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Presentation structure

This book (2022) is about the crisis in student learning in 

spite of all that the donors have done for decades

Provides an update on the learning crisis 

Examines the global compacts that fuelled 

investments in education

Discusses donor interventions and the research that 

was unable to avert the crisis 

Constructive suggestions to redirect the evidence 

base and interventions to advance learning in 

schools



The learning crisis In developing countries

Crisis continues as documented in 2 recent reports:

❖ Global Education Monitoring Report 2023

o Of the 31 countries with data, only Vietnam has most kids 

reaching minimum proficiency in math and reading. 

o In18 countries, less than 10% students reach minimum 

proficiency in math and/or reading.

❖ World Bank report on East Asia (2023)

o 2/3rds of the 10 year old students in 8 countries could not 

read and understand an age-appropriate text. 

o In contrast, only 3-4 % in Korea, Japan and Singapore could 

not…..



The learning crisis - COVID years  

Though schools were closed for extended periods during COVID, 

learning may not have become much worse

Example: Pratham assessed 38000 students across India in 2022 
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Global conferences and compacts

 First EFA - Jomtien, Thailand, in March 1990. 

The World Declares “Education for All” with learning 
as centre stage (UNESCO 1993, p. 36)

Sending a child to school is of little benefit if the 
child does not learning something there. 
Unfortunately, this is not the case in too many 
classrooms, especially in the developing world.

Whether or not expanded educational 
opportunities will translate into meaningful 
development ….depends ultimately on whether 
people learn as a result of those opportunities.



Global conferences and compacts

 Second EFA – Dakar Senegal in April 2000

 Third EFA – Incheon, Korea in May 2015

o The focus turns to quality education (and enrollment)

o The mindset among bilateral and multilateral 

agencies is to support discreet interventions in 

developing countries 

o Reform of national institutions that manage the system 

are not considered until recently



Donor intervention:  Infrastructure

Students need shelter from the rain, heat, cold 
etc. Donors finance school buildings, 
classrooms, toilets, and furniture.

• Much done but details missing.

• Unclear whether these buildings were built in 
the right place

• Student distribution across classrooms and use 
of classroom space are unclear

• No information on maintenance and repair



Donor intervention: Instructional materials

Donors provided teacher guides, textbooks,
reading books, teaching kits etc. 

• Millions of books provided over the years

• Unclear if books expanded the number of 
textbooks available, or substituted or 
were in parallel. 

• Did not recognize patterns of use in 
classrooms.

• Books represented perverse incentives 
and an opportunity to generate 
revenue…. 



Donor intervention:  Teacher training

Short Teacher training courses with ongoing 

professional development. 

• Millions of teachers trained over the years

• Unclear whether the existing situation was 
considered
o Teachers’ background
o Training confined to pedagogy
o Class sizes and lack of materials made 

implementation difficult

• Training as nested in surrounding institutions is 
overlooked

• Content and impact of the training never 
really examined vis-à-vis learning



Donor intervention: Community mobilization

Established, trained and empowered 

parents and communities.

• Training was not differentiated

• Unclear what skills were 

developed

• Did not understand patterns of 

participation 

• Failed to establish clear pathways 

for communication



Research and evidence generation

Did research help to address learning?

Did the research address areas and processes 

that were relevant to donor work on quality 

education?

 If relevant, was the information and analysis 

sufficient for project design, adaptation and 

mid-course correction for learning?



Evidence generation: Large-scale surveys

Student enrolment data

Personnel data

❖Teacher databases for salary payments

❖Teacher absence

❖Teacher deployment

Teacher subject content knowledge

Missing teaching and learning data

❖Teacher performance 

❖Materials available

❖Curriculum coverage, school year



Evidence generation: Randomized Control Trials

Most number of RCTs done in India and Kenya 

Compares treatment and non-treatment contexts

 Identified differences in impact between the 

treatment and non-treatment group

Captures impact of a single variable or a few 

variables



Evidence generation: Randomized Control Trials review

 Assumptions about the difference between 

the two groups and limited generalizability

Findings are not profound and can be 

captured with descriptive statistics and the 

analysis of student learning

Examined dimensions outside of or irrelevant to 

project interventions 

Findings have limited potential to assist in 

project adaptation



Evidence generation: Political Economy 

Examines the connection between politics and the 

sector. Analysis of 

❖the political context 

❖mapping formal and informal political 

institutions

❖roles and authority of key players 

❖the role of incentives

Closely tied with power dynamics, contracts and 

networks



Evidence generation: Political Economy review 

All transactions involve some level of political 

economy analysis undertaken consistently

Tendency to objectify the situation and therefore not 

conducive to collaboration and joint problem solving

Politics is part of all groups and the tendency is to 

assume it does not exist among donors

Does not deal with the substantive areas in education 

such as training, curriculum implementation and so on



Coming to terms with the ecology of 

learning systems

▪Encompassing

▪Interconnected

▪Deliberate

▪Opaque



Understanding learning – Micro level

• Classrooms 
without 
leaks

• Classrooms 
with a 
working 
blackboard

• Furniture

• Toilets

Buildings

• Teacher 
guides

• Textbooks

• Instructional 
materials

• Writing 
instruments

• Paper

• Chalk  

Materials

• Parents

• Students

• Teachers

• Principals

• Tutors

Personnel
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Understanding learning – Meso level

SCHOOL AND 
CLASSROOM

-Buildings

-Personnel

-Materials

Personnel 
management

Curriculum 
development 
and roll-out

Examination 
and 

Assessments

Infrastructure 
provision and 
maintenance

Monitoring 
information 

systems



Addressing the learning crisis 

Generate data at the micro level

Generate data at the meso level

Design reform that addresses both levels

Monitor ownership and participation at the 

meso level

Monitor results at the micro level.



Three dimensions to facilitate the analysis 

of the micro and meso levels 

❖ Composite history

❖Tangled milieus

❖Embedded mindsets



Composite Histories

Distant history - Colonialism

Impact at the classroom level unclear

Meso level structures established

Proximate and weighty history

Meso level development since independence

Policies, procedures, formal/informal rules and 

expectations, ownership, proactivity, oversight, etc

Backgrounds of personnel – teachers, principals 



Tangled Milieus

 Distant milieus (to teaching and learning)

Economics

Politics

Geographical location

Proximate and weighty milieus

Hierarchy, cultural and social expectations



Embedded Mindsets

Thinking automatically – Decision-making that  is 

immediate (effortless and intuitive or considered and 

thoughtful)

Thinking socially – Thinking that is shared, understood 

and taken-for-granted within a community 

Thinking with mental or cultural models – Internal 

constructs and representations of reality that frame 

one’s approach and behaviour



Implications of this constructive approach

❖Requires multi-disciplinary research of business-
as-usual

❖Addresses sustainability

❖Addresses localization 

❖Critical and necessary for project design to 

improve learning (interventions and outcomes)

❖Critical and necessary for project adaptation 

and adjustment for learning
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