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Preface 

The purpose of this report is to present the educational arguments for a robust replenishment 

mechanism for the EFA FTI trust funds. The report is primarily a literature review and document analysis 

of the efforts made by the EFA FTI Task Team on Replenishment.1 

The report seeks to understand the role of universal primary education as the fundamental goal of both 

the Education for All (EFA) movement and the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) on education.  

Although both the MDGs and the EFA movement seek to improve education and ensure that all children 

are achieving primary education by 2015, only the EFA movement emphasizes the importance of the 

quality of education.  For instance, MDG 2 states that ďǇ, ͞ϮϬϭϱ ĐhildƌeŶ eǀeƌǇǁheƌe, ďoǇs aŶd giƌls, ǁill 
be able to complete a full Đouƌse of pƌiŵaƌǇ sĐhooliŶg.͟  However, this MDG targets achieving primary 

school completion of all children by 2015 without making an explicit reference to quality of education. 

The EFA goals, in contrast, do emphasize the importance of quality. The second EFA goal states: 

 By 2015 all children, particularly girls, children in difficult circumstances and those belonging to 

ethnic minorities, have access to and complete free and compulsory primary education of good 

quality. 

Furthermore, EFA goal six states that by: 

 Improving all aspects of the quality of education and ensuring excellence of all so that recognized 

and measurable learning outcomes are achieved by all, especially in literacy, numeracy and 

essential life skills.    

These goals were established because education is viewed as a basic human right.2 Pritchett (2004) 

notes the importance of equipping people with the range of competencies which include both cognitive 

and non-cognitive skills, knowledge, attitudes that are necessary to live productive, fulfilling lives fully 

within their societies and communities.  

Primary education is only one part of the EFA movement. EFA also includes educating adults and those 

bypassed by the formal education system (or informal education). This paper, however, focuses on 

primary education because it is the principal means by which all countries seek to educate new 

generations. Therefore, the quality of primary education is important before emphasizing on the quality 

of secondary and higher education.  In addition, public sector interventions at the primary level have 

much higher payoffs than interventions at later stages. The paper also focuses on cognitive learning 

outcomes as the main goal of basic eduĐatioŶ, ďut ƌeĐogŶizes that ͚values͛ also constitute an important, 

though less easily measured, objective (UNESCO 2007; Pritchett 2004; Mertaugh et. al. 2009).  

 

                                                           
1
 The task team was commissioned in Oslo in December 2008 to recommend a detailed replenishment mechanism to the FTI 

Board of Directors. The task team presented several recommendations which were approved by the Steering Committee in 

Copenhagen in April 2009. Having completed its mandate and submitted its final summary report, the task team was 

disbanded. The task team was chaired by the UK and its members were Denmark, the World Bank, Spain, UNESCO, EC, and the 

FTI Secretariat. 
2
 See Appendix 5, UNDP 2005a, Universal Declaration of Human Rights 1948, and Clemens 2004 for review of the long history of 

commitments to universal primary education (UPE) from 1948 to 2000 (Pritchett 2004). 
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Executive Summary  
 

The Education for All – Fast Track Initiative (EFA FTI) has been successful in reducing donor 

fragmentation and stimulating country-led education sector plans. EFA FTI has supported 32 low-

income countries through its Catalytic Fund with commitments of US$1.6 billion and disbursements of 

US$689 million (2002-2009). However, the EFA FTI faces financial constraints in new commitments. As a 

proposed solution the EFA FTI Board of Directors is exploring the establishment of a formal cycle of 

resource replenishment similar to the international Global Fund to Fight AIDS Tuberculosis and Malaria 

(GFATM). The aim would be to provide low-income countries with reliable, increased and long-term 

financial support for basic education. This report addresses the educational reasons for establishing an 

EFA FTI replenishment mechanism. 

The educational justification rests on the crucial importance for economic growth and poverty 

alleviation of raising learning outcomes for full age cohorts, and the time and financing required to 

achieve it in low-income countries. Sustained and increased international support to those countries is 

indispensable and necessary. EFA FTI is one important global mechanism to achieve learning for all (full 

age cohorts) – the real policy goal.  

Getting all children in school is only the first challenge. Despite recent progress, about 72 million 

children are still not enrolled in primary school. Completion of the primary cycle is a second challenge: 

Student survival rates have improved, but one third of entering students in Sub-Saharan Africa and one 

fourth in South Asia dropout before completing the primary cycle. Survival rates are lowest for children 

from poor households. On current trends 60 percent of measured countries that have not yet reached 

universal primary enrollment will not achieve it by 2015. According to UNDP, it could take more than 50 

years to achieve universal primary enrollment in the Arab states and one hundred years in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. Some of the strategies to increase student attendance and completion rates aim at creating 

demand-side incentives. These include reducing the direct and indirect costs of attendance by 

eliminating school fees, equipping and furnishing classrooms, providing school meals and cash transfers 

conditional on attendance. 

The greatest challenge for developing countries – and the real policy goal – is ensuring that all children 

have acquired basic cognitive skills when completing basic education. Individual earnings, the 

distribution of income and economic growth depend, not on the number of years of schooling attained, 

but on the cognitive competencies obtained in school. Economic growth flows only from reforms that 

raise cognitive skills and achievement. Returns to cognitive skills tend to be higher for low-income 

individuals. Policies that improve school quality and raise educational outcomes can improve the 

distribution of income.  

In nearly all developing countries the levels of learning achievement are shockingly low.  Findings from 

national, regional and international assessments point to deep deficits in student knowledge. In many 

low-income countries students learn virtually nothing and end up functionally illiterate. Not only do 

disparities exist among countries, learning outcomes also vary widely within countries. Learning 

outcomes are much worse for the poor which perpetuates inequalities. The damage to children of not 

achieving minimum cognitive learning in primary school is reversible only at great effort and high cost.   

The ďest iŶdiĐator for aĐhieǀeŵeŶt of the ŵaiŶ poliĐy goal is the ͚full age Đohort primary completion 

rate ǁith attaiŶŵeŶt of ďasiĐ ĐogŶitiǀe skills͛ ;literaĐy aŶd ŶuŵeraĐy.Ϳ This indicator combines both 

quantitative information (enrollment and cohort completion rates) and qualitative information 

(proportion of graduates attaining minimum learning standards.) 
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Learning achievement can be raised through targeted investments and reforms. The learning process 

is complex: There is no single cause of low quality within an education system and there is no single 

solution for increased quality either, making complementary actions even more important. Non-school 

variables exert a major impact on educational achievement of children. Those can be tackled through 

child health and nutrition programs and early childhood care and development. School-related factors 

are especially important in low-income countries. In some countries nearly every aspect of the schooling 

system is seriously deficient – infrastructure, teaching materials, teacher availability and qualifications, 

lack of student assessments and lack of incentives for improving learning outcomes. Clearly a threshold 

level of resources and investment is essential to produce acceptable learning outcomes. How resources 

are spent is at least as important as how much is spent. But money alone is not the answer: institutional 

reform is also necessary to generate the right incentives within the system. Although much is known 

about the factors that influence learning achievements, there is not sufficient information available 

about which inputs are cost-effective for raising learning achievement in different country 

circumstances. Therefore, more, better and contextualized analysis is needed. 

 

The full effects of quality improvements will materialize over time and require sustained support 

while gains are possible in the short term. Raising educational achievement to minimum acceptable 

levels requires difficult reforms that will take years to test, implement and take to scale. The benefits are 

only realized over the medium to long term, whereas the payoffs to cognitive skills are nonetheless 

massive, pervasive and well worth pursuing. Some low-income countries have been able to raise 

learning outcomes in the short term proving that relevant changes can produce immediate results. Also 

a country can achieve results in a relatively short period through policy reforms (ensuring teacher 

attendance, increasing time on task, focusing on reading in early grades, revising language of instruction 

policies) when their starting point is relatively low. 

According to UNESCO͛s 2009 Global Monitoring Report, the cost for universal basic education is likely 

to be US$11 billion per annum. Currently, external financing meets less than a fourth of the required 

support. Reaching out to the remaining out-of-school children and enrolling them into school through 

ďƌeakiŶg doǁŶ aĐĐess ďaƌƌieƌs is ĐostlǇ. While at the saŵe tiŵe the pƌoǀisioŶ of the esseŶtial ͞eŶaďliŶg 
iŶputs͟ foƌ ƋualitǇ iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts is likelǇ to ďe eǆpeŶsiǀe, too. IŶeǀitaďlǇ, the ǁoƌldǁide eĐoŶoŵiĐ 
recession will decrease domestic financing and widen the financing gap in low-income countries.  

The introduction of a replenishment mechanism for EFA FTI trust funds could symbolize a milestone 

towards providing the sustained and increased financial support needed for low-income countries.   

Such a mechanism could: 

 stimulate countries to make the necessary reforms to boost access and learning outcomes; 

 provide incentives for more countries to improve their and budgeting processes and adopt long-

term visions and strategies for quality basic education; and  

Box 1: Country specific strategies can raise learning achievement through actions in three areas 

1. Investing in enabling inputs – infrastructure, learning materials and teachers – especially in low income countries; 

2. Improving teaching/learning processes, including appropriate aims and content in the curriculum, language of 

instruction, dynamic teaching processes, having sufficient instructional time and using it well, and especially regular 

student assessment and exit examinations; and 

3. Reforming institutions to make schools work better, particularly incentives structures. Promising reforms include 

greater parental control over school governance, local autonomy, school-based management and increased 

accountability of schools for student performance. 
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 give countries the confidence to embark on politically risky reforms.  

Greater prediĐtaďility of doŶor assistaŶĐe Đould … 

 iŵpƌoǀe the ĐouŶtƌies͛ fiŶaŶĐial ĐoŶfideŶĐe to invest in essential recurrent costs, such as hiring 

new teachers, without threat of disruption;   

 enable countries to introduce new kinds of interventions, e.g. conditional cash transfers and per 

capita grants; and   

 encourage countries to engage in strategic capacity development which is the key to 

institutional reform. 

A regular financial replenishment of the EFA FTI trust funds would enable EFA FTI as a global 

Partnership to become more effective. The replenishment process could widen the narrow donor base 

and increase the volume of assistance to basic education. With increased financing, EFA FTI could cover 

additional eligible countries not yet receiving EFA FTI support. It could sustain its policy dialogue and 

introduce new forms of assistance, e.g. progressive funding mechanisms and conditional grant transfers. 

A replenishment mechanism would allow EFA FTI to improve its management and decision-making and 

allocate its resources more rationally. Finally, regular replenishment could provide a foundation and 

incentive for countries and donors alike to strengthen the aid effectiveness agenda at the sector level. 

EFA FTI should accompany the envisioned replenishment process through a shift from a focus on 

access to a focus on learning outcomes.  

Therefore recommendations for the EFA FTI include:  

 adopt the proportion of a full age cohort attaining mastery of basic cognitive competencies as 

its main indicator;  

 agree on basic learning standards;  

 support systematic assessment of learning achievements nationally and for targeted sub-

groups; 

 provide more support through EFA FTI͛s Education Program Development Fund (EPDF) for the 

analysis of student learning outcomes; 

 support proven strategies for raising learning achievements, including policy changes that 

require political will and organizational capacity;  

 address incentive and accountability structures;  

 concentrate on reading fluency in early grades and regular provision of reading materials; 

 channel funds directly to school level; and  

 support wider EFA goals especially pre-school education for low-income children and expansion 

of basic education to lower secondary level to reinforce learning gains. 
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1 Introduction 

The Education for All - Fast TƌaĐk IŶitiatiǀe ;EFA FTIͿ ǁas estaďlished to help ƌealize a ͞gloďal ĐoŵpaĐt͟ 
after the conference in Dakar. At the Dakar conference in 2000 the donor community made a 

ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt that Ŷo deǀelopiŶg ĐouŶtƌǇ ǁith a ͚Đƌediďle plaŶ͛ foƌ aĐhieǀiŶg EFA ǁould fall shoƌt of the 
2015 goal for lack of external financing. Since its creation in 2002 EFA FTI has supported 32 low income 

countries through its Catalytic Fund worth US$1.6 billion and has disbursed US$689 million.3 It has 

succeeded in fostering donor alignment and coordination around a single, coherent, country-owned 

education sector plan. It has put countries in charge of their dialogue with donors, and created a global-

level forum in which donors and recipient countries can coordinate policies and track progress. It has 

helped to reduce donor fragmentation and to harmonize donor support at the country level. EFA FTI, 

however, is facing financial constraints on new commitments. New EFA FTI financial commitments have 

been uncertain, sporadic, short-term and declining (EFA FTI 2008). Sperling (2008) writes that ͞the lack 

of significant funding has had a major impact on lowering the ambition of developing ĐouŶtƌies͟ (pg. 

21). In additioŶ, UNDP ;ϮϬϬϱͿ Ŷotes that ͞ĐouŶtƌies that haǀe ǁoƌked haƌd to deǀelop plaŶs aƌe 
inhibited from pursuing major access and quality reforms because of uncertainty over whether they will 

have sustained aŶd pƌediĐtaďle fuŶdiŶg͟ ;pg. ϵϭͿ. “peƌliŶg (2008) acknowledges that a sufficient level of 

funding of the long term should be a top priority right now.   

 

This paper proposes a solution to these problems. The EFA FTI Board of Directors is exploring the 

feasibility of establishing a formal cycle of resource replenishment, similar to existing procedures for 

IDA, HIV/AIDS and malaria, and the environment. Such a mechanism would seek to provide low-income 

countries with reliable, increased and long-term suppoƌt. The ƋuestioŶ addƌessed iŶ this papeƌ is: ͚What 
aƌe the eduĐatioŶal ƌeasoŶs foƌ estaďlishiŶg aŶ EFA FTI ƌepleŶishŵeŶt ŵeĐhaŶisŵ?͛4 The answer is that 

sustained and increased international support through EFA FTI is necessary to achieve learning for all – 

the real policy goal.   

 

 

                                                           
3
 Information up-dated after April 2009. Catalytic Fund disbursements till December 2009 totaled US$689 million for 32 of 40 

FTI partner countries. 
4
 This paper does not deal with the modus operandi of how replenishment would work, but with its educational rationale. 

Box 2: Four main arguments to make the case for a regular financial replenishment mechanism 

 

1. EsseŶtial learŶiŶg for all ;full age ĐohortsͿ is the ͚real MDG͛. Cognitive skill, not years of enrollment, is what pays off 

in individual earnings and national economic growth. 

2. Learning levels are abysmal in low income countries. Most children fail to learn even basic reading and numeracy by 

the end of primary education in some low income countries. The resulting damage to children is irreversible only at 

great cost and effort (Pritchett 2004).  

3. Learning achievement can be raised through targeted investments and reforms. These take time and money, 

sustained and increased international support.   

4. Sustained and increased international financial support for EFA FTI can be best assured through a financial 

replenishment mechanism.   
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2 Shifting from Access to Learning Outcomes 

 

2.1 Focus on Access and Completion 

If the MDGs could be achieved by 2015 – just five years away– no replenishment mechanism would be 

needed. But this is not the case. Why?  Given the education deficits in low-income countries, the MDGs 

and EFA goals cannot be achieved fully by 2015. IŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ, the oďjeĐtiǀe of ͞good ƋualitǇ͟5 will be 

missed by a wide margin.  

The education deficit in-low income countries is the result of three basic factors: (a) children do not 

enroll in school, (b) children drop out of school early, and (c) children have low levels of learning 

achievement while in school and below the threshold for basic competencies even after completing 

basic schooling.   

Most regions are close to achieving universal primary education (UPE). Substantial progress has been 

made in the three regions that fall short – the Arab States, Sub-Saharan Africa and South and West Asia. 

Since 2000 regions have made great strides in enrolling more all types of eligible children in school, 

including marginalized children and children with disabilities. Gross intake rates in primary education 

have increased by 22 percent in Sub-Saharan Africa, 13 percent in South Asia, and 10 percent in Central 

Asia (UNESCO 2008).   

In 2006, there were 26 million fewer out-of-school children than in 2000. South and West Asia halved its 

out-of-school population from 37 million to 18 million. Progress has also been made towards gender 

parity.  In 2006, however, some 75 million children were still not enrolled in school. Over four in five of 

these children live in rural areas, mostly in South and West Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa. Half of the 

children out of school live in conflict-affected countries. The vast majority of those children come from 

faŵilies liǀiŶg iŶ poǀeƌtǇ aŶd ͞ŵaŶǇ aƌe the ǀiĐtiŵs of a Đƌoss-geŶeƌatioŶal tƌaŶsfeƌ of depƌiǀatioŶ͟ 
(UNESCO 2008). Despite the fact that national and individual prosperity is linked more and more to 

education, 12 percent of the ǁoƌld͛s pƌiŵaƌǇ sĐhool-age population is not in school. The proportion is 

almost one in three in Sub-Saharan Africa (UNESCO 2008). Figure 1 shows net attendance ratios at the 

primary level in developing countries by income level and urban-rural residence. 

 

Figure 1: Primary net attendance ratios by income level and urban-rural residence, 2000-2006 

 

Source: UNICEF 2007 pg. 13. 

                                                           
5
 ͞Good ƋualitǇ͟ ŵeaŶs eduĐation that produces the minimum standards of cognitive learning. 
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Sub-“ahaƌaŶ AfƌiĐa, ǁith ϭϵ peƌĐeŶt of the ǁoƌld͛s pƌiŵaƌǇ sĐhool-age population, has 47 percent of 

out-of-school children. Some countries have failed to make progress in decreasing the number of out-of-

school children, including Nigeria, Burkina Faso, and Mali. Fewer than half the 41 countries reviewed in 

Sub-Saharan Africa are close to the goal of gender equity, compared with 63 percent in the Arab States 

aŶd oŶe thiƌd iŶ “outh aŶd West Asia. IŶ ϮϬϬϲ, giƌls aĐĐouŶted foƌ ϱϱ peƌĐeŶt of the ǁoƌld͛s out-of-

sĐhool ĐhildƌeŶ. Giƌl͛s aĐĐess ĐoŶtiŶues to ƌeŵaiŶ a ďig issue iŶ IŶdia, Nigeƌia aŶd PakistaŶ ;UNE“CO 
2008: Table 2.13 and 64).   

 

Figure 2: Percentage of 14 year olds never starting school, by region from 1994 - 2005 

 

Source: Orazem, et. al.  2007: Table 2, p. 58. 

 

After universal intake of all school-age children is ensured, a second necessary pre-condition for 

reaching UPE is to retain and advance entering students through progressive grades in school. Dropout 

and non-completion of primary education are more significant than non-enrollment in most developing 

countries (figure 3, 4). For example, at current rates one third of school entrants in Sub-Saharan Africa 

and one fourth of entering students in South Asia will not complete primary education (UNESCO 2008).  
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Figure 3: Enrollment, dropout and completion rates, by region 

 

Source:  Based on Pritchett 2004, in Hanushek and Woessmann 2007: Figure 7. 

 

 

Figure 4: Percentage of youth 15-19 years old not completing Grade 5, by region from 1994 - 2005 

 

Source: Orazem, et. al.: Table 2, p.58. 
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2.2 Towards Learning Outcomes 

Based on the current trends, two thirds (58 out of 86)6 countries for which data were available will not 

reach UPE by 2015. This includes 33 countries at risk of not achieving the goal by 2015 and 25 countries 

either with low chances or serious risk of not achieving the goal by 2015. Forty-five (seven of them 

fragile) of the 58 countries will not even achieve UPE by 2025 unless significant progress is made 

(UNESCO 2007). A UNDP report projected that it would take more than 30 years to achieve UPE in South 

Asia, fifty years in the Arab States and one hundred years in Sub-Saharan Africa (UNICEF 2004; UNICEF 

2007, Summary Indicator for MDG2). 

Effective strategies to increase enrollment and completion often focus on creating demand-side 

incentives which may not always be effective.7 These include efforts to reduce relative prices by 

reducing the direct and indirect costs of attendance. Educational choices respond to costs and three 

types of actions have been shown to increase enrollments: (a) reduction in school fees (e.g. Uganda, 

Tanzania, Kenya and Malawi which led to immediate, large increases in enrollments);  (b) targeted or 

non-targeted cash or non cash inducements (e.g. school lunches or provision of free school uniforms, as 

in Kenya), and (c) conditional cash transfers to poor parents to keep their children attending school 

(mainly in Latin America, e.g. PROGRESA in Mexico).   

Reducing fees, however, may lead to overcrowded classrooms and jeopardize the quality of teaching.  

Governments must compensate schools for lost revenue from fees through per capita grants and 

sufficient increases in teaching staff (World Bank in collaboration with UNICEF, 2009). Moreover, 

conditional cash transfers can be administratively demanding, difficult to sustain and require careful 

targeting.  Such transfer programs may not be cost-effective and little is known about their impact on 

student achievement. One recent study recommended policy experimentation and innovation to 

increase the impact of conditional cash transfers on learning outcomes, such as transfer programs plus 

reforms to improve the quality of service delivery (Fiszbein and Schady 2009; Pritchett 2004; Mertaugh, 

et. al. 2009; Vegas and Petrow 2009).  

                                                           
6
  Some 54 countries were excluded from the UNESCO analysis owing to insufficient or no data.  Thirteen of these were low 

income countries, twelve of them fragile states, with low levels of educational development – Afghanistan, CAR, DRC, Guinea-

Bissau, Haiti, Liberia, Nepal, Papua New Guinea, Sierra Leone, Solomon Islands, Somalia and Sudan (UNESCO 2007). 
7
 See Annex 1 for recommended options 
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3 Learning is the Real Goal 

 

3.1 The Quality Gap 

As discussed in the previous section, merely raising the schooling levels of the population will not 

suffice. Much of the discussion on the educational gap in developing countries focuses on the 

quantitative dimensions of enrollment and ĐoŵpletioŶ. It assuŵes that ͞Ǉeaƌs of sĐhooliŶg͟ is the taƌget 
goal. The real goal, however, is creating competencies through learning achievement. Getting children 

enrolled and keeping them in schools is merely a means to this more fundamental objective. It is not the 

number of years in school that counts, but cognitive learning.8  Countries only benefit when children not 

only remain in school, but also need to be learning (Hanushek et al 2008; Pritchett 2004; UNESCO 2008).  

Hereinafter, learning achievemeŶt is ƌefeƌƌed to as ͚ƋualitǇ.͛ 

The quality of education is increasingly seen as the pervasive issue worldwide. Many children do not 

complete the primary cycle and even fewer master basic literacy and numeracy skills. According to 

UNE“CO ;ϮϬϬϳͿ, ͞iŵpƌoǀiŶg ƋualitǇ ΀…΁ ŵaǇ ǁell ďe the defiŶiŶg eduĐatioŶal ĐhalleŶge of the eaƌlǇ Ϯϭst 

ĐeŶtuƌǇ͟ ;pg. ϭϯͿ.   

Studies have shown that raising learning outcomes pays off massively for the individual, the economy 

and society.9 The quality of education, as measured by tests of cognitive skills, is much more important 

foƌ eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth thaŶ ŵeƌelǇ the ƋuaŶtitǇ of eduĐatioŶ.  Theƌe eǆists eǀideŶĐe that, ͞the ĐogŶitiǀe 
skills of the population – rather than mere years in school – are powerfully related to individual 

earniŶgs, to the distƌiďutioŶ of iŶĐoŵe, aŶd to eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth͟ ;HaŶushek and Woessmann 2007; 

UNESCO 2004). There are three areas on which quality can have an impact: individual earnings, 

economic growth, and social benefits.   

 Impact of quality on individual earnings: Differences in wages across countries are explained in part 

by differences in cognitive skills, which in turn reflect quality of education. The quality of education 

an individual receives, as measured by achievement tests, correlates with individual productivity and 

earnings. The higher the achievement level, the higher the individual income (Vegas and Petrow 

2008; Hanushek and Woessmann 2007; UNESCO 2004).  

Another important research finding is that returns to cognitive skills tend to be higher for low 

income individuals. As a result, policies that improve school quality and raise educational outcomes 

can improve the distribution of income. Current disparities in learning outcomes in developing 

countries demonstrate that children do not receive a uniform quality of primary education. Ensuring 

equitable distribution of educational quality and ensuring that low income children have an equal 

chance to learn are necessary conditions for guaranteeing equality of opportunity. These findings 

form a strong argument for investing in basic education in low-income countries to promote 

economic equality (Vegas and Petrow 2008; Hanushek and Woessmann 2007; Reimers 2000 in 

Vegas and Petrow 2008). 

                                                           
8
 Schooling is not the only factor contributing to a soĐietǇ͛s ĐogŶitiǀe skill deǀelopŵeŶt.  FaŵilǇ, iŶdiǀidual aďilitǇ aŶd health 

ĐoŵďiŶe ǁith sĐhool ƋualitǇ to deteƌŵiŶe a studeŶt͛s leǀel of aĐhieǀeŵeŶt.  Yet the siŶgle ďest ƌoute to higheƌ leǀels of 
ĐogŶitiǀe skill is stƌeŶgtheŶiŶg a ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s eduĐatioŶ system. (Hanushek and Woessmann 2007; Hanushek, et al., 2008; Vegas 

and Petrow 2008) 
9
 ͚QualitǇ͛ is defined in this report as studeŶt leaƌŶiŶg aĐhieǀeŵeŶt aŶd ͚leaƌŶiŶg aĐhieǀeŵeŶt͛ is defined as cognitive skills. It is 

recognized that other factors are involved in quality – such as relevance and social values, etc., but they are not considered in 

this report. 
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 Impact of quality on economic growth: The leǀel of a ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s Đognitive skills appears to explain 

ŵuĐh of the iŶteƌŶatioŶal diffeƌeŶĐes iŶ eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth. The leǀel of ĐogŶitiǀe skills of a ŶatioŶ͛s 
students affects significantly its subsequent economic growth rate.  However, increasing the average 

number of years of schooling attained by the labor force boosts the economy only when increased 

levels of school attainment also boost cognitive skills10 (Hanushek, et. al. 2008; Orazem, et. al. 2007; 

and Vegas and Petrow 2008). For example, countries in Latin America have achieved reasonably high 

enrollment and attainment levels, but perform relatively low in cognitive achievement on 

international examinations. Furthermore, Hanushek and Woessman (2009) note that, ͞a ĐƌuĐial 
missing link in explaining why Latin America went from reasonably rich in the early post war period 

to ƌelatiǀelǇ pooƌ todaǇ is its loǁ ĐogŶitiǀe skills͟ ;pg. ϭͿ.  

A highly skilled work force can raise economic growth by about two-thirds of a percentage point 

every year. That may seem insignificant, but since the Second World War the world economic 

growth rate has only been around two to three percent of GDP annually.  Raising it by two-thirds of 

a percentage point would boost annual growth rates by more than 25 percent than otherwise would 

have occurred – a significant amount (Hanushek, et. al. 2008). 

The exact relation between educational attainment and growth is elusive, but the gains are thought 

to occur through greater productivity, the increase in rates of invention and innovation, and the 

introduction of new technologies and improved production methods.  Schooling without acquisition 

of cognitive skills does not contribute to increased economic growth because it generates higher 

wages but not higher productivity or skills (Vegas and Petrow 2008).11  

 Impact of quality on social benefits: The literature provides ample documentation that social 

ďeŶefits ;oƌ ͞eǆteƌŶalities͟Ϳ also floǁ fƌoŵ the leǀel of leaƌŶiŶg aĐhieǀeŵeŶt. As suŵŵaƌized iŶ 
Vegas and Petrow (2008), both educational attainment and learning are tied to a number of 

development outcomes beyond individual incomes. Researchers have established the relation 

between a variety of health and well-being outcomes and both educational attainment and learning. 

Higher reading and math scores are associated with lower fertility rates in Ghana and South Africa. 

Cognitive skills have stronger effects on the number of children per household than do mere years 

of schooling. Education has also been associated with lower prevalence of HIV and greater use of 

condoms iŶ AfƌiĐa. A ŵotheƌ͛s eduĐatioŶ also has a stƌoŶg iŵpaĐt oŶ heƌ Đhild͛s health. “tudies fƌoŵ 

deǀelopiŶg ĐouŶtƌies haǀe assoĐiated the liŶk ďetǁeeŶ eduĐatioŶ aŶd ĐhildƌeŶ͛s health ǁith health 

knowledge and math scores. For example, research in Nepal and Venezuela showed that literacy 

and language skills that women acquire in school provide an educational pathway to better health 

care. Research also indicates that well-educated people are more likely to participate in civil life and 

                                                           
10

 ͞The size of the iŵpaĐt of ĐogŶitiǀe skills depeŶds oŶ ǁhetheƌ a ŶatioŶ͛s eĐoŶoŵǇ is opeŶ to outside tƌade and other external 

influences. The more opeŶ the eĐoŶoŵǇ, the ŵoƌe iŵpoƌtaŶt it is that a ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s studeŶts aƌe aĐƋuiƌiŶg high leǀels of ĐogŶitiǀe 
skills.͟ ;HaŶushek et al ϮϬϬϴ aŶdVegas aŶd Petƌoǁ ϮϬϬϴ.  ͞CogŶitiǀe skills haǀe a sigŶifiĐaŶt positiǀe gƌoǁth effeĐt eǀeŶ iŶ 
countries with a poor iŶstitutioŶal eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt.͟ ;HaŶushek aŶd WoessŵaŶŶ ϮϬϬϳͿ. ;͞The eĐoŶoŵiĐ ĐoŶteǆt ŵaǆiŵizes ďoth 
the impact of skills on economic development (Vegas and Petrow 2008). 
11

 In asking which is more important for growth – having a substantial cadre of high performers or bringing everyone up to a 

basic level of performance – the aŶsǁeƌ seeŵs Ŷot to ďe ďoth.  ͞The ŵoƌe ǁoƌkeƌs that haǀe at least ďasiĐ skills, the easieƌ it 
will be for them to make use of those new technologies (produced by highly skilled citizens).  Some workers need a high level of 

skill so theǇ ĐaŶ help adapt the Ŷeǁ teĐhŶologies to theiƌ ĐouŶtƌies͛ paƌtiĐulaƌ situatioŶ, ďut so is a laďoƌ foƌĐe that has the basic 

skills needed to survive in a technologically driven economy. Both turn out to be significantly related to economic growth.  Both 

eduĐatioŶ foƌ all aŶd the shaƌe of top peƌfoƌŵeƌs seeŵ to eǆeƌt sepaƌatelǇ ideŶtifiaďle effeĐts oŶ eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth͟ ;HaŶushek 

et al 2008 and Hanushek and Woessmann 2007). 
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influence decisions that may affect their lives (LeVine, et. al. 2001; UNESCO 2004; UNICEF 1999; 

Global Campaign for Education 2005 in Mertaugh, et. al. 2009; Lewis and Lockheed 2006; UNICEF 

2004). 

It is important to note that the pursuit of access and quality is not a zero sum game. Enrollment 

expansion and quality improvement can go hand in hand. Findings from a World Bank review of its 

support to primary education found that many of the strategies used to increase access rapidly – 

such as fee reductions, double-shifting, automatic promotion – reduced learning outcomes at least 

in the short run. Hoǁeǀeƌ, it ĐoŶĐluded that ͞a tƌade-off between improved access and student 

learning gains can be avoided with explicit planning for improved learning outcomes and strong 

political commitment. Countries should resist the temptation to increase access first and improve 

learning outcomes later. Expansion and quality improvement can be successfully undertaken 

togetheƌ aŶd ĐaŶ haǀe ŵutuallǇ ƌeiŶfoƌĐiŶg effeĐts͟ (World Bank 2006, pgs. xv, xvi). A world-wide 

comparison of learning outcomes and enrollment ratios at the primary and secondary levels shows a 

high correlation between access and learning (except for Southern Africa –See Figure 5).  

 

Figure 5: Correlation between learning outcomes and enrollment, primary and secondary school  

 

Source:  Crouch and Vinyevold 2005 Figure 3, pg.8. 

 

The benefits of educational quality also are manifested in increased educational attainment. Educational 

quality exerts a strong influence on enrollment and attendance. Whether parents send their children to 

school at all, or keep them there, depends to a large extent on judgments about the value of learning in 

ƌelatioŶ to the oppoƌtuŶitǇ Đosts of the Đhild͛s tiŵe. Thus, ƋualitǇ Đoƌƌelates ǁith higher student survival 

rates. Low quality schools tend to have higher dropout rates. In higher quality schools students learn 

more and have lower rates of repetition. Consequently, the achievement of UPE depends significantly 

on the quality of education available (Asian Development Bank 2008; Hanushek and Woessmann 2007; 

Mertaugh, et. al. 2009; UNESCO 2005; UNESCO 2007).   
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3.2 Learning Assessments and What the Results Tell Us 

Recent progress in quantitative indicators of school participation has distracted attention from the 

glaring need to improve education quality. Available evidence suggests that in nearly all developing 

countries the levels of learning achievement are strikingly, even abysmally, low. Developing countries 

are much worse off than commonly perceived from data about enrollments and school attainment; the 

deficits are much larger than previously thought. Many children complete the primary cycle, but low 

learning achievement in school leaves them far below the threshold for basic competencies. Millions of 

children in developing countries attend primary school and even graduate without ever acquiring 

minimum literacy and numeracy skills. Test results in some countries also indicate that students have 

not mastered important basic concepts (Filmer 2006; Pritchett 2004; UNESCO 2008; UNDP 2005a; and 

Hanushek and Woessmann 2007).  

There is also a lack of correlation between completion and learning achievement. Enrollment and 

completion indicators are not necessarily good or consistent predictors of outcomes. A 1999 study of six 

African nations revealed a range of relationships. Kenya had the lowest completion rate, at 63 percent, 

ďut ϲϱ peƌĐeŶt of its siǆth gƌade pupils aĐhieǀed ŵiŶiŵuŵ liteƌaĐǇ skills. Malaǁi͛s ĐoŵpletioŶ ƌate ǁas 
almost identical to KeŶǇa͛s at ϲϰ peƌĐeŶt, Ǉet oŶlǇ ϮϮ peƌĐeŶt of its siǆth gƌade pupils deŵoŶstƌated 
minimum literacy skills (Ellis in UNDP 2005a). 

The investment of time and moŶeǇ iŶ a Đhild͛s sĐhooliŶg ǁho fails to produce basic cognitive skills such 

as literacy are inefficient, is another problem (Orazam 2007). UNE“CO ;ϮϬϬϴͿ ƌepoƌts that, ͞evidence 

from many developing countries paints a worrying picture on learning achievement and it would be a 

Pyrrhic victory for EFA if countries achieved UPE but failed to give children real opportunities to learn.  

[And] findings from national, regional and international assessments of student learning point to deep 

deficits in student knowledge iŶ ŵaŶǇ ĐouŶtƌies͟ ;pg. 108).  Collectively, the assessment points out the 

sheer scale of the learning challenge in primary education. The results of national assessments are 

patchy, but consistent with very low levels of learning (Pritchett 2004).  

 

Figure 6: Uganda – Grade 6 pupils reaching defined competency levels, 1999-2006 

 

Source:  Uganda National Examinations Board 2006 in UNESCO 2007, Table 2.16. 
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Table 1: Findings from national assessments in six countries 

Uganda National assessments show that performance in English was improving, but fewer than half the 

students reached defined competency levels in English literacy and numeracy. In 2006, 57 percent 

of grade three students and 69 percent of grade six students failed to meet minimum 

performance standards in mathematics.  

Ghana The mean score of grade six students on a simple multiple-choice reading test was 25 percent, the 

score one would expect from randomly selecting answers in a multiple choice exam (Glewwe 

1999 in Glewwe & Kremer 2005). More recently, only 10 percent of children reached the 

ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s ŵasteƌǇ leǀels iŶ ŵath aŶd ϱ peƌĐeŶt iŶ EŶglish (World Bank 2006). 

Bangladesh An assessment of competencies found that two thirds of those who had completed primary 

school failed to achieve the minimal level of learning (Greaney, V., Khandker, S. and Alam, M.  

1998 in Pritchett 2004). 

India A household survey in rural areas found that only 38 percent of grade level 4 students could 

subtract or divide (Pratham Resource Center, 2008 in UNESCO 2009). A survey of students in 22 

states of India reported an average grade four achievement level of 32 percent in mathematics 

and science, below the minimum pass mark of 35 percent (Watkins 2001 in Mertaugh, et. al. 

2009). Only 5.4 percent (Valdora) and 14 percent (Mumbai) of third grade children were able to 

pass the minimum competencies for math scoring (Banerjee, Cole, Duflo and Linden, 2000 in 

Pritchett 2004).  

Morocco A 2006 assessment of grade six students found that most students failed to meet minimum 

standards: 82 percent of students in French, 64 percent in Arabic, 57 percent in mathematics 

(Hddigui 2007 in Mertaugh: et. al. 2009). 

Cambodia An assessment in grade 3 in Khmer language found that 60 percent had poor or very poor skills in 

reading and writing (UNESCO 2009). 

 

 

Table 2: Findings from regional assessments on reading levels 2006 

SACMEQ II (Southern and Eastern African Consortium 

for Monitoring Educational Quality) 

Results indicate that fewer than a fourth of grade six 

ĐhildƌeŶ ƌeaĐhed the ͚desiƌaďle͛12
 level of reading literacy 

in Botswana, Kenya, South Africa and Swaziland, and fewer 

than 10 percent in Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, 

Namibia, Uganda and Zambia. Only about one fourth of 

the studeŶts eǀeŶ attaiŶed ͞ŵiŶiŵuŵ͟ pƌofiĐieŶĐǇ leǀels 

in Namibia, Zambia and Malawi (UNESCO 2008; UNESCO 

2004). In most countries the average literacy levels 

declined between test periods (Figure 7). 

PASEC ;Pƌogƌaŵŵe d͛AŶalǇse des “Ǉsteŵes EduĐatifs 
de la Confemen) 

Results of an assessment of grade five pupils in French and 

mathematics show that about 40 percent of Senegalese 

students registered low achievement and about a third in 

Madagascar. 

OREALC (UNESCO Regional Office of Education in Latin 

America and the Caribbean) 

 

In the Dominican Republic, Ecuador and Guatemala half or 

more of grade three students were found to have very low 

reading levels (UNESCO-Orealc 2008 in UNESCO 2008). 

 

 

                                                           
12

 ͞MiŶiŵuŵ͟ leǀel = pupil ǁould ďaƌelǇ survive during the next year of schooling;  

͞desiƌaďle͟ leǀel = pupil ǁould ďe aďle to Đope ǁith the Ŷeǆt Ǉeaƌ of sĐhooliŶg ;GƌeaŶeǇ, et. al. 2008).    
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Figure 7: Percentage of Grade 6 students reaching proficiency levels in SACMEQ reading, 1995-1998 

 

Source:  UNESCO 2004 pg. 121, Figure 3.31. 

 

 

 

Figure 8: PASEC: Percentage of Grade 5 students with low achievement in 6 African countries, 1996-2001 

 

Source: UNESCO 2004, Table 3.32, 122. 
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Reports show that students in developing countries perform poorly in international assessments. 

Relatively few developing countries participate in international assessments of learning,13 but those that 

do have students that perform substantially below students in developed countries. The findings from 

international assessments reveal glaring gaps in achievement between developed and developing 

country participants. The gaps in learning achievement between rich and poor countries exceed the 

gaps in enrollment coverage. Moreover, the size of the gap may be understated for two reasons: (1) the 

assessments in developing countries do not cover the full school-age cohort because they test only 

children in school and not all children are enrolled; and (2) the developing countries that do participate 

may have higher learning achievement than the developing countries that do not participate 

(Hanusheck and Woessmann 2007; Mertaugh, et. al. 2009; Pritchett 2004). 

 

Table 3: Findings from international studies on reading, mathematics, and science for 2006 

PIRLS (Progress in International Reading 

Literacy Study) 

In 2006, PIRLS measured grade four reading skills. The share of students 

demonstrating basic reading ability – i.e. reaching level 1, the lowest 

international benchmark – varied from 22 percent in South Africa and 26 

percent in Morocco to more than 95 percent in most of North America and 

Western Europe. The percentage of students performing at or above the 

intermediate benchmark, level 2, was 75 percent in most OECD countries but 

less than 20 percent in developing countries, including Indonesia, Morocco and 

South Africa. Results were similar by country income level in the 2001 PIRLS 

assessment (Mullis, et al, 2007, in UNESCO 2009; also UNESCO 2004 and Mullis 

2004 in Greaney, et. al. 2008). 

PISA (Program for International Student 

Achievement) 

PISA tests 15 year-old students (equivalent to the end of lower secondary) in 

several subjects and includes several non-OECD countries. The 2001 

assessment showed students from developing countries in the lowest 20 

percent, including Peru, Indonesia and Brazil (UNESCO 2008; Greaney, et. 

al.:2008 in OECD ϮϬϬϯͿ. PƌittĐhett ;ϮϬϬϰͿ Ŷotes that ͞the astouŶdiŶglǇ laƌge 
differences imply that the developing countries are not just the lower tail of 

the OECD, but have performance far below the poorest performing OECD 

countries͟ ;pgs. ϭϭ-12).   

TIMSS (Trends in International 

Mathematics and Science Study 

TIMSS tests students in mathematics and science at three levels – equivalent to 

age 9 (Grades 3 or 4), age 13 (Grade 8) and the final year of secondary school 

for 2006.  The threshold of basic literacy in grade 8 mathematics is roughly 400. 

South Africa scored 264, Ghana 276, Botswana 366 and the Philippines 378. 

The countries with the largest shares of students who were functionally 

illiterate were Peru (82%), Brazil (66%), Morocco (66%), South Africa (65%), 

Botswana (63%) and Ghana (60%). Put in another way, to reach the OECD 

median performance at the Colombian rate of progress would take more than 

seven additional years of schooling (Mullis 2004 in Graney, et. al. 2008; 

Hanushek and Woessmann 2007; Pritchett 2004). 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
13

 The international tests also have limitations in discriminating performance at low levels (Hanushek and Woessmann 2009). 



21 

 

 

Not only are there wide disparities among 

countries, learning outcomes also vary 

widely within countries. Outcomes are 

almost universally worse for rural areas and 

the poor. This perpetuates inequalities. 

Income inequality and educational 

inequality, as reflected by differences in test 

scores, are closely related; countries with 

greater income inequality also tend to have greater inequality in test scores (Vegas and Petrow 2008).  

In Uganda, for example, 88 percent of grade six students in the Kampala zone achieve the desired 

proficiency level in English literacy, compared with less than 30 percent in each of six other zones 

(Greaney and Kelleghan 2008).  

 

 

Figure 9: Student performance in mathematics by income quintile (PISA 2003) 

 

Source: World Bank 2006, figure 3.2, in Mertaugh, et. al.:31; UNESCO 2008:112. 

 

Most iŶteƌŶatioŶal assessŵeŶts ;PI“A, PI‘L“Ϳ do Ŷot assess ĐhildƌeŶ͛s ƌeading skills before the fourth 

grade, and assume that students can read and write by then. By then it is often too late to carry out 

effective remedial instruction. Problems in learning achievement later tend to be related to low reading 

performance in early grades. For these reasons, Early Reading Assessments (EGRA) have been conducted 

recently in many developing countries. The aim is to assess early primary grades in the main skills known 

to predict reading success. The EGRA methodology regards reading fluency as a simple, but robust, 

indicator of other reading and language skills (RTI 2008). Initial findings underscore the low reading skills 

of students in several low-income countries. In Peru more than a third of second graders could not read 

a single word. In Cameroon, that number was 80 percent of third graders. In Guinea, none of the 

͞΀I΁ŶteƌŶatioŶal ĐoŵpaƌisoŶs iŶĐoƌpoƌatiŶg eǆpaŶded data oŶ 
cognitive skills reveal much larger skill deficits in developing 

countries than generally derived from just school enrollment and 

attainment. The magnitude of change needed makes clear that 

closing the economic gap with developed countries will require 

major structural changes in schooling institutions͟ ;HaŶushek aŶd 
Woessmann 2008, pg.  608). 
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children were able to detect all letters of simple words, and only half the children tested were able to 

identify four of twenty simple words. Only 6.1 percent of grade three students in Gambia were able to 

read 45 words per minute correctly in English, compared with 43.5 percent of third graders tested in 

French in Senegal (Grove 2007). 

The key indicator is mastery of basic cognitive skills 

by full age cohorts. Attention recently has been 

placed more on learning achievements compared 

with earlier almost exclusive attention to 

expansion of enrollments (Abadzi 2006 and 

Hanushek and Woessmann 2009). However, no 

clear indicators have been developed and used to 

assess progress towards the ultimate goal in 

primary education – proportion of the age group 

that attains minimum learning standards.14 Filŵeƌ et.al ;ϮϬϬϲͿ ǁƌites that, ͞ǁith a MilleŶŶiuŵ LeaƌŶiŶg 
Goal, progress of the education system (should) be judged on the outcomes of the system: the assessed 

mastery of the desired competencies of an entire age cohort – both those in school and out of sĐhool͟ 
(pg. 1). To do this, it is necessary to combine quantitative data with qualitative information. For 

instance, it is necessary to understand both the proportion of the age group that completes primary 

education and the percentage of those who attain minimum learning standards.15 

Unfortunately, country data are limited on this indicator and whatever data is available it is startling 

low. For example, the proportion of the age cohort able to read by the end of primary education is only 

15-17 percent in Madagascar, Burkina Faso and Peru; 25-26 percent in Senegal and Ethiopia and 47 

percent in Uganda and Rwanda. This bears repeating: less than one quarter of the children in five states 

attains basic cognitive skills in reading, and Figure 11 shows that most countries in the review are below 

50 percent. Only Indonesia with 87 percent could be considered to attain a minimally acceptable level of 

learning achievement in learning.   

A comparison of figures 4 and 10 shows that several countries face major challenges with learning 

achievement. For example, more than 90 percent of children completed grades 4 or 5 in Egypt and 

Mexico, however, only a small number of these children achieved reading competency (22 percent in 

Egypt and 51 percent in Mexico). A similar affect was seen in Peru and, Ghana, and Niger where cohort 

completion rates and reading proficiency rates did not match. For example, in Peru 84 percent of 

students completed the grade, however, only 17 percent achieved reading competency, in Ghana 57 

percent of students completed the grade, while only 18 percent achieved reading competency, and in 

Niger 40 percent of students completed the grade and only 16 percent achieved reading competency 

(annex 2).  

 

 

                                                           
14

 ͞EstaďlishiŶg a ͚ŵiŶiŵal͛ leǀel of skills oƌ ĐoŵpeteŶĐe ǁill alǁaǇs ďe aƌďitƌaƌǇ, ďut Ŷot ŵoƌe aƌďitƌaƌǇ thaŶ settiŶg up 
completion of pƌiŵaƌǇ sĐhool as a taƌget ΀…΁. Judging progress just by grade attainment with no indicator of learning 

aĐhieǀeŵeŶt oƌ ŵasteƌǇ of ĐoŵpeteŶĐies is holloǁ͟ ;PƌitĐhett ϮϬϬϰͿ. 
15

 The Gambia report for funding from the Catalytic Fund includes indicators for both completion and subject mastery on 

achievement tests.  It aims at an increase in minimum grade level competency in core subjects on the National Achievement 

Tests from 46 to 60 percent by 2011, and in lower basic completion rates from 67 to 80 percent by 2011  (FTI, Catalytic Fund, 

The Gambia, Summary Documentation, December 13, 2008, Oslo). These targets are ambitious, but they indicate it may be 

feasible to marry quantitative and qualitative indicators in a single indicator on the proportion of the cohort achieving minimum 

standards.  

͞CoŵďiŶiŶg the data oŶ ƋuaŶtitatiǀe eduĐatioŶal attaiŶŵeŶt 
and qualitative achievement of cognitive skills makes clear 

the truly staggering task facing most developing countries. In 

many developing countries, the share of any cohort that 

completes lower secondary education and passes at least a 

low benchmark of basic literacy in cognitive skills is below 

one person in 10. Thus, the educational deficits in 

developing countries seem even larger than generally 

appƌeĐiated͟ (Hanusheck and Woessmann 2007, pg. 14). 
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Figure 10: Percentage of cohort able to read at the end of primary school 

 

Note: All data are based on Demographic Health Surveys except Senegal, Niger and Madagascar which are from 

Monitoring Learning Achievement surveys, and Honduras, Colombia and Bolivia, which are from LLEGE. Separate data 

for males and females were averaged. Data for Nicaragua, Cambodia and Egypt are for females only. 

Source:  Derived from Wills, et. al., EduĐatiŶg the World’s ChildreŶ, Figure 11. 

 

Combining the quantity and quality of education for countries with reliable attainment data from 

household surveys and data from international student achievement tests allows for rough calculations 

of recent cohorts of school leaving age.  For instance, how many students were never enrolled in school, 

how many dropped out by grade 5 and by grade 9, how many finished grade 9 with test score 

performance below 400 (signaling functional illiteracy), and how many finished grade 9 with a test score 

above 400. Only the last group can be viewed as having basic literacy in cognitive skills. The picture that 

emerges from the three Latin American countries, Brazil, Peru, and Colombia is shown in table 4. 
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Table 4: Estimated progression and completion of Grade 9 with basic literacy skills  

Category Brazil 

(% of age 

cohort) 

Peru 

(% of age 

cohort) 

Colombia 

(% of age 

cohort) 

Never enrolled 4 1 1 

Dropout, Gr. 1-5 29 6 11 

Dropout, Gr. 6-9 46 33 38 

Finished Gr. 9, without reaching basic literacy skills 14 48 19 

Finished Gr. 9, with basic literacy skills 8 12 30 

 
Note: Figures may not add to 100% owing to rounding 

Source:  Hanushek and Woessmann 2009: Figure 3. 

 

 

In eleven of the countries for which data are available – the share of fully literate students in recent 

cohorts is less than a third. In Ghana, South Africa and Brazil, only 5-8 percent of each cohort reaches 

literacy, while in Peru only about 12 percent can be termed functionally literate. On the other side, in 

Colombia, 30 percent of a cohort is viewed as literate at the end of lower secondary schooling. In 

Thailand the percentage is 42 and in Moldova it is 63 (Hanushek and Woessmann 2007; Hanushek and 

Woessmann 2009). 
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4 Replenishment Mechanism for EFA FTI   

 

4.1 Achieving Quality Improvements 

The replenishment process should be accompanied by a concerted effort to agree on basic learning 

benchmarks (initially perhaps on reading) for all FTI partner countries. Some information from SACMEQ 

and PASEC indicate that most low-income countries show no advantage for girls at the primary level on 

learning. This contrasts with a significant advantage shown in all developed countries (IIEP 2004.) This 

suggests a need to refine equity and gender parity targets to accommodate the shift from a sole focus 

on access to a focus on learning outcomes.  

Some expenditure is inevitable in almost any reform, but the institutional changes required for 

improved educational performance of students may not entail major costs. Many of them could be 

accomplished within the given education budgets. For example, increasing time on task would require 

policy changes and perhaps increased teacher professional support, but would not necessarily require 

more teachers. Providing a greater role in school control for parental groups would not entail major 

recurrent outlays. WoessŵaŶŶ ;ϮϬϬϬͿ Ŷotes that ͞oŶe of the ŵost pleasaŶt featuƌes of iŶstitutioŶal 
reforms - as opposed to resource expansions – is in fact that institutioŶal effeĐts aƌe ͚foƌ giǀeŶ 
ƌesouƌĐes.͛ That is, theǇ ŵostlǇ Đoŵe at Ŷo oƌ loǁ ƌeĐuƌƌeŶt opeƌatioŶ Đosts, ĐausiŶg oŶlǇ 
iŵpleŵeŶtatioŶ Đosts ǁhiĐh usuallǇ lie iŶ the politiĐal doŵaiŶ͟ ;pgs. 79-80). This means that modest 

incremental financing targeted to essential reforms and proven approaches could leverage substantial 

increases in cognitive learning outcomes. 

Low-income countries will not be able to meet the goal of universal primary education, let alone quality 

improvements, without sustained and significantly increased external financial support. Even with 

optimal policy reforms and strong domestic fiscal commitments, countries will not be able to generate 

the resources needed (Bruns, et. al. 2003). The 2009 UNESCO Global Monitoring Report stated that, 

͞haǀiŶg pƌoŵised that Ŷo ŶatioŶal stƌategǇ ǁould fail foƌ ǁaŶt of fiŶaŶĐe, doŶoƌs Ŷeed to iŶĐƌease aid 
for basic education to at least US$11 billion annually. UNE“CO also Ŷoted that ͞aŶ estiŵated U“$ϭϭ 
billion is needed in aid annually to reach key educatioŶ goals iŶ the ǁoƌld͛s pooƌest ĐouŶtƌies. IŶ ϮϬϬϳ, 
aid to basic education in these countries was just US$2.6 billion, less than a fourth of what is needed – 

and a miniscule fraction of the trillions of dollars injected into banks and industries hit by the global 

economic Đƌisis͟ ;UNESCO press release spring 2009 using OECD-DAC data).  

The two year average for 2005 and 2006 points unmistakably towards a reduction in commitments for 

basic education compared with the previous two years. As an immediate prioƌitǇ, ͞doŶoƌs should 
commit to an increase of US$7 billion annually in aid financing for basic education͟ ;UNE“CO ϮϬϬϴ; also 

Sperling 2008). These figures may well under-estimate the external requirements.16 And it is not clear 

whether requirements for raising cognitive skills have been included fully. According to the UNDP 

;ϮϬϬϱͿ, ͞the ƌaŶge of estiŵates is huge, ďut eǀeŶ the high estiŵate pƌoďaďlǇ uŶdeƌstates the full Đost of 
the expansion, quality gains and special programs, including subsidies to poor households, that are 

ĐƌuĐial if all ĐhildƌeŶ aƌe to Đoŵplete pƌiŵaƌǇ sĐhool͟ ;pg. ϵͿ. 

Getting the remaining out-of-school children enrolled in primary education is costly. Different strategies, 

and higher costs, will be involved in reaching the most disadvantaged children, including those with 

special needs and those negatively affected by conflict, child labor, gender discrimination, disease or 

remote geography (Sperling 2008; Mertaugh, et. al. 2009).  

                                                           
16

 This report does not attempt to re-calculate the financing gap.  UNESCO reportedly is making new calculations on the cost of 

universal primary education for its Global Monitoring Report 2010.   
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The costs of achieving quality improvements may 

not be large (in relation to existing education 

budgets), but providing the threshold enabling 

inputs in low-income countries will be expensive. 

These include provision of adequate school 

infrastructure, textbooks and teaching materials, 

and hiring additional teachers and providing them 

with incentives to teach in underprivileged areas. 

Other measures aimed at quality improvement – 

including in-service teacher training, mentoring of teachers, leadership training, establishment and 

execution of exit examinations – also have costs. Other mainly institutional and organizational reforms 

(e.g., changes in initial language of instruction, increased instructional time and time on task, school 

autonomy and parental involvement) may not involve huge up-front costs, but do carry price tags often 

beyond the capacity of many low income countries. As stated by the World Bank (2006) review of 

pƌiŵaƌǇ eduĐatioŶ pƌojeĐts, ͞ƌeaĐhiŶg ĐhildƌeŶ Ŷot Ǉet eŶƌolled aŶd iŵpƌoǀiŶg loǁ aĐhieǀeŵeŶt leǀels 
will raise the unit costs of primary education͟ ;pg. ǆǀiiͿ. 

As stated, investment in early childhood care and education has a significant impact on learning 

achievement, and the costs will be significant. An increase in lower secondary education will help 

reinforce parental incentives for theiƌ ĐhildƌeŶ͛s eŶƌollŵeŶt iŶ oƌ pƌiŵaƌǇ sĐhool. The suĐĐess of 
expanded primary enrollments will dramatically expand demand for education beyond primary.  Most 

experts believe eight years of basic education are essential for students to have the quality basic 

education necessary to be productive members of society. The UNESCO Institute for Statistics found 

that 10 percent of children are literate after three years of education, 70 percent reach literacy after six 

years, and 100 percent attain literacy with 10 years of basic education (Ellis in UNDP 2005). Thus, longer 

enrollment is associated with greater retention of literacy skills. Achievement of the EFA goals of a 50 

percent improvement in adult literacy by 2015 will also entail substantial costs: Second chance non-

formal basic education is necessary for equity reasons for the substantial number of adults bypassed by 

the formal education system; Access to upper secondary education correlates with reductions in fertility 

and should be expanded for females to meet the objective of gender equity (Bruns, et. al. 2003; Sperling 

2008; UNDP 2005).   

No study has been done yet on the implications of the current world crisis, but the current global 

economic and financial crisis threatens to reverse recent progress in education in low-income countries. 

Slower growth and reduced foreign investment inevitably will cut budget support for education. Many 

vulnerable families may find that education is unaffordable for their children. This is precisely what 

happened in Indonesia during the Asian financial crisis in the late 1990s. Given shrinking incomes, many 

poor households withdrew their children from schools to supplement falling household incomes. In 

many cases younger children were withdrawn from school to be able to afford the direct costs of 

enrollment for older siblings (Thomas et. al., in Mertaugh, et. al. 2009). 

The largest low-income countries have not been supported through EFA FTI yet. Their requirements are 

likely to be substantial. These include Nigeria, Tanzania, Bangladesh, Pakistan and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo. These countries account for about 40 percent of the ǁoƌld͛s out-of-school children. 

 

͞΀…] even these high cost may be understated because 

the children who are currently not in school are 

disproportionately located in areas that are expensive to 

reach with schooling services or in households that are 

less keeŶ to seŶd ĐhildƌeŶ to sĐhool. ΀…΁ sĐhool dƌopout 
attributable to poverty or child labor is a more prevalent 

problem and requires more expensive interventions 

(than health) to correct͟ (Orazem 2007, pgs. 8 and 47). 
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4.2 Providing Long-term Predictable Support 

Long-term, increased financing would provide an incentive for low-income countries to go through EFA 

FTI planning processes and adopt realistic long-term visions and strategies for quality basic education. 

Having a strong national framework for basic education, though not sufficient for the full set of 

institutional changes required, is a necessary first step. A UNESCO analysis of advanced countries that 

had achieved universal quality basic education (Korea, Canada, Cuba and Finland) found that a 

consistent, long-term vision was one of the most important reasons (UNDP 2005 and UNESCO 2004). 

Long-term, predictable and increased financing would give countries the confidence to embark on 

strong EFA plans and to tackle essential long term reforms, e.g. revamping the teacher force, 

establishing student assessment systems and exit examinations. Good achievement testing is costly and 

politically risky to governments, hence rarely attempted.  

Additional and predictable resources are critical in maintaining quality when developing countries 

eliminate tuition and other fees. Without additional resources these changes in the past have led to 

overcrowded classrooms and acute teacher shortages. 

Increased, predictable aid flows would enable countries to introduce new kinds of measures that require 

a sustained commitment of resources, e.g. conditional cash transfers, providing per capita grants to 

schools in return for abolition of school fees (World Bank in collaboration with UNICEF 2009), providing 

extra resources to schools serving disadvantaged students through school-based compensatory 

programs (Vegas and Petrow 2008). Burns (2003Ϳ also Ŷotes, ͞΀…΁ the stability and predictability of 

external assistance is crucial if countries are to take on recurrent expenditures that are not easily 

Đoŵpƌessed if eǆteƌŶal suppoƌt fluĐtuates͟ (pg. 17).   

Predictable, long-term support is also necessary for capacity building. Necessary quality reforms – e.g. 

institutional and organizational changes – may not entail high direct costs, but they do require 

substantial capacity development. Developing such capacity is a lengthy process even in the best of 

circumstances.  Sustained international support is necessary. 

 

4.3 Replenishment for more Effectiveness  

A system of replenishment is instrumental to increase EFA FTI assistance to low-income countries. 

Regular replenishment would provide EFA FTI with a process and venue for dialogue with potential new 

donors. At present, aid to basic education is provided by only a small group of donors. Just three donors 

– the Netherlands, the UK and IDA – accounted for half of all aid commitments and 85 percent of the 

increase in disbursements in 2006. The narrowness of the donor base is a source of under financing 

which in turn causes potential instability and unpredictability of aid (UNESCO 2009, pg. 240). A 

replenishment process would likely increase the scope of partnership and the amount of contributions 

by adding new donors.  

With increased financing, EFA FTI could cover more of the (widening) financial gaps in low income 

countries, and could add worthy countries not presently assisted. Sufficient funding is also necessary to 

leverage policy changes and enable EFA FTI to increase its focus on learning outcomes. It is important to 

focus sustained attention on the policy dialogue – difficult to do in time-bound, short-term investment 

projects. AĐĐoƌdiŶg to the UNDP ;ϮϬϬϱͿ, ͞financing that is tied to agreed upon benchmarks can provide 

donors with the opportunity to engage with national governments in defining the concrete outcomes 

that constitute progress͟ ;pg. 11). 
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Regular replenishment could enable EFA FTI to introduce new forms of assistance geared to improving 

cognitive learning outcomes, e.g. progressive funding mechanisms for schools, conditional grant 

transfers and the development of local capacities in learning assessments. 

Replenishment mechanism would allow EFA FTI to improve its internal management and decision-

making. Certain of the available resource envelope (compared with the current ad hoc, first come-first 

served, mode of operation), FTI could plan the allocation of its resources more rationally. Regular 

replenishment would provide sustained support for aid effectiveness and donor alignment – themselves 

long term processes. 

The UNDP ;ϮϬϬϱͿ states, ͞donors need to commit to sustain their financial support beyond the next few 

years – for a decade or more, and to add to that support ΀…΁ if the educational community is serious 

about reaching the educational goals, massive funding – on the order of spending on HIV/AIDS – needs 

to be committed; the paltry sums currently committed to basic education will not help most countries 

ŵeet the goals͟ (pg. 12). 
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5 Conclusion 

 

The educational case for a financial replenishment mechanism is simple, yet compelling. A 

replenishment mechanism is needed to help FTI partner countries to raise standards of cognitive 

learning for full age cohorts. Achieving essential cognitive learning for all is the critical educational factor 

in economic growth and poverty alleviation, not merely additional years of schooling. Low-income 

countries fall far short of achieving basic learning for all. The damage to children of not achieving 

minimum cognitive learning is virtually irreversible except with major effort and cost. Increased 

international support is needed to help low-income countries make the enabling investments and 

undertake the necessary reforms for raising learning standards, especially for low income households. 

Given the time required, international support needs to be sustained to, and beyond, the current target 

of 2015. A financial replenishment mechanism would enable EFA FTI to increase its effectiveness and 

would provide an incentive for low-income countries to undertake vital access and quality reforms. 

Governments should commit to sustained, long-term and increased financing for basic education 

through a replenishment mechanism for EFA FTI. 

 

Implications for EFA FTI: Recommendations 

The replenishment process should be accompanied by a shift from a focus on access to a focus on 

learning outcomes.   

 Focus in each country on a main indicator of the top goal: the proportion of the age cohort attaining 

at least minimum levels of learning achievement. This single indicator encompasses access, 

completion and acquisition of cognitive skills. Countries and international partners should monitor 

progress toward the true policy goal by combining quantitative (enrollment and completion rates) 

with qualitative data (student achievement tests) to indicate the proportion of cohorts achieving 

satisfactory cognitive outcomes. Agree on basic learning standards (e.g. reading, numeracy) for all 

FTI partner countries and a realistic set of competencies (Filmer, op. cit. pg. 40). 

 Support systematic assessments of learning achievements through such programs as EGRA.  

 Within cohorts, collect and track data on learning achievement by targeted sub-groups (gender, low-

income, disadvantaged).  

Given the lack of information about country-specific factors, EFA FTI should move its support (through 

EPDF) towards evidence-based approaches for improving learning outcomes for priority target groups. 

 This requires more analysis of student learning and what affects it locally (World Bank 2006, pg. 

xvii). Adequate evidence is often lacking to inform efforts about raising learning outcomes. This in 

turn is because few countries have adopted systematic evidence-based approaches to improve 

leaƌŶiŶg. EFA FTI͛s assistaŶĐe Ŷeeds to foĐus oŶ the faĐtoƌs ŵost likelǇ to affeĐt leaƌŶiŶg outĐomes in 

given country contexts. EPDF assistance should be oriented to support better country-specific 

evidence as a basis for investments. 

 EFA FTI should help ensure that projections of costs and financing gaps for EFA goals include 

achieving basic learning outcomes – not just universal enrollment and completion (World Bank 

2006, pg. xviii). 
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EFA FTI should support proven strategies for raising learning achievements, specifically: 

 Leverage needed policy changes through recurrent financing and EPDF capacity development that 

are not costly financially, but require political will and organizational capacity – e.g. ensuring teacher 

attendance, increasing time on task in classroom instruction, revising language of instruction policies 

in the early years.  

 Ensure that quality improvement strategies address more explicitly incentive and accountability 

structures at the system, school and classroom levels, including performance incentives for student 

learning outcomes (World Bank 2006, pg. xvii). 

 Concentrate on improving reading fluency in early grades, which is highly correlated with reading 

comprehension and subsequent success in learning achievements. (RTI, EGRA). A corollary 

requirement is ensuring that appropriate reading materials (textbooks and reading books) are 

regularly available and used at the classroom level. 

 Ensure that consistent, predictable funding is channeled directly to the school level to empower 

school level teams and enhanced planning for school improvement. Centrally-controlled channeling 

of education finance is unlikely to leverage needed changes in school level behavior.   

 Include in EFA FTI programs support for wider EFA goals and levels where they impact directly on 

greater learning achievement. Specifically, given the strong increase in learning for the poor, it 

makes economic sense for EFA FTI programs to include early childhood development. Moreover, 

lower secondary education provides an incentive to complete primary education and reinforces 

learning gains.   
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7 Annexes 

 

Annex 1: Interventions to Improve Attendance and Completion 

 

 Lower the unit costs of primary schooling to achieve faster universal coverage, e.g. introducing 

contract teachers, use of low-cost school construction – resisting pressure to reduce class size much 

below 40 until universal coverage is achieved, providing free primary education, shortening the pre-

service training cycle, recovering a larger share of costs at other levels.  

 Focus on teaching and learning – recruiting teachers based on content mastery; training teachers 

foƌ ͚student-ĐeŶteƌed͛ or active learning instruction, not frontal teaching; measuring student 

learning outcomes (and giving teachers the same tests); designing good quality curricula; books and 

materials and producing them cost-effectively; implementing inexpensive but effective models of in-

service teacher training (master teachers, pedagogical advisers, rural teacher self-help networks) 

and creating performance incentives linked to school and student performance. 

 Make good use of the private sector – allow high quality for-profit firms to serve the top 10 percent 

of income distribution with private finance; contracting out with private providers;  

 Watch out for equity – ensure that the benefits of system expansion are being shared by the poor 

by setting clear rules for the distribution of resources across different regions and schools; by 

monitoring outputs and outcomes across regions and schools to identify where performance needs 

strengthening; target the lowest-performing regions and schools; providing accelerated programs 

and targeted subsidies; introducing cost-effective ECD (UNDP 2005a). 

 

Interventions to get out-of-school children into school: 

 Encourage children to attend school – by eliminating school fees, instituting conditional cash 

transfers, using school feeding programs as an incentive, and implementing school health programs 

to reduce absenteeism; and for girls: increase security and privacy for girls and reduce gender 

stereotyping in the curriculum. 

 Support mothers – maternal eduĐatioŶ is a keǇ deteƌŵiŶaŶt of ĐhildƌeŶ͛s attaiŶŵeŶt. LiteƌaĐǇ 
programs for uneducated mothers help increase school participation by their children, particularly 

for pockets of undereducated women, such as ethnic minorities or indigenous communities. 

 Enhance post-primary education – Demand for primary education may be determined in part by the 

availability of secondary education slots (UNDP 2005a). 
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Annex 2: Primary School Progression 

 

Country % of cohort 

ever to attend 

school  

% of cohort 

to reach Gr. 

4/5 

% of cohort able 

to read 

by end of primary 

(a)-(b) (b)-(c) 

 (a) (b) (c)   

Mali 43 35 12 8 23 

Burkina Faso 34 29 14 5 15 

Madagascar 80 27 15 53 12 

Niger 52 40 16 12 24 

Peru 98 84 17 14 67 

Ghana 79 57 18 22 39 

Egypt 95 94 22 1 72 

Senegal 61 50 23 11 27 

Ethiopia 37 25 23 12 2 

Brazil 93 75 33 18 42 

Zimbabwe 97 64 36 33 28 

Honduras 94 67 38 27 29 

Benin 71 48 40 23 8 

Zambia 79 66 41 13 25 

Cambodia 83 55 42 28 13 

Colombia 94 68 43 26 25 

Malawi 89 45 43 44 2 

Rwanda 87 47 46 40 1 

Uganda 93 57 47 36 10 

Bolivia 99 85 51 14 34 

Mexico 98 91 52 7 39 

Nicaragua 81 61 61 20 0 

Nepal 98 67 63 31 4 

Dominican Republic 99 78 72 21 6 

Kenya 87 77 73 10 4 

Indonesia 99 91 87 8 4 

 
Source:  Derived from educational pyramids in Wills, et. al., Educating the World’s ChildreŶ, Figure 11. 

Column (a)=  % of cohort ever to attend school 

Column (b) = % of cohort to reach Grade 4 or 5 

Column (c) = % of cohort able to read by end of primary 

Note: Separate data for males and females were averaged. selected countries, most recent year for which data available. 
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Annex 3: A Strategic Framework to Raise Learning Achievements 
 

A possible framework for raising learning achievement is presented below based on three main 

elements: (a) ensuring enabling inputs, (b) focusing on learning outcomes and (c) reforming 

institutions17 (Figure 1.1, UNESCO 2005).   

 

A. Ensure Enabling Inputs 

Schools without threshold levels of teachers, learning materials and infrastructure will not be able to do 

aŶ effeĐtiǀe joď. These iŶputs aƌe ͞eŶaďliŶg͟ iŶ that theǇ uŶdeƌpiŶ aŶd suppoƌt teaĐhiŶg and learning  

(UNESCO 2004).  

1.  Learning materials.  ͞Teǆtďooks aƌe oŶe of the feǁ iŶputs that haǀe ĐoŶsisteŶtlǇ ďeeŶ shoǁŶ to haǀe 
a strong impact on student leaƌŶiŶg͟ ;Vegas aŶd Petƌoǁ ϮϬϬϴ). The availability of textbooks is especially 

beneficial for disadvantaged students and can counteract socio-economic disadvantage (UNESCO 2007). 

For example, in Guinea- access to books was shown to significantly improve learning (UNESCO 2008). 

The most cost-effective educational input for 2nd grade students in Northeast Brazil was found to be 

textbooks and writing materials (Harbison and Hanushek 1992). However, availability of this critical 

input is sorely lacking in many developing countries. About 15-20 percent of grade four students do not 

have a textbook or have to share one.  A SACMEQ survey found that over half the grade six pupils in 

Kenya, Malawi, Mozambique, Uganda Tanzania and Zambia learned in classrooms that did not have a 

single book. In Liberia the pupil/textbook ratio was estimated at 27:1. As a result, students depend most 

of their class time copying textbook content from blackboards to notebooks which they are expected to 

memorize (UNESCO 2007). A study in Zambia indicated that less than 10 percent of books procured 

actually reached classrooms (UNESCO 2004).  

2. Infrastructure (classrooms that are not crowded and in good condition, with clean water and sanitary 

facilities). In many developing countries the inadequacy of school physical facilities adversely affects 

studeŶt aĐhieǀeŵeŶt. The ͞paƌlous state͟ of the eduĐatioŶ iŶfƌastƌuĐtuƌe ;UNE“CO ϮϬϬϰ, ϮϬϬϳͿ is still of 
concern. In low income countries the poor quality of education facilities is a chronic problem.  In 

conflict-ridden countries damage to the education infrastructure may be acute. (UNESCO 2007: 74).  

Learning assessments in Madagascar and Niger found that having electricity in the school significantly 

improved outcomes (UNESCO 2008). Poor school infrastructure is also widespread in Latin America. 

(UNESCO 2005). It is a common reality to have overcrowded classrooms where students cannot sit or sit 

comfortably in Africa, including Chad, Guinea, Malawi and Zanzibar (UNESCO 2007). Investment in 

school infrastructure can lead to improved learning achievement by reducing classroom overcrowding 

and expansion of instructional time by reducing the number of multiple-shift schools (Abadzi 2006).  

Schools need an adequate level of equipment to function properly; good working conditions are 

necessary to attract good teachers (Vegas and Petrow 2008). Achieving UPE will require unprecedented 

development and refurbishment of classrooms and schools in many countries (UNESCO 2004). 

3. Teachers. TeaĐheƌs aƌe the Đoƌe of aŶǇ sǇsteŵ of sĐhooliŶg ;PƌitĐhett ϮϬϬϰͿ. ͞Ultimately delivery of 

good quality education is contingent on what happens in the classroom and teachers are in the front line 

of service͟ (UNESCO 2008). Competent teachers are the number one input to increased student on 

student learning. The characteristics of effective teachers are not clear, but years of experience and 

content mastery shown in teacher test scores seem to make a difference (Vegas and Petrow 2008).  

What is needed is better recruitment and initial training, followed by on-going professional support.  

                                                           
17

 This framework is modified and adapted from that presented in UNESCO 2004, Chapter 4. 
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Sufficient earnings and conditions of service are also essential. Above all, teachers must be well 

motivated.  Investing in teachers, by providing both increased and improved incentives, as well as 

continuous support and training, can help improve student learning (UNESCO 2005; UNESCO 2007; and 

Vegas and Petrow 2008). For example, an NGO in India used financial incentives to reduce teacher 

absenteeism which improved student test scores (Vegas and Petrow 2008).  

 

B. Focus on Teaching and Learning Outcomes18 

1. Appropriate aims and content. The design and implementation of curriculum and standards can have 

iŵpoƌtaŶt ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes foƌ ǁhat aŶd hoǁ studeŶts leaƌŶ ΀…΁. IŶ paƌtiĐulaƌ leaƌŶiŶg to ƌead aŶd ǁƌite is 
critical for the mastery of other subjects and is one of the best predictors of longer term learning 

achievement. It must be the priority focus in basic education, particularly for learners from 

disadvantaged backgrounds (UNESCO 2004). In Zambia low educational achievement (only one third of 

students achieve minimum requirements for mathematics and language at grade five) is attributed in 

paƌt to aŶ ͞oǀeƌĐƌoǁded aŶd ĐoŵpaƌtŵeŶtalized ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ͟ (FTI, Catalytic Fund: Zambia).  

2. Language of instruction matters. There is now a strong body of evidence that bilingual schooling 

provides significant benefits in learning outcomes. In the most successful models, the mother tongue is 

used in the initial years of schooling. Initial literacy is more easily acquired in the mother tongue (Benson 

2004 in UNESCO 2004). 

3. Structured learning. Dynamic teaching processes are important as embodied in effective teaching 

styles. Effective teaching can be taught, e.g. structured teaching that is a combination of direct 

instruction, guided practice and independent learning (UNESCO 2004). Moreover, once schools have an 

acceptable level of textbooks, it is teacher practice that makes the difference (UNESCO 2004). 

4. Sufficient instructional time and using it well. Learning gaps in many countries are linked to 

inadequate and unequal provision of instructional time. Studies show that wastage of instructional time 

is a serious impediment to student learning (Vegas and Petrow 2008). Instructional time is a sum of the 

number of school days, length of the day and time spent during class in actual instruction (i.e. time on 

task.) Almost all countries set official rules on the number of days time children should be in school, but 

the actual time varies enormously within and among countries. International agencies recommend 850-

1000 hours per year, or about 200 days a year on a five-day school week. However, an in-depth study of 

government primary schools and registered non-government schools found  that the bottom ten 

percent of government schools provided fewer than 500 lesson hours per year in classes 3,4,5 whereas 

the top 10 percent provided more than 860 (UNESCO 2008). The main factors responsible were 

weather, conflict, natural disaster, strikes, holidays, agricultural seasons, but also lack of facilities, 

teacher absenteeism, teacher turnover and late teacher postings. Simply making the school day longer 

does not necessarily lead to better performance. More important, ultimately, is how effectively time is 

spent (UNESCO 2004).  Increasing time spent in the classroom on task is an important part of improving 

learning. In an efficient classroom as much as 90 percent of class time is spent on learning. In lower-

income countries this figure is about 25 percent (Abadzi 2006 in Vegas and Petrow 2008 and UNESCO 

2007). 

6. Assessment and national examinations. ͞‘egulaƌ, ƌeliaďle aŶd tiŵelǇ assessŵeŶt is keǇ to iŵpƌoǀiŶg 
learning achievement.  It is the bedrock of an effective teaching and learning environment͟ (UNESCO 

2004).  The purpose of assessment is to allow those working in the education system to diagnose, 

monitor and assure the quality of the education they provide. By giving feedback to learners, formative 
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 UNESCO (2005) pg. 185. 
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assessment can help improve their learning and performance.  Sri Lanka, South Africa and Ghana have 

introduced continuous learner assessment to supplement the national examinations. (Ibid.)  The TIMSS 

ƌeǀieǁ fouŶd a high ĐoƌƌelatioŶ ďetǁeeŶ the pƌaĐtiĐe of sĐƌutiŶiziŶg studeŶts͛ eduĐatioŶal peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe 
;thƌough use of eǆit eǆaŵiŶatioŶsͿ aŶd studeŶt aĐhieǀeŵeŶt. ;WoessŵaŶŶ ϮϬϬϬ:ϲͿ  ͞Accountability 

systems based upon tests of student cognitive achievement can change the incentives for students. By 

focusing on the true policy goal – instead of imperfect proxies based on inputs to schools – performance 

can be improved͞ (Hanushek and Woessmann (2007) pg. 2). ͞“tudeŶts iŶ ĐouŶtƌies ǁith eǆteƌŶal eǆit 
exam systems tend systematically to outperform students in ĐouŶtƌies ǁithout suĐh sǇsteŵs͟ ;HaŶushek 
and Woessmann (2007, pg. 18). 

 

C. Reform Institutions to Make Schools Work Better 

Numerous sources point to the key role of educational institutions in learning achievement.  

 ͞The deďate is Ŷot pƌiŶĐipallǇ aďout ǁhat poliĐǇ aĐtioŶs ďǇ pƌoduĐeƌs of eduĐatioŶ Đould lead to 
improvements – nearly everyone agrees that better teaching practices and better instructional 

ŵateƌial iŶputs Đould lead to ďetteƌ outĐoŵes. ΀…΁ The keǇ ƋuestioŶ is ǁhetheƌ iŶ aŶǇ giǀeŶ 
country the current institutional conditions lead to a public sector that is motivated to and 

Đapaďle of iŵpleŵeŶtiŶg the ƌeƋuiƌed aĐtioŶs ΀…΁. IŶ Ŷearly all developing countries the path 

will lead to systeŵiĐ ƌefoƌŵ͟ ;PƌittĐhett ϮϬϬϰ).  

 ͞The ǁaǇ aŶ eduĐatioŶal sǇsteŵ is oƌgaŶized ĐaŶ haǀe a sigŶifiĐaŶt ďeaƌiŶg oŶ leaƌŶiŶg 
outcomes. Organizational factors may explain up to 25 percent of variations in test scores across 

countries (Fuchs and Woessmann, forthcoming, OECD 2007a in UNESCO 2008, pg. 114).   

 ͞“ustaiŶed iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts iŶ eduĐatioŶ aƌe iŵpossiďle to aĐhieǀe ǁithout iŵpƌoǀiŶg the ǁaǇ keǇ 
institutions in the seĐtoƌ fuŶĐtioŶ...͟ ;UNDP ϮϬϬϱa, pg. ϳ).  

 ͞The ďiŶdiŶg ĐoŶstƌaiŶt seeŵs to ďe iŶstitutioŶal ƌefoƌŵ – not resource expansions within the 

ĐuƌƌeŶt iŶstitutioŶal sǇsteŵs … It appeaƌs eǆtƌaoƌdiŶaƌilǇ iŵpoƌtaŶt to get the iŶĐeŶtiǀes aŶd 

iŶstitutioŶal stƌuĐtuƌe ƌight͟ ;HaŶusheĐk aŶd WoessŵaŶŶ ϮϬϬϳ, pgs. 13, 21). 

  ͞The ƌoad to iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt ǁill iŶǀolǀe ŵajoƌ stƌuĐtuƌal ĐhaŶges aŶd ǁill Ŷot folloǁ fƌoŵ siŵple 
additions to resources͟ (Hanushek and Woessmann 2007, pg. 19).  

 ͞The attaiŶŵeŶt of uŶiǀeƌsal pƌiŵaƌǇ ĐoŵpletioŶ depeŶds eǀeŶ ŵoƌe ĐƌuĐiallǇ oŶ eduĐation 

system reform than on incremental fiŶaŶĐiŶg͟ ;BƌuŶs, et. al. 2003, pg. 9). 

 

1. Incentive structure. Institutional and structural changes aim at changing incentives19 within the 

eduĐatioŶ sǇsteŵ.  ͞The oŶlǇ eduĐatioŶ poliĐǇ that pƌoŵises positiǀe effeĐts is to create an institutional 

system where all the people involved have an incentive to improve student peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͟  ;WoessŵaŶŶ 
2000, pg. 6). ͞The keǇ pƌoďleŵ is that ǁithiŶ the ĐuƌƌeŶt iŶstitutioŶal ĐoŶditioŶs foƌ goǀeƌŶŵeŶt 
production of schooling, there are too few incentives to create performance oriented management – in 

either the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt oƌ ŵaƌket seĐtoƌs. ΀…΁ The key constraint is that the system does not produce 

incentives foƌ pƌoduĐeƌs to ďe effeĐtiǀe͟ ;PƌitĐhett ϮϬϬϰ, pg. ϲϯ). ͞The laƌgest pƌoblem in current school 

                                                           
19

  An alternative  ͞ŵaiŶtaiŶs that Ŷeitheƌ ƌesouƌĐe leǀels Ŷoƌ iŶĐeŶtiǀe stƌuĐtuƌes ĐaŶ pƌopeƌlǇ aĐĐouŶt foƌ diffeƌeŶĐes iŶ 
sĐhooliŶg outĐoŵes, giǀes ǁeight to politiĐal aŶd soĐiologiĐal faĐtoƌs͟  ;UNE“CO ϮϬϬϰ, pg. ϳϱͿ. 
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policy is the lack of incentives
20 foƌ iŵpƌoǀed studeŶt peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͟ (Hanushek and Woessmann 2007, 

pg. 20).  

2. Autonomy. One way to create incentives is through greater parental involvement and school 

autonomy. ͞IŶĐƌeased loĐal deĐision making or local autonomy, coupled with accountability, can 

facilitate (aligŶiŶg ƌeǁaƌds ǁith outĐoŵesͿ͟ ;HaŶushek aŶd WoessŵaŶŶ ϮϬϬϳ, pg. Ϯ). ͞IŶ soŵe leaƌŶiŶg 
assessments, learning outcomes are related to the extent to which schools in a system have autonomy 

over teacher appointments, budget formulation and allocation and/or instructional content., plus public 

posting of studeŶt peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe͟ ;UNE“CO ϮϬϬϴ, pg. ϭϭϰ). ͞Cƌoss ĐouŶtƌǇ eǀideŶĐe shoǁs that gƌeateƌ 
school autonomy over personnel management and process decisions (hiring of teachers, textbook 

choice, budget allocations within schools) appears to be correlated with better student performance͟ 
(Fuchs and Woessmann 2004 in Vegas and Petrow 2008, pg. 150). The positive effects of parental and 

community participation in education have been well documented, e.g. El “alǀadoƌ͛s EDUCO, HoŶduƌas͛ 
PROHECO. Three studies from Central America show some evidence of the positive impact on student 

learning of school-based management (Vegas and Petrow 2008). Greater school autonomy, i.e. greater 

parental and community control, led to higher teacher attendance (Brazil, Chile, El Salvador, Nicaragua, 

Honduras, Mexico, Nigeria, some Indian states). Oversight and authority by parent-teacher associations 

or parent councils bolstered reduced dropout and repetition rates and bolstered student test scores in 

Argentina, Brazil, Nicaragua, Honduras, India and Indonesia. In an analysis of 10 Latin American 

countries, parental participation had the strongest impact on student achievement (UNDP 2005a).21 

Decentralization can also register disappointing results, as in Nicaragua where power was concentrated 

in the hands of the school principal, not parental representatives (Vegas and Petrow 2008). Simply 

decentralizing can result in perverse effects. In Kenya decentralization led to the creation of uneconomic 

school sizes. Decentralization can lead to increased inequality within countries, e.g. Argentina and Brazil 

(Vegas and Petrow 2008). In Zambia, decentralization shifted spending from the province to the 

districts, negatively affecting the equity of fund allocation and crowding out parental and community 

contributions (UNDP 2005a, pg. 71). In short, promises often differ from reality (UNESCO 2007).  

Decentralization must be accompanied by commensurate funding and accountability for results.  

3. Accountability. Many countries have been moving toward increased accountability of schools for 

student performance. The evidence is relatively new and limited to developed countries, but suggests 

that strong accountability systems lead to better student performance (Hanushek and Woessmann 

2007). Curriculum-based external exit examinations are another means of accountability. ͞Little 
evidence is available at present about accountability systems in developing countries – reflecting weak 

general accountability in these countries and a general lack of systematic measurement and reporting of 

studeŶt aĐhieǀeŵeŶt͟ (Ibid.). One of the central theses of the World Development Report 2004 is that 

the currently observed poor educational outcomes are largely the result of failures of the relationships 

of aĐĐouŶtaďilitǇ. The ͞shoƌt ƌoute͟ to aĐĐouŶtaďilitǇ is to eǀaluate studeŶt peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe aŶd pƌoǀide 
the results to schools and teachers to improve classroom instruction, to policy makers and to parents 

and to communities (World Bank World Development Report 2004 in Vegas and Petrow 2008 and 

Hanushek and Woessmann 2007Ϳ. The state of PaƌaŶa iŶ Bƌazil has iŶtƌoduĐed a ͞ƌepoƌt Đaƌd͟ foƌ eaĐh 
school to increase accountability of schools and government to the community (UNDP 2005a).  

                                                           
20

 Perverse side effects of incentives policies – merit pay, decentralization (incentives to build too many small schools […]. 

Designing reforms to increase teacher and school accountability to parents appears to be a difficult task (UNESCO 2004).  

Limited evidence on merit pay, decentralization and privatization show that they can have perverse side effects ΀…΁ (UNESCO 

2004). 
21

 See Hanushek and Woessmann 2007, for more examples of the positive effects of decentralization, school autonomy and 

community involvement. 
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4. Leadership. Studies on effective schools have stressed the importance of strong educational 

leadership in improving learning outcomes. Such leadership is seen in terms of transformation rather 

than control or maintenance. The trend towards greater school autonomy and school-based 

management makes competent school management all the more important. However, in most 

developing countries school principals and head teachers work in relative isolation in poorly supported 

schools with tight resource constraints. School-based leadership is unlikely to be achieved through 

training alone. Strong networks of professional associations, mentoring and quality assurance processes 

are necessary. Such broad-based approaches have been initiated in South Africa, South Korea and 

Malaysia.  In Senegal, which lacks national support systems, school directors have set up networks on 

their own initiative to share experiences and advice (UNESCO 2004). 

5.  Experimentation and evaluation. As stated, too little is known about the impact of educational 

optioŶs uŶdeƌ diffeƌeŶt ĐiƌĐuŵstaŶĐes. As UNE“CO ǁƌote, ͞Deďates oŶ adeƋuate teaching practices are 

not settled͟ ;UNE“CO ϮϬϬϰͿ. Too little is kŶoǁŶ ďeĐause theƌe haǀe been too few rigorous evaluations 

of education options. The current level is so low that the marginal returns to additional research are 

high (Pritchett 2004, pg. 3). Moreover, the application of research findings across countries is hazardous.  

Contextual differences limit the transferability of policy lessons from one country to another even 

among relatively comparable countries (OECD 2004a in UNESCO 2004). For example, the highly 

successful educational programs of BRAC in Bangladesh for low-income children are not likely to be 

easily transplanted (UNDP 2005a). ͞What the paƌtiĐulaƌ iŶteƌǀeŶtioŶs ;should ďeͿ ǁill ǀaƌǇ aĐƌoss 
ĐouŶtƌies, ƌegioŶs, sĐhools, etĐ. “iŶĐe the ͚leaƌŶiŶg aĐhieǀeŵeŶt͛ fuŶĐtioŶ is so Đoŵpleǆ aŶd depeŶds oŶ 
the presence of a variety of inputs, the impaĐts ǁill ǀaƌǇ͟ ;PƌitĐhett ϮϬϬϰ, pg. 45). Not enough is known, 

and solutions are not highly amenable to global policy prescriptions. Therefore, in country 

experimentation and evaluation of alternative approaches are essential (UNDP 2005a and UNESCO 

2004Ϳ. ͞UŶĐeƌtaiŶtǇ aďout the ďest desigŶ of iŶĐeŶtiǀe pƌogƌaŵs foƌ sĐhools is ŵost aĐute iŶ deǀelopiŶg 
countries, largely due to lack of relevant experience. For this reason, it is especially important to 

implement a program of experimentation and evaluation – a key missing aspect of policymaking in most 

developing countries.  Education policy must be viewed as evolutionary where ongoing evaluation 

permits discarding policies that are ineffective while expandiŶg those that aƌe pƌoduĐtiǀe͟;Hanushek 

and Woessmann 2007, pg. 21). 

 

 

 


