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CONCEPT NOTE  

Background  

A child who does not acquire foundational skills at the appropriate time during their learning journey is at 
greater risks of dropping out and miss opportunities for social mobility that can end in generational poverty 
and marginalization. Foundational skills - the ability to read with understanding, do basic math and have socio-
emotional skills - is the basis for subsequent learning and skills development that are necessary for a child to 
realize her/his/their full potential for life, work and maximize their contribution to sustainable development. 
Quality early childhood education and responsive parenting are necessary to prepare children during the 
critical early years of rapid brain development to successfully develop foundational skills. Education, beginning 
with quality early childhood education and including parental support, enables girls and boys, women and men 
to exercise their rights, and participate in social, economic and political life. Strong foundational skills are 
important for development of a more prosperous, gender equal and democratic society and must reflect the 
advances in technology including allowing children to acquire digital skills across the life-cycle.  
 
The current global learning crisis is resulting in an estimated 70 percent of boys and girls in low- and middle- 
income countries living in learning poverty - unable to read a simple paragraph with understanding by age 10. 
The proportion is highest in Sub-Saharan Africa (89 percent) while Latin American and the Caribbean and South 
Asia saw the largest increases in learning poverty since the pandemic.  
 
The pandemic has also led to a 34 percent increase in anxiety and depression, one of the indications of the 
pandemic’s traumatic effect on the mental health of children. Helping children develop socio-emotional skills 
is critical; however, less than half of countries include these skills in the national education curricula. The need 
to help children develop mastery of foundational skills from while engaging in opportunities to be creative, to 
self-regulate, live and work with their peers, is essential to the education of the future.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Purpose of the meeting 

Political leadership and accountability are key factors in solving the learning crisis by ensuring that all children 
have equitable access to quality education. There are many countries taking the necessary urgent, bold actions 
to support learning recovery and to accelerate the improvement of learning outcomes and transform their 
education systems. However, there is an urgent need for a global, collective movement to accelerate 
opportunities that enable every child, in every country, to acquire foundational skills. While national level 
action remains paramount, the movement also needs the support of the international community to enable 
the scale of action that is required.  
 
The magnitude of the learning crises must be matched by proportional ambition, support and investment.  A 
transformation in education requires a commitment of all countries to ensure the necessary conditions for 
children and youth to get the skills they need for life: first, proper nutrition and early childhood stimulation 
must be secured; second, given that education is a social endeavor intense in human interaction, empowering 
and supporting teachers, supervisors and administrators is a necessary condition; third, investing in technology 
and connectivity will be central to ensure that digital skills are within everyone’s reach  and can help support 
teachers at scale. The United Nations Secretary-General is convening world leaders to a Transforming 
Education Summit on Monday, 19 September 2022. The Summit provides a unique opportunity to engage 
heads of states and governments in dialogue on foundational learning as a critical contributor to address the 
immediate crisis in learning and enable a transformation of education systems. 
 
As part of the Summit, Spotlight Session 2 on Foundational Learning is an opportunity to share and celebrate 
exemplary practices and mobilize strong leadership and action with the speed, focus and scale which the 
learning crisis demands.  
 
More specifically, Spotlight Session 2 on Foundational learning of the Transforming Education Summit aims to: 

• Share key actions being advanced to improve foundational skills for all, including national strategies for 
learning recovery and acceleration, improvements in access to and use of technology, and school and 
community-led practices; 

• Learn from leaders of governments on national commitments being made to reduce learning poverty; 
and, 

• Call on other national leaders and leaders of organizations and companies to take further action to 
reduce learning poverty. 

 
The event is co-organized by a coalition of partners including the Government of the Republic of Sierra Leone, 
UNICEF, UNESCO, USAID, The World Bank, the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the United Kingdom’s 
Foreign and Commonwealth Development Office (FCDO). 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Spotlight Session 2: Foundational Learning 
The Global Challenge of Addressing the Learning Crisis 

Economic and Social Council Chamber, UN Headquarters, NY 
Monday, 19 September 2022. Time: 1:15 – 14:45 PM EST 

 
1:15 – 1:20 PM Opening Monologue 

Moderator Priyanka Chopra Jonas, UNICEF Goodwill Ambassador  
 

1:20 – 1:35 PM Opening Remarks: Importance of leadership in seizing the moment 
 

§ Julius Maada Bio, President, Republic of Sierra Leone 
§ Catherine Russell, Executive Director, UNICEF 
§ David Malpass, President, The World Bank 

  

1:35 – 1:39 PM Video Message 
Dr. Jill Biden, First Lady of the United States of America 
 

1:39 – 1:47 PM Speaker Address: Low foundational learning levels and the risk to national 
and global development  
 

Miguel Cardona, Secretary of Education, United States of America 
 

1:47 – 2:15 PM Panel: From commitment to action - Implementing the commitment 
 

§ Mohamed Bazoum, President of the Republic of Niger 
§ Guillermo Lasso, President, Republic of Ecuador (TBC) 
§ Faustin Archange Touadera, President, Central African Republic 
§ Mian Muhammad Shehbaz Sharif, Prime Minister, Islamic Republic 

of Pakistan (TBC) 
 

Moderator: Professor Eleonora Villegas-Reimers, Chair of the Teaching & 
Learning Department at Boston University Wheelock College of Education 
& Human Development 

2:15 - 2:17 PM     Video Message: #LetMeLearn 
 
2:17 – 2:32 PM Panel: Partnerships to support foundational learning - Supporting 

implementation of the Commitment to Action 
 

§ Jutta Urpilainen, European Commissioner for International 
Partnerships, European Commission 

§ Mark Suzman, Chief Executive Officer of the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation 

§ Albert Nsengiyumva, Executive Secretary, Association for 
Development of Education in Africa  

 

Moderator: Priyanka Lalla, UNICEF Youth Ambassador 
 

2:35 – 2:45 PM Closing Remarks 
 

§ Video Message: Vicky Ford, Minister of State for Development in the 
Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) 
 

§ Stefania Giannini, Assistant Director-General for Education, UNESCO 
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