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The People's Ac�on for Learning (PAL) Network was 

formally established in 2015 as a South-South 

partnership of organisa�ons across three con�nents 

engaged in regular ci�zen-led assessments (CLAs) of 

children's founda�onal reading and numeracy. These 

assessments offer a method for assessing learning 

outcomes that is grounded in the reali�es of the Global 

South. They focus on founda�onal reading and 

numeracy skills and are conducted orally, one-on-one 

with each child, so as not to assume that children can 

read; they are conducted in households, rather than in 

schools where not all children are enrolled or a�end 

regularly; and they are simple and quick, in order to 

encourage the involvement of 'ordinary people' and 

thus increase the visibility of the problem of poor 

founda�onal learning. In many cases, PAL Network 

member organisa�ons also implement ac�on programs 

aiming to ensure that all children acquire these 

founda�onal skills.

The CLA model was born in India in 2005 when 

Pratham, one of India's largest NGOs, designed an 

innova�ve approach to assessing the founda�onal 

reading and numeracy abili�es of all children, 

regardless of their schooling status. This assessment is 

the Annual Status of Educa�on Report (ASER) in India. 

Over the past 15 years, the ASER tools and approach 

have been borrowed and adapted by many countries 

across the Global South. CLAs evolved organically from 

this approach, spurred by the interest of ci�zens who 

understood the importance of obtaining reliable data 

on children's founda�onal learning that could build 

awareness and inform policy and prac�ce. 

CLAs are not intended to be an interna�onally 

comparable metric of learning; they are na�onally 

relevant snapshots of what children can or cannot do. 

Each new member to the network retains the core 

principles underlying CLAs, but adapts the 

assessment and survey tools to align to the na�onal 

curriculum framework and measures learning 

according to their own na�onal standards. Thus, 

while the approach remains the same, both content 

and execu�on of CLAs varies across implemen�ng 

countries.

However, the development of common global goals 

for educa�on as reflected in Sustainable Development 

Goal 4 and the need for comparable data to monitor 

educa�on quality targets has meant that many low- 

and middle-income countries face increasing 

pressure to par�cipate in exis�ng interna�onal and 
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Global goal for educa�on: Sustainable 

Development Goal 4 

In September 2015, 193 countries adopted 17 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) that provided 

a framework for measuring progress over the next 15 

years.

2.
Context: Why ICAN?

SDG 4 focuses on ensuring “inclusive 

and equitable quality education and 

lifelong learning opportunities for all.” 

It sets bold and ambitious new targets 

that aim to ensure that all children are 

included, stating that “no education 

target should be considered met unless 

met by all” (UNESCO 2015, p. 7)

Each global goal consists of a number of targets and 

associated indicators that guide countries in 

measuring progress towards the goal. This 'global 

indicator framework' defines a 'target' as a specific, 

measurable objec�ve that contributes to achieving 

one or more of the goals; and 'indicators' as markers 

that enable the measurement of change over �me. 

Since 2015, there have been intensive efforts to design 

metrics intended to measure and track countries' 

progress towards the SDG targets via their respec�ve 

indicators. 

SDG 4 includes 10 targets and 11 indicators to 

measure progress towards achieving the global goal 

(UNESCO Ins�tute for Sta�s�cs, 2018). The first target 

(SDG 4.1) states: “By 2030, ensure that all girls and 

boys complete free, equitable and quality primary 

and secondary educa�on leading to relevant and 

effec�ve learning outcomes.”

Within Target 4.1, the first indicator (SDG 4.1.1) tracks 

the “propor�on of children and young people: 

(a) in Grade 2 or 3; 

(b) at the end of primary educa�on; and 

(c) at the end of lower secondary educa�on 

achieving at least a minimum proficiency level in  

(i) reading and (ii) mathema�cs, by sex”.

regional assessment programs. These learning 

assessments are based on models and methods that 

emerged in the context of Global North countries, 

which have characteris�cs that are o�en very different 

from those of countries in the Global South, including 

several decades of universal enrolment; comprehensive 

records of all schools in the country; and significant 

propor�ons of parents who are themselves literate and 

thus be�er able to support their children's learning. In 

these educa�on systems, assessment is usually an 

integral part of the larger teaching-learning 

framework that guides the schools' func�oning, with 

data on students' progress feeding into decisions and 

plans for improvements in the educa�on system. 

Exis�ng interna�onal and regional assessments are 

designed to inform policy makers and educa�on 

planners, rather than teachers, parents, and other 

actors on the ground; and they do not generate 

ac�onable informa�on at lower levels of performance 
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where a large propor�on of children in the Global 

South are usually located. This type of evidence is 

urgently needed by school systems in the Global South. 

Specifically, measurement of founda�onal reading and 

numeracy skills in early primary grades is cri�cal to 

iden�fy problems and intervene to resolve them early 

in children's schooling trajectory.

The PAL Network has responded to the need for a 

comparable, low cost assessment that meets these 

Global South reali�es by developing a new 

assessment tool and making it available in the public 

domain.

ICAN (International Common Assessment 

of Numeracy), a simple-to-use and 

scalable tool that measures children's 

foundational numeracy, is designed to 

align to SDG 4.1.1 (a), an indicator for 

which existing international assessments 

are not able to generate comparable 

data. This report highlights the features 

of ICAN that make it relevant to Global 

South contexts.

In addi�on, the report summarises the first large-

scale implementa�on round of ICAN in late 2019 and 

early 2020, and showcases examples of the kinds of 

analyses that are facilitated by household-based 

implementa�on of ICAN on scale. Achievement of 

SDG 4.1.1 (a), the most basic of the learning targets 

established by SDG 4, will require the availability of 

this type of evidence. 


