cash transfers, for the learners’ caregivers helped to relieve
economic constraints.

■ Offering flexible learning hours for adolescents allowed programmes to be accessed by those who
work.

Evidence shows that participation in LUL accelerated programmes contributed to learning gains in FLN. 
In Bangladesh, competence-based tests showed that participants made remarkable progress in Bangla, 
mathematics, English and social science. Endline test scores in these subjects increased by 45 to 59 
percentage points from the baseline. In Nepal, GATE participants scored 49 to 54 percentage points higher 
in FLN tests compared with the baseline, across all programme districts. In addition, graduates from different 
LUL-supported accelerated programmes outperformed students in public schools in terms of foundational 
skills. In Afghanistan, for instance, a learning assessment found that ALC learners scored higher on all reading 
tasks compared with formal school students (10–15 percentage points in Pashto provinces; 5–27 percentage 
points in Dari provinces); while performing marginally but consistently better across all numeracy skills (Kan, 
Fahez and Valenza, 2022). 

Programme participants across the four implementing countries largely returned to formal school immediately 
after the completion of their accelerated learning programme. Among the girls graduating from GATE, 89 per 
cent made the transition to formal school; in Madagascar, between 90 and 99 per cent of CRAN graduates 
returned to secondary school in the academic year following the summer course. Monitoring data for 
Madagascar and Bangladesh showed that reintegration rates were equal for boys and girls without children. 

While programme participants re-entered school immediately after programme completion, retention and 
progression in the longer run remained an issue. A study in Nepal found that 37 per cent of girls left school 
again six months after completing the GATE-N programme while, 18 months later, the dropout rate rose to 47 
per cent. In Madagascar, 29 per cent of the 2017–2018 cohort and 25 per cent of the 2018–2019 cohort did 
not remain in school for a second year following CRAN.

A few factors contributed to dropout and repetition after reintegration into formal school. Over-age children 
faced stigma, lost motivation or felt uncomfortable when joining classrooms of mostly younger children. In 
addition, older learners were more likely to work, hence having a higher opportunity cost of attending school. 
Older girls also faced an increased risk of child marriage and pregnancy, with their obligations to family and 
child-raising hindering their continued learning. In Madagascar, of the 13 per cent of CRAN graduates who 
were young mothers in 2017, less than half (42 per cent) continued formal schooling for a second year, 
compared to 79 per cent of girls in the CRAN programme who did not have children.

Other important factors that explained dropout and repetition included poverty, the distance to boarding 
school and difficulties in keeping up with the formal curriculum. Data on school progression in Madagascar, 
for instance, showed that CRAN graduates, once reintegrated in lower secondary school, had much higher 
repetition rates than the national average, particularly in the final year. In this respect, the challenges that led 
programme participants to be out of school in the first place seemed to re-emerge later on.
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Recommendations – accelerated learning pathways

■ Prioritize the acquisition of foundational literacy and numeracy skills based on a condensed, age-
appropriate curriculum, while strengthening ability-based pedagogy.

■ Promote longer-term retention and progression in school, through contextualized measures
including:

• providing economic support to the household;

• delivering ability-based remedial education to students lagging behind during the regular
school year (especially critical for the most condensed catch-up programmes, such as in
Madagascar);

• providing support to adolescent mothers through life skills training/mentorship; community-
based sensitization against discriminating norms that impose an unequal distribution of caring
responsibilities between women and men; and the delivery of, and referral to, childcare
services to further reconcile family obligations and education needs;

• promoting pathways to formal and non-formal schools, or considering extending the
programme’s coverage beyond the primary school-level curriculum in underserved areas
where learning facilities are not readily available.

Reducing barriers to access and stay in formal school

LUL also delivers a range of programmes for in-school children who are at risk of dropping out, at different 
levels of instruction. The Girls Access to Teacher Education (GATE-A) programme in Afghanistan aims to 
reduce the shortage of female teachers in hard-to-reach areas, a key barrier to the enrolment of girls. Between 
2015 and 2020, the GATE-A programme offered 2,400 women two-year scholarships at teacher training 
colleges to achieve the minimum teaching requirements. The women trained were Grade 12 (secondary 
school) graduates, as well as in-service teachers with less than two years of required training. 

Approximately 50 per cent of participants successfully graduated from the TTCs (5 per cent dropout, the 
remainder still enrolled). Headteachers who were interviewed attributed an increase in girls’ enrolment rates in 
their schools to the presence of GATE graduates. Programme participants and the school management shuras 
(SMS) indicated that communities viewed the programme positively, showing an increased awareness of the 
importance of education for girls. Yet, pedagogical training for those delivering the teacher training and the 
post-programme placement support required strengthening. Lecturer training had only occurred once, in the 
form of a three-day workshop, and not all the lecturers received it;² mentors, who provided follow-up support 
to graduates as part of the programme, did not receive any specific training. Graduation from the programme 
did not automatically translate into finding employment as teachers. Within a year after graduation, 42 per cent 
of pre-service GATE-A students had become teachers. 

In Madagascar, LUL supported the implementation of a conditional cash transfer (CCT) for families with 
children completing primary school. This scheme aims to ease economic constraints at the key transition 
point between primary and secondary school, when one in four students drop out. No more than 73 per cent 
of eligible households in the target areas applied for the CCT, with some of the most vulnerable families not 
signing up at all. This lower-than-expected uptake has been attributed to low awareness of the programme, 
and the fact that many parents considered the amount of the transfer (about 2 per cent of monthly income) to 
be too small to cover the costs of education. 

Nevertheless, the CCT resulted in a 7 percentage-point increase in enrolment rates for children aged 11–14, 
although the impact was found to be statistically significant only for girls (whose enrolment improved by 
13 percentage points). In the 15–18 age cohort, the CCT led to a 9 percentage-point increase in enrolment, 
with the impact here being significant only for boys. Moreover, the CCT seemed to substitute income from 
children’s remunerated work – following differentiated patterns across genders and age cohorts. 
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Recommendations – reducing barriers to access and stay in formal school

■ Reinforce the pedagogical capacity of lecturers and mentors within teacher training programmes,
including on gender issues.

■ Establish fast-track employment pathways for teacher training graduates, to help bridge the
demand and supply of female teachers in formal and alternative education settings.

■ Strengthen the evidence-backed design of economic support to families to maximize their impact
– especially when it comes to setting the monetary amount and reaching the most marginalized
families.

Vocational and life skills training

In Bangladesh, the Alternative Learning Pathway (ALP) prepares out-of-school adolescents for entry into the 
labour market by building vocational skills through a mix of practical on-the-job training and classroom teaching 
that reinforces FLN skills. The pathway is a six-month programme, where on-the-job training is carried 
out by a master craft person (MCP) who owns a business in the community. In Liberia, the Be a Change 
Agent Programme (B-CAP) takes place in two of the most densely populated communities in Monrovia. 
The programme supports at‐risk adolescent girls, including sex workers, HIV/AIDS positive adolescents and 
former drug users between the ages of 10 and 19, by providing guidance counselling, strengthening FLN and 
delivering training in livelihoods and life skills.

Participation in LUL vocational training effectively led to employment, particularly when a direct, post-training 
pathway to employment was systematically embedded in the programme design. Ninety-six per cent of 
graduates in Bangladesh found employment upon completion of the programme, with MCPs as the main 
employers (4 per cent obtained a job at an external employer and 2 per cent started their own business, mainly 
in tailoring).

While participants in vocational training in both countries found employment or engaged in income-generating 
activities, post-apprenticeship earnings remained modest. The limited earning potential in the informal 
economy, coupled with low levels of pre-existing skills and work experience among participants, meant that 
participation had yet to translate into a meaningful increase in income, especially in the disadvantaged areas 
of Liberia where LUL operates.

Engagement in income-generating activities, 
counselling guidance and life skills training were 
associated with positive outcomes for adolescent 
girls specifically. In Bangladesh, qualitative 
evidence suggests that girls gaining the ability to 
earn an income shifted parental views about their 
daughters’ economic and social role, contributing 
to reduced pressure for early marriage. In Liberia, 
increased self-confidence among participants 
was shown to be correlated with a reduction in 
risky behaviour. For instance, B-CAP participants 
who reported high levels of self‐esteem were 
found to be less likely to engage in sex work or to 
abuse drugs and alcohol. 

©UNICEF/ UN0626435 / Sayed Bidel
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Recommendations – vocational and life skills training

■ Incorporate direct pathways towards employment for programme graduates by developing
partnerships with local business people, employment hubs or public bodies.

■ Conduct periodic re-assessments of local market conditions to adjust the trades for which training
is offered.

■ Continue strengthening life skills and decision-making support through walk-in services,
dedicated training and referrals – with an emphasis on sexual and reproductive health, women’s
empowerment and employability.

■ Advocate for the accreditation of graduates within national competency frameworks. Accreditation
could contribute to improved remuneration in the job market, as well as open additional learning
pathways to programme graduates.

Key conclusions and recommendations

In the last 10 years, LUL has successfully expanded access to high-quality learning opportunities for children 
in severely marginalized settings, including for younger children, girls, OOSC and adolescents engaging in 
risky activities. By embedding evidence generation systems within its different programmes, the initiative 
contributed to the global knowledge base on how best to improve learning for the most vulnerable. The 
following are key recommendations from the LUL programmes for reaching the most marginalized children 
with high-quality learning.

Establish child-friendly learning facilities in communities. Key design components included age-
appropriate and engaging learning materials, flexible learning hours, adequate infrastructure (access to water 
and sanitation facilities) and trained facilitators/teachers. Qualitative evidence from local education officials 
(Afghanistan) highlighted the importance of not only training teachers on pedagogy but also of placing them 
under enhanced monitoring from education officials. Finally, smaller class sizes allowed more individualized 
pedagogical support. 

For girls, address the shortage of trained female teachers in remote areas, especially where parents 
are reluctant to have their daughters taught by men, as in Afghanistan. As training female teachers did not 
automatically translate into employment, additional coordination is necessary to provide direct pathways 
towards employment in collaboration with formal and non-formal providers. 

Engage communities through trusted local partners. Demonstrating the benefits of education was 
essential to changing caregivers’ perspectives about schooling in settings with high opportunity costs of 
enrolling children. Their direct participation in the management committees of the learning centres, and their 
involvement in the identification of programme participants enhanced accountability and allowed for the 
generation of local solutions to specific education challenges.

Provide evidence-backed economic support to families. Low incomes remain an important reason for 
absenteeism and dropout from school. Monetary transfers to vulnerable households, as implemented in 
Bangladesh for ABAL participants and Madagascar (through a CCT scheme), effectively lowered the opportunity 
costs of schooling but require evidence-backed programming to maximize their impact – especially when it 
comes to setting the amount of cash given, and reaching the most marginalized families. 

Rely on accelerated and adaptive pedagogy that prioritizes FLN. In the aftermath of the COVID-19 
pandemic, re-engaging learners based on their cognitive level will be even more urgent as regular and non-
formal classrooms re-open with increasingly mixed levels of knowledge among their students, who have 
missed formal learning activities for a prolonged time and who have had various levels of access to remote 
learning. Experiences from LUL confirmed the effectiveness of accelerated and adaptive pedagogy in 
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generating learning gains in FLN at different instruction levels and within a reduced timeframe. In-school 
tutoring and remedial education should be strengthened to sustain longer-term retention and the progression 
in school of vulnerable children and adolescents who exit LUL-type programmes.

Prepare teachers to systematically conduct diagnostic and formative assessments to align learners’ 
skills with teaching content. Similarly, embedding national assessments such as the ELDS-based annual 
exercise (Nepal) into policymaking is critical to ensure no one is excluded from learning, particularly the most 
vulnerable. 

Governments and education practitioners can draw valuable lessons from the experiences of LUL to make the 
learning recovery in the wake of COVID-19 more accessible for the most vulnerable. Several LUL programmes 
effectively contributed to the five action points that are encapsulated in the “RAPID” Framework for learning 
recovery endorsed by global education partners including UNICEF, the World Bank and UNESCO (UNICEF, 
2022): reach every child and retain them in school; assess current learning levels; prioritize teaching the 
fundamentals; increase catch-up learning; and develop psychosocial health and wellbeing.

© UNICEF/ UNI196040 / Sarah Grile
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