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In commemoration of International Children’s Day, Save the 
Children releases its second annual End of Childhood Index, 
taking a hard look at the events that rob children of their 
childhoods and prevent them from reaching their full 
potential. 

Compared to last year, the index finds the overall situation 
for children appears more favorable in 95 of 175 countries. 
This is welcome news – and it shows that investments and 
policies are working to lift up many of our children. But the 
index also shows progress is not happening fast enough, and 
conditions appear considerably worse in about 40 countries. 
Lost childhoods are increasingly concentrated among the 
poorest children and children affected by conflict. These condi-
tions tend to exacerbate gender bias and increase negative 
experiences that end childhood for girls.

The index compares countries by a set of indicators repre-
senting life-changing events that signal the disruption of child-
hood: poor health, malnutrition, exclusion from education, 
child labor, child marriage, early pregnancy and extreme vio-
lence. These “childhood enders” are most prevalent where 
poverty, conflict and gender bias overlap to create toxic envi-
ronments for children. Not surprisingly, the 20 countries char-
acterized by all three of these threats all fall in the bottom 
third of the index. Half (10 countries) are in the bottom 20, 
and seven are in the bottom 10. 

Lost childhoods are a result of choices that exclude partic-
ular groups of children by design or neglect. A child’s experi-
ence of childhood is largely determined by the care and 
protection they receive, or fail to receive, from adults. 

Children have the right to survival, food and nutrition, 
health and shelter. Children also have the right to be encour-
aged and educated, both formally and informally. And they 
have the right to live free from fear, safe from violence and 
protected from abuse and exploitation.

In 2015, world leaders gathered at the United Nations to 
make a bold commitment – to end poverty in all its forms by 

WHO ARE THE 1.2 BILLION  
CHILDREN AT RISK?
THREAT #1

1 billion children live in countries plagued by 
poverty.2 Children living in poverty face a higher risk 
of death before age 5, malnutrition that stunts their 
growth, being out of school, being forced into child 
labor or early marriage, and giving birth while they 
are still children themselves.

THREAT #2

At least 240 million children live in countries 
affected by conflict and fragility.3 These children 
are at heightened risk of death before age 5, stunted 
growth due to malnutrition, being out of school, being 
forced to work, and being forced from their homes 
under dangerous and frightening circumstances.

THREAT #3

575 million girls live in countries characterized 
by discrimination against girls,4 often placing 
them at heightened risk of death before age 5, being 
denied education, being forced into early marriage, 
and/or giving birth before they are emotionally and 
physically ready. 

Because of who they are and where they live, these 
children risk being robbed of their childhoods and 
future potential. This assault on childhood also deprives 
nations of energy and talent they need to progress.

INTRODUCTION

The Many Faces of Exclusion
Poverty, conflict and discrimination against girls are putting more than 1.2 billion 

children – over half of children worldwide – at risk for an early end to their 

childhood. Many of these at-risk children live in countries facing two or three of 

these grave threats at the same time. In fact, 153 million children are at extreme 

risk of missing out on childhood because they live in countries characterized by 

all three threats.1
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2000 and around 2014, the stunting gap between the 
poorest 20 percent and richest 20 percent of children 
under 5 has either remained the same or increased.13

6. Although rates are declining, the absolute number 
of stunted children in sub-Saharan Africa is on the 
rise. West and Central Africa bears a disproportionate 
burden of this increase, with the number of stunted 
children rising from 22.9 million in 2000 to 28.1 million 
in 2016.14 While stunting rates are falling steadily across 
the region, few countries on the continent are on track 
to meet the SDG nutrition target.15 Globally, if current 
inadequate progress continues, there will be 130 million 
stunted children in 2025 (instead of the target of 99 
million) and sub-Saharan Africa will account for more 
than half of them (compared with about one-third 
today).16

7. Survival gaps in sub-Saharan Africa have increased, 
as progress in saving lives has favored better-off children. 
And while progress in other regions has favored the 
poorest, no region is on track to close its child mortality 
gap by 2030, and most will not achieve equity in under-5 
mortality rates between the poorest and richest 
households even by 2050.17 Despite the remarkable 
global progress since 2000, even if current rates of 
decline are sustained, more than 60 million more children 
will die before age 5 between now and 2030, mostly from 
preventable causes. About half will be newborn babies.18

8. Progress ensuring all children receive a full course 
of primary and secondary school has stalled. 
The number of children excluded from education fell 
steadily in the decade following 2000, but progress has 
essentially stopped in recent years. And with population 
growth in lower-performing regions, there will be little 
reduction in the global number of children out of school 
in 2030 compared to today (263 million).19 Also, at 
least 400 million children are in school but not learning 
(i.e., they are unable to read or undertake basic 
mathematics).20 

9. Education systems in sub-Saharan Africa are 
struggling to keep up with population growth. 
Across the region, progress reducing out-of-school rates 
has stagnated and the number of out-of-school children 
has been steadily increasing for at least the past five 
years. As a result, the share of the global out-of-school 
population residing in sub-Saharan Africa has risen to 37 
percent, up from 24 percent in 2000.21  

10. Child labor rates have risen in sub-Saharan Africa. 
From 2012 to 2016, child labor in sub-Saharan Africa 
rose from 21 to 22 percent, while all other regions 
achieved declines. The region has also been among those 
most affected by conflict and poverty, which heighten the 
risk of child labor.22 

2030 and protect the planet for future generations. Taken 
together, the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) they 
established paint a vision of a future in which all children enjoy 
their rights to health, education and protection – in short, their 
right to childhood.5 Crucially, signatories to the new agree-
ment promised to ensure this would happen for all segments of 
society – regardless of income, geography, gender or identity. 
And they promised that those who are furthest behind – the 
most excluded in society – would be reached first. 

This pledge to leave no one behind must be upheld. Only 
then will we realize its potential to transform the lives of 
millions of children across the world, guaranteeing every last 
child the childhood they deserve. 

10 major trends that require urgent action   

1. The world is now witnessing the highest levels 
of displacement on record, with 20 people newly 
displaced every minute of every day as a result of 
conflict or persecution. By the end of 2016, more than 
65 million people around the world had been forcibly 
displaced from their homes, including an estimated 28 
million children.6  The number of children living in conflict 
zones is also up, from 1 in 10 in the early 1990s to 1 in 6 
in 2016.7

2. By 2030, over 150 million more girls will marry 
before their 18th birthday.8 Despite global progress, 
no region is on track to eliminate child marriage by 
2030. All regions need faster progress, but Latin America 
and the Caribbean – with virtually no progress since the 
1990s – needs to speed up its rate of decline enormously. 
And in sub-Saharan Africa, due to population growth, the 
number of child brides will rise unless the rate of decline 
more than doubles.9 

3. The global number of adolescent pregnancies is set 
to increase. Although the prevalence of pregnancies 
among adolescent girls appears to be declining in all 
regions but Latin America and the Caribbean,10  because 
the global population of adolescents continues to grow, 
projections indicate the number of girls under age 18 
giving birth each year will increase globally from about 
7.8 million today to 8.8 million by 2030. The greatest 
proportional increases are likely to be in West and 
Central Africa and Eastern and Southern Africa.11 

4. The rich-poor child marriage gap has increased 
globally. Over the course of about two decades, the 
gap in global levels of child marriage between girls from 
the richest and poorest families roughly doubled. Today, 
the poorest girls are 4 times as likely as the richest to 
marry in childhood (41 percent vs. 10 percent); in 1990 
they were twice as likely (39 percent vs. 19 percent).12 

5. The rich-poor stunting gap has increased in most 
low-income countries. For 24 of 27 low-income 
countries with comparable trend data between around 



End of Childhood Index Results  
2017 vs. 2018
Save the Children’s second annual End of Childhood Index compares the latest data 

for 175 countries and assesses where the most and fewest children are missing 

out on childhood. Singapore and Slovenia tie for top place in the ranking with 

scores of 987. Seven other Western European countries also rank in the top 10, 

attaining very high scores for children’s health, education and protection status. 

Niger ranks last among countries surveyed, scoring 388.

around the world, children are robbed of significant por-
tions of their childhoods. 

The United States, Russia and China may well be the three 
most powerful countries in the world – in terms of their com-
bined economic, military and technological strength and 
global influence – but all three badly trail most of Western 

The 10 bottom-ranked countries – eight from West and 
Central Africa – are a reverse image of the top, performing 
poorly on most indicators. Children in these countries are 
the least likely to fully experience childhood, a time that 
should be dedicated to emotional, social and physical devel-
opment, as well as play. In these and many other countries 

WHAT DO THE SCORES MEAN?
End of Childhood Index scores for countries are calcu-
lated on a scale of 1 to 1,000.  Countries with higher 
scores do a better job of protecting childhoods. The 
scores measure the extent to which children in each 
country experience “childhood enders” such as death, 
chronic malnutrition, being out of school and being 
forced into adult roles of work, marriage and mother-
hood. Here’s a quick guide on how to interpret country 
scores:

940 or above . . . Few children missing out on childhood
760 to 939 . . . . . . . Some children missing out on childhood
600 to 759 . . . . . . .Many children missing out on childhood
380 to 599 . . . . . . .Most children missing out on childhood
379 or below . . .  Nearly all children missing out on 

childhood

2018 END OF CHILDHOOD  
INDEX RANKINGS

 RANK COUNTRY RANK COUNTRY

 1 Singapore 166 DR Congo

 1 Slovenia 167 Sierra Leone

 3 Norway 168 Guinea

 3 Sweden 169 Nigeria

 5 Finland 170 Somalia

 6 Ireland 171 South Sudan

 6 Netherlands 172 Chad

 8 Iceland 173  Central African Republic

 8 Italy 174 Mali

 8 South Korea 175 Niger

BOTTOM 10TOP 10
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more than a point or two), while the scores remain the same 
for 19 countries.24 

• In sub-Saharan Africa, 25 of 49 countries (51 percent) 
improved their scores. Uganda achieved a 20-point score 
increase, from 681 to 701, mostly due to better child 
nutrition. Somalia increased its score by 13 points, from 
470 to 483, signaling that country may be recovering 
from decades of stagnation and decline. Niger increased 
its score 4 points (from 384 to 388); Mali is up 6 points 
(from 414 to 420) and Sierra Leone is up 7 points (from 
546 to 553), showing trends are moving in a positive 
direction even in some of the lowest-ranked countries. 
Nigeria had the greatest decline in the region, dropping 
65 points, from 578 to 513, because malnutrition and 
child labor rates have been revised upward. Liberia’s 
score dropped 50 points, from 681 to 631, because more 
children are out of school.

• In South Asia, 4 of 8 countries improved their scores. 
Bangladesh made the most progress in the region, 

Europe in helping children reach their full potential. The 
United States ranks 36th, Russia ranks 37th and China ranks 
40th. Their scores are 945, 944 and 939, respectively – at least 
30 points behind most Western European countries (although 
it must be noted that China has achieved tremendous prog-
ress since the 1980s).

How countries deal with poverty, conflict and gender bias 
account in large measure for their placement in the 
index.23 -
mendous influence on the presence and severity of the eight 

percent of countries in the bottom third of the index are fac-
ing at least one threat, compared to less than 10 percent of 
countries in the top third.

A comparison of scores shows that 95 countries have made 
progress in the past year in creating conditions for children to 
have full and stable childhoods. These successes show that 
many relatively poor countries are making progress, and 
political choices can matter more than national wealth. End of 
Childhood Index scores for 58 countries declined (42 of them 

IN MOST OF THE WORLD, CONDITIONS FOR CHILDREN HAVE IMPROVED

Compared to last year, the End of Childhood Index finds the overall  
situation for children appears more favorable in 95 countries and conditions  
appear worse in 58 countries. Although countries in every region have seen  
declines, falling scores are disproportionately concentrated in sub-Saharan  
Africa, South Asia and Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Score has decreased

No change in score

Score has increased

No data
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most vulnerable children. These statistics go far beyond 
mere numbers. The human despair and lost opportunities 
represented in these numbers demand children everywhere 
be given the basic services, protections and opportunities 
they need to survive and thrive.

See the Complete End of Childhood Index, Country Rankings 
and an explanation of the methodology, beginning on page 31.

raising its score 21 points, from 680 to 701, mostly by 
getting more children into school. India’s reduced rate of 
child marriage helped increase its score 14 points, from 
754 to 768. Afghanistan’s score fell 10 points, from 602 
to 592, because of conflict-related displacement and 
children out of school.

• In East Asia and the Pacific, 16 of 21 countries (76 
percent) made progress. China increased its score 11 
points, from 928 to 939, mostly by improving enrollment 
rates and nutritional status of children. Thailand’s 
score is up 11 points, from 852 to 863, due primarily 
to improved nutrition. The Philippines’ score dropped 8 
points, from 807 to 799, driven by an increase in stunting.

• In the Middle East and North Africa, just under half 
the countries (8 of 17) made progress. Sudan’s score is 
up 28 points, from 639 to 667, because of fewer children 
displaced from home, improved child health and more 
children in school. The scores for Syria and Yemen 
dropped 12 points and 5 points, respectively – Syria 
from 668 to 656 and Yemen from 653 to 648 – due to 
the effects of conflict on children’s health, education and 
safety. Qatar’s score dropped 8 points, from 947 to 939, 
due primarily to more children out of school. 

• In Latin America and the Caribbean, 61 percent of 
countries (17 of 28) showed improvement. Progress in 
protecting children from child labor was the main force 
behind Peru’s 30-point score increase and El Salvador’s 
24-point rise. Peru’s score went from 788 to 818, and 
El Salvador’s from 723 to 747. Scores for Panama and 
Venezuela dropped the most, 8 points, from 800 to 792 
and 724 to 716, respectively. In Panama, the out-of-school 
rate is up. Venezuela’s decline is mostly driven by children 
out of school, but child mortality and displacement rates 
are also up.

• In Central and Eastern Europe and the 
Commonwealth of Independent States, 11 of 
21 countries (52 percent) increased scores. Georgia 
achieved a 36-point increase, rising from 851 to 887, due 
to reductions in child labor. Uzbekistan’s score rose 22 
points, from 862 to 884, due to improvements in child 
survival. Kyrgyzstan is up 9 points, from 816 to 825, 
because of better school enrollment. And Macedonia fell 
10 points, from 910 to 900, because child mortality and 
out-of-school rates are up.

• Almost all developed countries have little or no change 
in their scores – 25 of 30 countries moved 2 or fewer 
points in either direction. The biggest movers are Malta 
(up 8 points from 953 to 961) and Latvia (up 7 points 
from 956 to 963). Sweden’s score rose 3 points, from 
982 to 985, making it tied with Norway for third place 
among all countries in the index.   

Overall, the data collected for the End of Childhood Index 
document tremendous gaps between rich and poor coun-
tries and the urgent need to accelerate progress for the 
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Her journey to become a Golden Girl
Parul comes from a poor family that struggled to get by. Even before her disability was discovered, she was neglected within her family
because she is a girl. At mealtime, her brother got more food, and she had become malnourished. When she was 5, a local group 
supported by Save the Children – Bangladesh Protibondhi Foundation (BPF) – identified Parul’s mild intellectual disability, and her family 
was even less interested in sending her to school. People in the community blamed Parul’s mother for giving birth to such a girl, and her 
mother feared divorce. 

BPF worked with the family and the community to raise awareness and change attitudes about the rights of children with disabilities. 
They also provided support to the family to help improve their income.

When Parul started school, she showed a strong interest in games and sports, especially swimming. BPF arranged for her to practice in
the local pond and Save the Children supported her participation in national and international swmming competitions. She won a bronze
medal in the Special Olympics in Greece in 2011, then gold medals in 2013 in Australia and 2015 in the USA.

Parul continued her studies and completed her primary education. She is now in secondary school. Her mother says: “Before, I was known
as a mother of a lunatic girl, but now people know me as the mother of a girl who achieved a gold medal. I am very grateful to Save the 
Children and BPF.” Parul’s father is also proud: “Now I am not just a van driver, I am Parul’s father.”

Parul overcame intellectual disability and 
gender discrimination to win gold medals 
for Bangladesh in the Special Olympics.

Photo: Abdullah Seru / Save the Children
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INCLUSIVE EDUCATION IN BANGLADESH

Bring Children with Disabilities 
to School
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THE OUT-OF-SCHOOL CHILDREN AND CHILDREN WITH DISABILITY (CWD) PERSPECTIVES

Inclusive education is a dimension of rights-based quality 
education which emphasizes equity in access and participa-
tion, and responds positively to the individual learning needs 
and competencies of all children. Inclusive education is 
child-centered and places the responsibility of adaptation on 
the education system rather than individual children. Together 
with multiple sectors and a wider community, it actively 
works to ensure that every child, irrespective of gender, 
language, ability, religion and nationality, is supported to 
meaningfully to participate and learn alongside his/her peers 
and be able to reach full potential.

Education is a key enabler to enhancing human capability and 
socioeconomic development. Bangladesh faces constraint with 
income and wealth inequity. Quality in education is a serious 
issue across varying levels and layers of education system. 
Special program needs to be designed for identifying the 
excluded zones and bring the children to school.

BACKGROUND

Despite all the progress attained by Bangladesh in the 
primary education sector during the last couple of decades, 
many children are still out of formal school system due to 
poverty, geo-location, disability, social exclusion, poor 
teaching quality and many other discriminating factors. 
More than 4 million1 children aged 6-10, representing one 
fifth of the children in this age group, are `out-of-school’ in 
Bangladesh. Among these children, the ones with disability 
are the worst victims of discrimination. At the national level, 
less than 20% of children with disabilities (CWDs) have 
access to education.  One of the recent study conducted by 
Plan International Bangladesh revealed that among the 
children who are out of school, 53% of them have function-
ally visible disabilities.

Common causes of non-enrollment within the broader 
group of children with varying abilities including those with 
disabilities are: stigma associated with children with 
disabilities at school, community and overall in country; 
unready infrastructure at school to comply with the varying 
needs of children, lack of policy implementation, lack of 
exclusion sensitive policies yet, lack of teacher preparedness 
and community readiness.

Among many challenges that are acting as barriers to 
inclusion, ill-preparation of school teachers are one of the 
major factors identified by many as well as school 
preparedness

 1   Out of School Children in Bangladesh, 
Bangladesh Institute of Development 
Studies, Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics 
and UNICEF, December 2014

2  Plan International Bangladesh (Ahsan et 
al., 2014)
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ROLE OF SAVE THE CHILDREN TO 
BRING CHANGE FOR CWDs:

Save the Children has mandate to work with provision 
of rights for excluded children including CWDs for 
ensuring survival, development, learn, protection and 
participation. Save the Children is strongly committed 
to ensure that all children have equal access to quality 
inclusive services.  We follow an approach of leverag-
ing our resources in a more efficient and sustainable 
way to succeed in inspiring the global breakthroughs 
we want to see for children, especially the most 
vulnerable. This approach is aligned with our Theory 
of Change. 

Save the Children implemented a number of projects in 
Bangladesh to address the rights of children with 
disabilities. Some of them are still going on. Following 
are the information of some projects of Save the 
Children in Bangladesh that work to ensure the rights 
of children with disabilities.

Save the children has conducted a study on Child 
Rights Situation Analysis (Every Child Counts-A Child 
Rights Situation Analysis) in 2017.  The study aimed to 
examine the current status of child rights in project 
locations particularly in the areas of right to protec-
tion, education and participation. The study found that 
despite achieving great success in increasing enrolment 
rate in Bangladesh, the education system still struggles 
to maintain through-completion rate, which is 80.80%. 
Currently, the national dropout rate in primary 
education level is 19.20%, repetition rate is 6.10%, 
attendance rate is 87.50% and absent rate is 12.50% 
(MoPME, 2016). Considering these facts, it could be 
said that a huge gap remains between enrolment rate 
and completion rate, which could be a significant 
working area for this project. Save the children 
conducted another study of National and Local level 
Budgetary Allocation- out of School children and 
CWDs perspective in 2017. The study found that local 
people are not fully aware about the budget making 
process and allocations on educational development in 
their respective areas. Members of local civil society do 
not have any idea about the budgetary allocation for 
the primary education in general and CWDs and 
out-of-school children in particular.

To address the issue of the rights of children with 
disability Save the Children is anchoring program in 
the community through different project as well as 
working at national level for policy advocacy to 
incorporate inclusive education, protection and 
participation issues at policy making process through 
Working Group, national level networks and alliance 
as well as participating seminar and campaigns both 
national and international level to share the success 
and learning to the wider audiences.  
Through the advocacy  of Save the Children  local 
government and primary schools have taken initiatives 
to enroll  the out of school children especially children 
with disabilities into mainstream classroom education 
through creating an enabling environment and focusing 
on changing attitudes of local community and school 
authority, improving school infrastructure and 
enhancing inclusion practices including pedagogy, 
policy and governance. Together this will help improve 
learning outcomes, fulfil the right to education and 
achieve SDG4.

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS:

1. Strengthening the capacity of primary school   
 teachers through adaptation of inclusive pedagogy 
 in the teacher training manuals as well as classroom  
 facilitation. 

2. Strengthening coordination among different minis 
 tries and departments to make joint planning and  
 implementation of project for children with 
 disabilities.

3. Allocate more budget for children with disabilities  
 both at national and local level.

4. Ensure available and segregated data of children  
 with disabilities which will be helpful for planning 
 and implementation of projects for their well-being 
 in a holistic way.
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