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Chair and President’s letter 

Across the world, 2023 was  
a year which unfortunately  
made the vulnerability of 
education to conflict, natural 
disaster and climate change 
clearer than ever. 

This was especially true in 
Ukraine, where we travelled in 
September at the invitation of 
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
and First Lady Olena Zelenska 
and discussed how to continue 
our support for their efforts to 
maintain children’s education at 
the highest possible levels, even 
in wartime. 

The challenges faced by Ukraine 
in educating its children show 
that the need for Theirworld’s 
work is greater than ever. The visit 
only deepened our determination 
to deliver for children in Ukraine 
and everywhere. Ukraine is just 
one place where Theirworld 
is making a significant impact 
and where we will continue 
our tradition of combining bold 
targets with visionary solutions to 
give every child the best possible 
start in life, a safe place to learn 
and the skills they need for  
the future.

In 2023 we put our new Five-
Year Strategic Framework into 
operation, and the updates 
on projects and campaigns 
presented throughout this report 
are set against the ambitions laid 
out in the framework. 

We took major strides towards 
making our Global Youth 
Ambassador programme the 
largest committed and trained 
youth campaigning cohort for 
education in the world. And 
throughout our projects in Africa, 
Asia, Europe, Latin America, the 
Middle East and North America, 
we made excellent progress 
towards a key goal of our 2023-
2027 strategic framework that 
90% of our partners should be 
community-led organisations. 

Our Act For Early Years campaign, 
which will be a key focus of our 
efforts for several years, set the 
challenge of raising at least $1 
billion by the end of 2027 in new 
funding and pledges for early 
childhood development. Our 
Global Business Coalition for 
Education committed in  
the strategy to growing to  
more than 200 businesses  
and impacting the lives of at  
least 50 million children.

Sarah Brown
Chair of Trustees 

Justin van Fleet
President 

Theirworld has always 
demonstrated an ability to 
produce original and thought-
provoking research, which serves 
as a springboard for durable, 
high-impact campaigns built 
on partnerships, high-profile 
advocacy and powerful  
celebrity involvement. 

These attributes came together 
very effectively in the launch of 
Act For Early Years in April with a 
report and survey of parents and 
caregivers in 10 countries. With 
its call for a global transformation  
in the care and education of the 
world’s youngest children, in less  
than a year the campaign 
succeeded in putting the early 
years firmly on the international 
development agenda for the 
foreseeable future.

Alongside bringing this crucial 
issue to light, we raised our  
own profile – boosting our 
digital and social media growth, 
securing high levels of media 
coverage and building up our 
fundraising efforts with the  
first Theirworld, Your Walk,  
a sponsored challenge in which 
our supporters completed  
more than 20 million steps. 

To further engage Americans 
in the work of Theirworld, we 
established Theirworld USA to 
create awareness, raise financial 
resources and take action to end 
the education crisis in the US and 
around the world. Theirworld 
USA was introduced at an event 
in New York during the UN 
General Assembly, hosted by the 
Sean Kelly Gallery.

In 2023 we reorganised internally 
and prioritised recruitment in 
order to meet the goals of the 
five-year strategy: increased 
digital robustness, a greater 
focus on the Gen-Z audience, 
prioritising localisation and 
making Theirworld and the 
Global Business Coalition  
for Education the best places  
to work.

The new strategy is a natural 
development of our first 21 
years, a progression and an 
enhancement of our work  
to date that we are convinced  
will enable us to ensure a  
brighter future for every 
child, despite the scale of the 
challenges that lie in our way.



Right: an Early Childhood Development 
Centre in Fish Hoek, South Africa that has 

received books from Education Innovation 
Awards winner Book Dash.

Best Start

in Life
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Best Start  
in Life

The best start in life means a 
healthy birth, good nutrition, 
nurturing care and a safe place 
to play, combined with a quality, 
inclusive early childhood 
education that prepares children 
for their first years at school.

A major focus of 2023 across the organisation  
was launching and building the influence of  
the Act For Early Years campaign to unlock 
long-term financing to support early childhood 
development programmes for the most 
marginalised young children. 

We worked with the creative agency Saboteur  
on the branding, which included a new font made 
by young children from around the world.

This vibrant and scribbly font represented how 
we wanted to place the voice of young children 
at the heart of the campaign. For the launch we 
conducted a global survey of public opinions on 
childcare and the early years in 10 major countries. 
The survey found that parents in many countries, 
including the UK, US, India, Brazil, the Netherlands, 
Nigeria and Turkey, have had to leave employment 
or their studies to avoid soaring childcare costs, 
while also facing a greater struggle to afford nursery 
and childminder fees. 

The launch – and the remainder of the campaign 
– was underpinned by a detailed report written by 
Theirworld setting out the global challenges and 
opportunities for early years care and education. 
It included clear arguments and messaging which 
guided subsequent campaign communications. 

Children in Nairobi, 
Kenya create samples 
for the Act For Early 
Years font. 

Dancers Rashaun 
Mitchell + Silas 
Riener perform at 
an Act For Early 
Years event at the 
Sean Kelly Gallery, 
New York.
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Following the launch, we published new research 
looking at how much aid is directed to pre-primary 
education. This was the latest iteration of our annual 
research scorecard produced with researchers at 
the University of Cambridge, which has been key to 
supporting our campaigning to secure international 
commitments for preschool education. The 
research shows that aid to pre-primary was cut 
in the middle of the Covid pandemic, the first 
reduction since 2017.

To build momentum for the campaign ahead of 
the annual UN General Assembly meetings, we 
launched a digital video campaign called the Global 
Tantrum, in which leading celebrities pretended to 
be toddlers having a meltdown about the state of 
early years education (see page 17). 

During UN General Assembly week, we held 
several high-profile events where we discussed and 
promoted the campaign with other campaigners, 
philanthropists, UN agencies and decision-makers 
in governments. 

The tennis star and philanthropist Roger Federer 
co-hosted a dinner with Theirworld, met several  
of our Global Youth Ambassadors and created a 
short campaign film offering forthright support for 
Act For Early Years.

Sesame Workshop and ECDAN (the Early Childhood 
Development Action Network) co-hosted our 
high-level campaign event and created a film to 
promote their commitment to Act For Early Years. 
US YouTube star and influencer Miss Rachel spoke 
at the event and shared the campaign with her vast 
number of social media followers, driving more 
followers to Theirworld and our campaign.

We also had guest speakers from Ukraine,  
Kenya and Tanzania, who were able to share  
their commitment to the early years and held 
influential discussions with a delegation from  
Brazil, in advance of it taking over the G20 
presidency for 2024 and hosting the next BRICS 
summit and COP30. 

Later in the year, the campaign’s focus shifted to 
influencing G20 countries. We brought together 
more than 150 early childhood organisations to sign 
an open letter to Brazilian President Lula da Silva 
as Chair of the G20 in 2024 calling on the G20 to 
revive a pledge it made in 2018 to invest in the early 
years, which was blown off course by the Covid-19 
pandemic and global economic downturn. The 
organisations included UNICEF, UNESCO, Lego 
Foundation, Sesame Workshop, the Roger Federer 
Foundation and many Brazilian-based organisations. 

The letter was received by the President and 
ministers in all the G20 working groups and is being 
used by members of the G20 Secretariat. We have 
also had a coordination call with Brazilian civil 
society organisations which agreed to work with  
us on the campaign in 2024.

By the end of the year, we had successfully 
established the campaign as a global call for 
investment in the early years, strongly placed  
to grow in influence and affect change over the 
next few years.

Clockwise from bottom left: Brazilian President Luiz Inácio Lula 
da Silva with UN Special Envoy for Global Education Gordon 
Brown and Theirworld Consultants Christianne Cavaliere and 
Ben Hewitt; Global Youth Ambassador Ceren Yürümez with 
Roger Federer; Sarah Brown with Miss Rachel. 
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�“Seeing children practising the lessons,

with sparkling eyes and curious minds, showed

that the project was surely their best start

for a lifelong education journey.”

– Amina Kleit, Director of Programs at 
Ana Aqra Association, Theirworld partner 
organisation in MyBestStart.
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“I like everything about the programme

because it is great for our learners.

They will be our future leaders. In the future

they will be the ones getting others to

take care of the environment.”

– Veridian Phiri, left, a teacher 
delivering a programme called 
Young Climate Heroes in the Making.

The Global Tantrum 

The Global Tantrum highlighted how  
leaders are letting down the world’s  
youngest children by failing to invest in 
crucial childcare and education in the first 
few years of their life. 

Our internal campaign research showed  
that the public was still bombarded with 
“crises” across their social media and so we 
created the Global Tantrum to differentiate 
ourselves by using a fun way to get across  
a serious message. The Global Tantrum  
started with Matt Lucas and included 
celebrities from around the world, such as 
parenting influencer Jyoti Chand in the 
US, Kenyan TV star Jacky Vike and former 
Pussycat Dolls star Kimberly Wyatt.

The tantrums have built engagement with the 
campaign on social media but also brought the 
campaign to the attention of decision-makers. 
We offered the public several ways to act, from 
sharing our social media content to signing our 
letter being handed to world leaders. Young 
children were able to design tantrum posters 
that we shared with world leaders at the UN.

From top: Tantrums from 
Jacky Vike, Ugo Monye, 
Kimberly Wyatt, Matt Lucas 
and Achiaa Anina, eight,  
from Ghana.
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The Jennifer Brown  
Research Laboratory and  
the Theirworld Edinburgh 
Birth Cohort 

As part of our ongoing work to ensure every  
child has the best start in life, the medical efforts 
of the Jennifer Brown Research Laboratory 
continued to make a mark in the field of early 
years development. 

The participants in the Theirworld Edinburgh Birth 
Cohort study approached their seventh birthdays, 
which is a key milestone for data collection. 
Theirworld extended its commitment to complete 
the necessary data collection in this first-of-a-kind 
study led by Professor James Boardman. 

The Laboratory’s research continues to make 
an impact. Dr. Gemma Sullivan, whose PhD 
studies were part-funded by Theirworld, has 
been awarded a £1,650,000 Clinical Scientist 
Fellowship from the Medical Research Council to 
further develop the research work she started at 
the Laboratory. Additional scientific articles were 
published, examining the medical problems linked 
to prematurity and the differences in the brain 
development of preterm babies, such as family and 
social context, and how reducing social inequalities 
during time spent in neonatal intensive care units 
could help improve brain development after 
premature birth. The Laboratory is now studying 
the biological basis of how social status affects 
the developing brain. This work was published in 
the Journal of the American Medical Association 
(JAMA) Network Open and was covered by Scottish 
Television. Dr Katie Mckinnon, a PhD student at the 
Laboratory, led the work and won first prize in the 
pre-doctoral plenary competition at the Academy 
of Medical Sciences 2023 Clinical Academics in 
Training Meeting.

A new MRI technique was developed at the 
Laboratory that reveals information about myelin 
in the brain. Myelin is a substance that improves 
the efficiency of information transmission through 
brain cells. Myelin is lower in premature babies and 
some developmental diseases but cannot easily 
be assessed using brain scans. The Laboratory has 
developed a way to measure it using MRI, which 
opens up new avenues for investigating pathways to 
atypical development and could be helpful for early 
prediction of babies who will have developmental 
delays. The work was published in Imaging 
Neuroscience in June.

Dr Katie Mckinnon at the Jennifer Brown  
Research Laboratory. 
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MyBestStart with Ana Aqra, SKILD & 
Lebanese Alternative Learning (Lebanon)

Aiming to increase access to quality education  
for vulnerable Lebanese learners and refugee 
children through online and offline learning, 
following the Lebanese national curriculum.  
Also builds the capacity of parents and teachers  
to use digital platforms and online educational  
tools efficiently and to support children with 
learning difficulties.

Featured Best Start  
in Life projects

ECE Mamapreneurs with KIDOGO  
(Kenya)

Using an innovative social franchising model 
to improve access to quality, affordable early 
childhood care and education in informal 
settlements in Kenya. Focusing on low-income, 
urban areas where working mothers receive 
capacity-building training to run centres which offer 
developmental childcare for 4,000 children.

Best Start Early with Ghana Early  
Childhood Education (Ghana)

Training public school teachers in Ghana  
to facilitate play-based learning, providing  
screening and learning support for children  
with learning difficulties.

Blooming Buds with Jeeva Jyothi (India)

Providing early childhood education and nutrition 
for children aged 2-6 who have limited access  
to education, nutrition and health care in the  
slums of Chennai and the Sholavaram rural area, 
and often suffer from poor health and extensive  
socio-economic problems. 

Promoting the importance of education in the 
communities, providing access to education for 
children from slums and rural areas, and improving 
health through a nutrition programme and health 
awareness activities.



Safe

Place to

Learn

Left: Yasmeen and Mohamad, both nine, leave for  
school from their home at an informal settlement  
near Majdal Anjar, Lebanon.
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Safe Place  
to Learn

A safe place to learn means 
supporting the education of 
vulnerable children exposed  
to danger by conflict, climate 
change or discrimination.

On their trip to Kyiv (see Chair and President’s letter) 
our Chair Sarah Brown and President Justin van 
Fleet participated in a summit of First Ladies and 
Gentlemen hosted by First Lady Olena Zelenska  
at Saint Sophia’s Cathedral. The summit’s theme 
was mental health, with Sarah Brown moderating  
a panel focused on education. 

At the request of President Volodymyr Zelenskyy 
Theirworld agreed to advance its work in 
partnership with Ukraine’s government on 
accelerated learning programmes for science  
and mathematics, and comprehensive support  
for early childhood education.
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This was in addition to the $38 million initiative 
sponsored by HP and Microsoft through 
Theirworld’s Global Business Coalition for 
Education, which delivered 78,000 laptops in 
2022 and 2023 – over 38,000 inside Ukraine 
and the remainder to refugees in host countries, 
from Hungary and Poland to Romania, Moldova, 
Germany and the UK. Overall, 1,608,655 children 
are using the devices for learning purposes or 
participating in a classroom taught by a teacher 
using one of the devices. Theirworld has also 
supported Stay With Ukraine, a programme  
to help young refugees keep in touch with  
Ukrainian language, history and culture while  
living in other countries. 

In the autumn, planning began for the next  
phase of our work in Ukraine, with Theirworld 
and the Global Business Coalition for Education 
collaborating on a new Device Coalition for Ukraine, 
alongside the Ministry of Education and Science, 
UNESCO, Education Cannot Wait and UNICEF.

– Rudayna Abdo, left, founder of Thaki, 
which collects used laptops and installs 
educational software and content in a 
project supported by Theirworld.

“I get inspired and energised

when I go into the schools and

with the tools provided by Thaki.”

observe teachers doing their utmost

Overall, 1,608,655 children are using

the devices for learning purposes or 

participating in a classroom

taught by a teacher by a 

teacher using one of

the devices.

Beyond Ukraine, in response to the devastating 
earthquakes in Turkey in February 2023, our long-
time partner Maya Vakfi implemented an emergency 
programme to address the immediate mental health 
needs of children and communities living in or 
transferred from earthquake-affected areas. 

In December, following the impact of Cyclone 
Michaung on the schools and families we support 
through our project with Jeeva Jyothi in India,  
we distributed flood relief kits to families in slums 
and rural areas.

The Global Business Coalition for Education 
continued its support for education during 
emergencies by serving on the board of Education 
Cannot Wait, representing the private sector  
and identifying new partners for education  
in emergencies.


