
Summary of UNICEF’s 2019 
Education Results
No challenge is greater than that of the learning crisis. According to the  
World Bank, 53 per cent of children in low- and middle-income countries are 
“learning poor” – they cannot read and understand a simple story by the end 
of primary school. In sub Saharan Africa, the level is estimated at 87 per cent. 
At current trends, by 2030, 420 million children will fail to attain basic skills in 
childhood, and 825 million will fail to attain basic secondary-level skills. 
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The number of children whose lives have been disrupted by conflict and crisis surged 
to a record high in 2017, stayed at that level in 2018 and, sadly, remained there in 2019. 
Along with the COVID-19 pandemic, these are signs that the world has changed in 
ways to which we must adapt; we must urgently find new ways of working under 
these new circumstances so that widespread lack of access to learning never becomes 
acceptable, like a bad habit we have learned to tolerate. The way forward must be 
characterized by positive disruption in the form of bold and innovative actions that can 
reverse these persistent trends and accelerate progress for all.

Equitable access to education, the improved quality of teaching and learning 
outcomes and increased access to skills for learning, personal empowerment, active 
citizenship and employability are critical to ensure that all children have access to 
inclusive and equitable quality education and learning opportunities. 

The UNICEF Strategic Plan, 2018–2021, Goal Area 2, ‘Every Child Learns’, aims to ensure 
that all children, particularly the most vulnerable and those affected by emergencies, 
are offered inclusive and equitable quality education and learning opportunities. It 
supports the achievement of multiple SDGs, in particular Goals 4 and 5. The new long-
term Education Strategy, agreed in 2019, will continue UNICEF’s focus on the most 
vulnerable children, to help them learn - wherever they are and whoever they are.

UNICEF’s Annual Results Report, ‘Every Child Learns’, presents progress made in 
the second year of the Strategic Plan and shows how UNICEF support in 2019 has 
focused on preventing disruptions to learning – on helping children affected by crisis 
reclaim their right to a normal life and a good education. 

In 2019, over 800 education staff worked to implement education programmes in 
157 countries across the globe. The majority were deployed at the country level, 
including in fragile and conflict-affected countries or in remote locations where the 
needs were greatest. This strong country presence allows for close relationships 
with ministries of education at national and subregional levels and, increasingly,  
at the level of schools and communities. 

Le Anh Lan (in picture below), Education 
Specialist for UNICEF Viet Nam, works to 
protect children’s right to learn in some  
of the provinces in the country that are 
most affected by climate change. “Climate 
change is real”, says Anh Lan. In provinces 
such as Ki.n Gang and Tr. Vinh in the south 
of Viet Nam that are severely affected by 
drought and saltwater intrusion, Anh Lan  
has met the children who bear the brunt  
of the effects of climate change. 

“Listening to school children talk about their 
classrooms getting hotter and a lack of water to drink 
underlines the importance of UNICEF’s work and how 
we must work even harder to incorporate awareness 
of climate change into education and limit the 
impact it has on children’s learning. As a Viet Namese 
national, I’m passionate about working on solutions  
to support the next generation adapt and thrive.  
That’s what motivates me every day I come to work”.

53%
of children in  
low- and middle-
income countries
cannot read and understand 
a simple story by the  
end of primary school



UNICEF Strategic Plan, 2018–2021,  
Goal Area 2, ‘Every Child Learns’

Key Targets by 2021
The goals for education programmes supported 
by UNICEF include providing by 2021:

• Early learning, primary and secondary 
school opportunities for 60 million out-of-
schoolchildren

•  Learning materials for 93 million boys and girls

•  Opportunities for 12.5 million boys and girls  
to develop skills that lead to learning,  
personal empowerment, active citizenship  
and employment.

These goals also include UNICEF’s support to 
strengthen education systems so that:

•  61 per cent of countries have effective education 
systems for learning outcomes, including early 
learning

•  47 per cent of countries have an equitable 
education system for access, including children 
with disabilities.

•  36 per cent of countries have education systems 
that institutionalize gender-equitable skills

Outputs

Increase and sustain access 
to education for girls and 
boys from early childhood to 
adolescence,including children 
with disabilities and minorities.

Increase learning outcomes for 
girls and boys.

Increase access for girls and 
boys to the skills for learning 
personal empowerment, active 
citizenship and employability.

Change Strategies

System strengthening

Evidence-based plan and 
strategy development

Policy dialogue and coordination

Accountability systems  
(incl. to communities)

Capacity development

Service delivery  

Education provision in 
emergencies

Provision of quality learning 
materials

Training for quality teaching

Community mobilization

Global partnerships  
and public goods

Knowledge products/tools

Partnerships and dialogue

South-South and triangular

cooperation

Girls and boys, in particular the most marginalized and those affected by humanitarian crisis, 
are provided with inclusive and equitable quality education and learning opportunities.

Outcome



Highlight results
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out-of-school children 
(8.4 million girls) 

have accessed education

17.5
have equitable education

systems for access
have gender-responsive

education systems for access

 
children received 
learning materials

12,4 60,561
management committees

received training
have effective education systems 

for learning outcomes

have gender-responsive 
teaching and learning systems 

children participated in 
skills development programmes

4.1
have systems that institutionalize 

gender-equitable skills

37% 38%

48% 

23% 36% 

million 

million school

of countries million of countries

of countries

of countries of countries
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UNICEF global education  
programming results

In the Bolivarian Republic 
of Venezuela, UNICEF 
promoted a school feeding 
pilot which benefited over 
7,600 children (3,842 girls) in 
Miranda state. This intervention 
was complemented by the 
distribution of educational 
material in seven states, 
reaching close to 5,800 teachers 
and over 285,000 children 
(146,724 girls), which has had 
a direct and documented impact 
on school attendance and on 
retention of teachers.

In the Niger, UNICEF-
supported programmes 
provided individual 
education/ early learning 
materials to 201,431 
children of whom 51,431 
were in humanitarian 
contexts.

In the Syrian Arab Republic, 
357,586 adolescents (aged 
13-17 years), especially those 
at risk, were targeted through 
temporary learning centres 
with life skills, psychosocial 
support services and protection, 
including mine-risk education.

UNICEF Myanmar 
supported the development 
of a set of 10 bilingual early 
learning storybooks in 25 
ethnic languages, improving 
access to learning for 
415,000 young children 
aged three to five years.

In Bangladesh, the UNICEF Adolescent 
Strategy for Rohingya and Host Community 
Response, launched in April 2019, aims to 
provide 18,000 Rohingya and 7,600 host 
community adolescents with integrated 
vocational, literacy/numeracy, life skills 
and psychosocial support through 109 
multipurpose centres.

In Mozambique, in the 
post-cyclone emergency, 
UNICEF and partners 
provided education support 
to approximately 12,000 
pre-primary schoolchildren 
and more than 115,000 
primary schoolchildren in 
292 child-friendly spaces.

Over 12,700 adolescents 
(50 per cent girls), including 
young people who are not in 
education, have benefited from 
skills-building interventions 
in formal and non-formal 
education in Tajikistan.

Accessible digital 
textbooks were 
developed to improve 
learning for 55,000 
disadvantaged children, 
including those with 
disabilities, in Kenya.

This map is stylized and not to scale. It does not reflect a position by UNICEF on the legal status of any country or area or the delimitation of any frontiers. The dotted 
line represents approximately the Line of Control agreed upon by India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the Par-
ties. The final boundary between the Republic of the Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not yet been determined.
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Education thematic funding utilization 

 

Service
delivery,

72%

System 
strengthening,
28%

 
 

by activity

Total 
US$1084 M

 

Education non-thematic funding utlization 

Funding for education

sustainability of programmes, providing much-needed 
continuity in what are often inequitable contexts. They help 
build preparedness and resilience to future shocks. Thematic 
funds have proved to be a vital addition to regular resources 
in addressing inequities that the allocation of regular and 
project-based resources is not able to target.

In 2019, US$106 million of education thematic funding was 
used by headquarters, regional offices and 124 country 
offices. US$9.7 million in education thematic funds was 
spent on education work implemented jointly with other 
UNICEF sectors such as early childhood development 
to improve the nutrition, protection and stimulation that 
children need in their earliest years for healthy brain 
development. The largest share of thematic funds is spent 
on strengthening education systems – investments that 
are at the core of UNICEF education programmes but for 
which funding can be otherwise hard to secure. The UNICEF 
focus on education system strengthening is reflected 
in the 58 per cent share of thematic funding spent on 
system strengthening, compared with just 28 per cent for 
nonthematic education expenditure. 

The Government of Norway was the largest thematic 
resources partner in 2019, providing 80 per cent of all 
thematic education contributions received.

Results achieved in 2019 would not have been possible 
without the support of our resource partners. UNICEF is 
entirely funded through the voluntary support of millions 
of people worldwide, as well as through our partners in 
government, civil society and the private sector. These 
contributions enable UNICEF to help children around the 
world realize their rights, including the right to a quality 
education, and fulfil their dreams for a better future.

Total education expenses in 2019 were US$1.2 billion, 
accounting for 21 per cent of total UNICEF expenses for the 
year, the second highest category after health expenses, 
which accounted for 23 per cent. In 2019, regular resources 
(the most flexible type of resource) were used for 14 per cent 
of total education expenses, while ‘other resources – regular’ 
and ‘other resources – emergency’ were used for 45 per cent 
and 41 per cent of total education expenses, respectively. The 
top five resource partners to UNICEF education in 2019 were 
the Government of Germany, the European Commission, the 
Government of Norway, the Global Partnership for Education 
and the Government of the Netherlands. 

Thematic funds are the most flexible source of financing 
and are critical to the implementation of system-wide 
programmes with a longer-term impact. They are allocated 
on a needs basis and allow for the long-term planning and 

Top 3 thematic contributions 
by resource partners to education

Norway
80%

Denmark 4%

Sweden
1%
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Read the full report

East Asia and the Pacific is one of the regions that is 
most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change, with 
1 billion people affected by floods, droughts and storms 
every year. Thematic funding allowed the East Asia 
and Pacific Regional Office to finance the study ‘It is 
Getting Hot: Call for Education Systems to Respond to 
the Climate Crisis’. The study focused on the complex 
impacts of the climate crisis on children’s education, 
including infrastructure damage, absenteeism and 
dropouts. It highlighted the need for education systems 
to adapt to become more protective, particularly of  
the most vulnerable, and proposed the following actions: 
(1) improve learning and skills in schools to address 
climate change challenges; (2) enhance data and  
improve the evidence base to inform climate and 
education policies and develop sustainable financing 
mechanisms for climate-resilient education systems;  
(3) ensure continued education and support for all 
children, adolescents, teachers and families under 

different climate change scenarios, with specific initiatives 
to climate-proof schools and relevant infrastructure 
to improve access to and quality of education; and 
(4) strengthen capacity of education stakeholders to 
understand and act on the climate crisis and proactively 
participate in relevant climate change policymaking 
and financing processes at international, national and 
subnational levels, recognizing the critical role of education 
sector leadership in tackling the climate crisis.

Based on evidence derived from a case study of  
Viet Nam, UNICEF launched a dialogue with the Ministry 
of Education and Training on working towards climate-
smart education. The Ministry requested the co-creation 
of sustainable environment education packages 
integrating ‘green’ habits and skills into the new national 
curriculum and teacher training, benefiting 24 million 
students, and the development of a set of climate-smart 
education indicators for the new 2021–2030 Education 
Strategic Development Plan.

Spotlight on thematic funds:  
Taking action on climate change
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https://wcmsprod.unicef.org/reports/global-annual-results-2019-goal-area-2?auHash=Mml7PYPTeFdtLIon0fAciyxgNoHqfhdv3iBYOkEtBbY

