Education systems
are misaligned
with learning

Education systems are often poorly aligned with learning goals. These
misalignments are driven in part by technical complexities: education systems
simultaneously pursue many (often conflicting) goals, with the many system actors
continually interacting in complex ways. Compounding these technical challenges
is the limited policy implementation capacity of the many government agencies

responsible for learning.

Kenyas government discovered just how difficult it
is to turn successful small-scale interventions into
systemwide improvements in learning In the late
2000s, even though access to primary schooling was
high, many children failed to acquire even basic skills.
The government argued that large classes, with their
overburdened teachers, lay behind these disappoint-
ing results. But a constrained education budget meant
that hiring more civil service teachers to address these
problems was not an option. Instead, in 2009 the gov-
ernment hired 18,000 temporary contract teachers.
The new program shared many of the same features
of an earlier pilot experiment by a nongovernmen-
tal organization that provided government schools
with contract teachers.! The pilot reduced class sizes,
leading to improved learning outcomes for students
taught by the new contract teachers. Moreover, these
gains were achieved at a cost well below the cost of
the alternative of hiring more civil service teachers.
But unlike the pilot intervention, the government
program failed to deliver any improvements in learn-
ing? A combination of union resistance and lack of
Ministry of Education capacity to manage contract
teachers underpinned the program’s lack of impact.
The Kenyan teachers’ union successfully challenged
the program in the courts, arguing that hiring
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teachers on a contract basis violated constitutional
rights to equal pay for equal work. The ruling led to
guarantees from the government to gradually absorb
all contract teachers into the civil service and provide
them with the same employment protections. These
developments significantly changed the employ-
ment prospects of contract teachers. In particular,
they weakened the link between performance and
the chances of contract renewal—the main channel
through which the original trial had improved stu-
dent learning. At the same time, the ministry also
struggled to implement the program. Government-
employed contract teachers were paid on average
three months late, hurting student learning,

This example illustrates a more common finding
that working at scale is not the same as “scaling up.”
Similar difficulties in changing teacher employment
conditions in government schools have occurred
in many other countries, despite evidence from
pilot programs showing their potential to improve
learning.* These examples show that implementing
interventions at scale can also induce responses from
other actors or parts of an education system that can
alter the potential impacts on learning.

In many countries, education systems suffer from
two related weaknesses. First, systems are not well



aligned with the overall goal of learning; other goals
can detract from, and in some cases compete with,
efforts to improve learning outcomes. Second, the
elements of an education system are often incompat-
ible or incoherent. For example, government funding
allocations sometimes fail to provide the resources
schools need to improve learning. Even when school
funding is available, the rules governing its use often
leave little flexibility for schools to use it in ways tai-
lored to the specific needs of students.

Technical and political factors underlie these
system weaknesses. Getting all parts of an education
system to work together is difficult, and the agencies
responsible for designing, implementing, and eval-
uating education policies often lack the capacity to
take on this role. For example, timely information on
student learning outcomes is not available in many
low-income countries, making it harder to design
appropriate interventions and to monitor their
effectiveness. The interests of system actors can also
contribute to misalignments. For example, calls to
devolve control over resources to schools are some-
times resisted because private textbook providers fear
losing out on lucrative centralized contracts.>

Failure to tackle these technical and political
constraints can trap countries in a low-learning, low-
accountability, high-inequality equilibrium. When
different parts of a system fail to work together, edu-
cation outcomes will fall far short of what is possible.
When actors in the system interact to pursue many
goals, the mechanisms that hold them accountable for
learning are weakened. And where powerful groups
can divert resources to align with their own inter-
ests, education systems can exacerbate inequalities.
Together, these factors can pull an education system
out of alignment with the overall goal of learning
(figure 9.1).

Misalignments and
incoherence impede learning

Taking a systems approach can help to identify the
elements that are incoherent with each other or mis-
aligned with learning (box 9.1). Though every educa-
tion system faces its own challenges, incoherence and
misalignments tend to occur across four elements:

* Learning objectives and responsibilities. Clearly
articulated learning goals are often missing. But
even when they exist, the roles and responsibili-
ties of different system actors in achieving them
are unclear, resulting in limited accountability.

Figure 9.1 Technical and political barriers pull
education systems away from the goal of learning
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Source: WDR 2018 team.

* Information and metrics. Accurate, credible infor-
mation on learning is often unavailable. This
can divert attention from learning and hinder
monitoring and evaluation of interventions
aimed at improving outcomes.

Finance. Education funding is sometimes inad-
equate and often allocated in ways inconsistent
with a goal of providing equitable opportunities
for effective learning.

Incentives. The motivation and incentives of
system actors are often only weakly linked to
student learning.

Learning objectives and responsibilities

Though most education systems recognize learning
as a central goal, it often receives less prominence
than other objectives. Looking beyond high-level
policy documents often reveals the objectives that
matter most in the day-to-day affairs of education
agencies. Bangladesh has made progress in linking
education sector objectives explicitly to government
budgets—for example, budget documents link allo-
cations to specific activities aimed at improving
education outcomes. However, the government’s key
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Box 9.1 It’s all about (education) systems

What’s an education system?

An education system is a collection of “institutions, actions
and processes that affect the ‘educational status’ of citizens
in the short and long run.” Education systems are made
up of a large number of actors (teachers, parents, politi-
cians, bureaucrats, civil society organizations) interacting
with each other in different institutions (schools, ministry
departments) for different reasons (developing curricu-
lums, monitoring school performance, managing teachers).
All these interactions are governed by rules, beliefs, and
behavioral norms that affect how actors react and adapt to
changes in the system.®

Why is it useful to take a systems approach?

A systems approach takes into account the interactions
between the parts of an education system. In doing so, it
seeks to understand how they work together to drive sys-
tem outcomes, instead of focusing on specific elements in
isolation. It can help assess whether different actors and
subsystems align with education goals and shed light on
the underlying drivers of system performance. For exam-
ple, limited teacher capacity is often highlighted as a major
cause of poor performance. But trials introducing contract
teachers into schools have shown that they can deliver
the same or better learning outcomes than government

Source: WDR 2018 team.

a. Moore (2015, 1).

b. World Bank (2003).

¢. Bowman and others (2015).

d. Bruns, Filmer, and Patrinos (2011).

e. Newman, King, and Abdul-Hamid (2016).

performance indicators mostly deal with access and
completion; only 1 of the 12 indicators targets learn-
ing. Moreover, that indicator tracks literacy rates
in the population over age 15, which is insensitive
to changes in school performance over the medium
term.S

Even where learning is a clear goal, the way edu-
cation systems are organized sometimes hampers
performance. Because tasks are often fragmented
across education departments and government agen-
cies, it can be hard to identify who is accountable for
outcomes. In Romania, responsibilities for textbook
provision were split among four different agencies,
yet none of them was solely responsible for ensuring

172 | World Development Report 2018

teachers despite lower levels of education, training, and
pay.? This finding suggests that some poor performance is
driven not so much by a teacher’s individual capacity but
by the organizational setting—incentives, accountability
mechanisms, power relations—in which government teach-
ers operate. A systems approach aims to identify these
underlying factors so that policy design can tackle the
deeper causes of poor performance.

A systems approach can also highlight where system
elements are incoherent. For example, curriculum improve-
ments may lead to few improvements in student learning if
other parts of the system (such as assessment or teacher
development) fail to adapt. A systems view can reveal how
changes in one part of the system affect other subsys-
tems and support better alignment and ultimately better
outcomes.®

A systems approach is also better suited to working with
the complexity of education systems. The many objectives
that education systems tend to pursue at the same time,
coupled with the many different actors involved in pursuing
these objectives, make it difficult to predict how different
interventions will affect learning. A systems approach shifts
the focus away from interventions designed to address
specific problems, toward the broader changes required to
improve learning sustainably.

that schools received the right books.” Delivering early
childhood development services typically requires
coordination among several government agencies,
including health and education ministries. Managing
these many agencies is challenging. In the early 1990s,
constant shifts in responsibility for early childhood
development in Ghana resulted in inadequate stew-
ardship of these services.®

Information and metrics

Systems often lack the information needed to sup-
port the design and implementation of reform.
Education management information systems cover
a wide range of indicators on service delivery, but in



many countries they do not routinely include data
on learning. India’s District Information System for
Education (DISE) is designed to provide report cards
for districts, but of the 980 data points reported, none
covers student learning® That omission can make it
difficult for systems to track interventions to improve
learning, for parents to demand better services from
politicians or directly from schools, and for agencies
to design effective policies to improve learning.

Finance

Public spending does not correlate strongly with
learning. The link between spending and learning
differs enormously, even among countries at similar
levels of economic development. In 2015 Peru spent
28 percent less per student than the Dominican
Republic, but it had Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA) mathematics scores that
were more than half a standard deviation higher.”
More generally, cross-country correlations between
public spending and learning levels are weak and
statistically insignificant after controlling for income
per capita. Moreover, for any given level of spending
there is a wide range of outcomes. Even changes in
public education spending over time sometimes
result in unexpected outcomes. For example, Bulgar-
ia's PISA mathematics scores increased between 2009
and 2015, despite reductions in spending per student

Figure 9.2
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(figure 9.2). Public expenditure reviews and other
studies reveal similar patterns across subnational
administrations and even across schools (spotlight 6).

The weak link between spending and learning is a
feature of the different environments in which educa-
tion systems operate. Systems with higher corruption
or lower bureaucratic quality are less likely to use
resources effectively to raise learning.”

These simple correlations also suggest that many
education systems are delivering learning outcomes
well below what is possible given current levels of
funding. In India, excess teacher absenteeism in the
public sector is estimated to cost US$1.5 billion a year.
If teacher accountability systems were more strongly
aligned with learning, teacher attendance would
improve, allowing the system to achieve higher levels
of learning at the same cost.”

Improvements in learning are unlikely when addi-
tional resources are allocated like past funding. The
composition of education spending in many coun-
tries is suboptimal. Funding for teacher salaries often
absorbs more than 80 percent of education budgets in
low-income countries, leaving little room for spend-
ing in other areas. Using additional funding to shift
spending patterns to ensure that teachers have the
complementary inputs needed—such as textbooks
and in-service training—would improve alignment
and significantly aid learning.3

Simple associations between education spending and learning are weak

b. Changes in spending and learning
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Sources: WDR 2018 team, using data from OECD (2016); UIS (2017); World Bank (2017a). Data at http://bit.do/ WDR2018-Fig_9-2.

Note: AUS = Australia; BGR = Bulgaria; BRA = Brazil; COL = Colombia; CZE = Czech Republic; GBR = United Kingdom; HUN = Hungary; IDN = Indonesia;
KOR = Republic of Korea; LTU = Lithuania; PER = Peru; POL = Poland; SVK = Slovak Republic. GNI = gross national income; PISA = Programme for International

Student Assessment; PPP = purchasing power parity U.S. dollars.
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Incentives

Education system actors face many incentives, but
only some of these incentives are aligned with learn-
ing. System actors are motivated by a range of factors
that affect how they carry out their duties.# Profes-
sional rewards—the social status afforded to their
occupation, the ability to develop new competencies,
intrinsic motivation—are all important factors driv-
ing behavior. Financial rewards and accountability
mechanisms, such as feedback from parents or from
managers, can also affect how system actors perform.
Though some of these factors that motivate system
actors are aligned with learning, some are not. For
example, salaries and career progression are often
determined largely by a combination of qualifica-
tions and experience, despite these characteristics
having only a weak relationship with learning.s Even
where countries have invested in mechanisms to

evaluate teacher performance, those mechanisms are
often disconnected from decisions on professional
development. Edo State in Nigeria conducts annual
performance evaluations, but these evaluations do
not affect decisions on teacher promotions, nor do
they lead to sanctions or rewards for teachers based
on their performance.

Coherence matters: Getting all parts of the
system working together

Ensuring that the parts of an education system work
together is as important as ensuring alignment
toward learning. Even if a country has prioritized stu-
dent learning, established reasonable learning met-
rics, and aligned funding with incentives, it still needs
to ensure that system elements are coherent (box 9.2).
If a country adopts a new curriculum that places
greater emphasis on active learning and creative

Box 9.2 Aligning all the ingredients for effective teaching in Shanghai

When 15-year-old students in Shanghai, China, outscored
their peers in every other education system in the 2012
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA),
they sparked global interest in figuring out how Shanghai
did it. One lesson is that coherence among key system
elements, all aligned toward learning, has made Shanghai’s
teacher workforce particularly effective:

1. Learning objectives and responsibilities. Learning stan-
dards lay out clearly the competencies that students are
expected to master in each grade. Teachers are expected
to translate these standards into detailed lesson plans,
so that students can learn the curriculum effectively.

2. Information and metrics. Based on the learning stan-
dards, schools routinely assess student progress. The
results of these assessments are fed directly into the
classroom, where teachers use them to adjust lesson
plans and schedule additional time for areas in which
students are weak. Student assessments are also an
important input to a comprehensive system to monitor,
evaluate, and support teachers.

3. Finance. The salary and benefits package for teachers
in Shanghai is generous compared with those in other
parts of China. In fact, it is comparable with those of
other professional occupations. Moreover, the salary

Source: WDR 2018 team, based on Liang, Kidwai, and Zhang (2016).
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scale allows high-performing and long-serving teachers
to earn significantly more than new teachers. Adequate
financing keeps teaching workloads relatively low,
giving teachers the time to develop and prepare lesson
plans.

4. Incentives. Because of this attractive compensation
package and the high societal respect for teachers,
Shanghai can attract skilled, able candidates to teaching.
Incentives—both monetary and nonmonetary—encou-
rage teachers to maintain high standards and continue
improving their teaching skills. For example, high-
performing teachers are recognized through the title
of “model teacher,” and a (small) share of a teacher’s
overall pay is based on performance. Teachers also
have opportunities to act on these incentives, thanks
to a well-established professional development system
aligned with their needs. For example, school leaders
draw on their close monitoring of teachers to develop
targeted training plans for individual teachers.

No two education systems are alike, and attempting to
exactly replicate Shanghai’s system of teacher manage-
ment in other countries is unlikely to work. Still, the core
principle likely applies anywhere: aligning the various parts
of the system coherently toward learning pays off.



thinking, the curriculum alone will not change much.
Teachers need training so that they use more active
learning methods, and they need to care enough to
make the change—given that teaching to the new
curriculum could be much more demanding than old
methods that favor rote learning. Even if teachers are
on board with curriculum reform, students and their
families could weaken its effects if an unreformed
examinations system creates misaligned incentives.
In the Republic of Korea, efforts to introduce a more
student-centered curriculum—one that encourages
greater creativity—have sometimes conflicted with
pressure on students to succeed on the all-important
university entrance examinations.”

The need for coherence between different parts of
an education system makes it risky to borrow from
other countries. Education policy makers often scruti-
nize higher-performing systems to identify what they
could borrow to improve learning outcomes in their
own systems. Indeed, the search for the secret ingre-
dient behind Finland’s record of learning led in the
2000s to a swarm of visiting delegations in what has
been dubbed “PISA tourism.” Finland’s system gives
its well-educated teachers considerable autonomy,
so they are able to tailor their teaching to the needs
of their students. But lower-performing systems
that simply import Finland’s teacher autonomy into
their own contexts—contrary to the advice of Finn-
ish educators who emphasize coherence—are likely
to be disappointed. If teachers are poorly prepared,
unmotivated, and loosely managed, then giving them
greater autonomy will likely compound the problem.
South Africa discovered this in the 1990s and 2000s,
when it adopted a curriculum approach that set objec-
tives centrally but left implementation up to teachers.
The approach failed in many schools, in part because
it proved to be a poor fit for the capacity of teachers
and the resources they had at their disposal.®® This
example illustrates why coherence between different
system elements and the development of home-
grown solutions are so important.

Technical complexities make
it hard to align education
systems with learning

Every day 23 million children—a fifth of the popu-
lation—attend one of the 47000 public elementary
and high schools in the Philippines.® When their
parents are included, about two-thirds of Filipinos
interact with the school system on a regular basis.

The national government in Manila manages the sys-
tem through a network of more than 200 division and
2,500 district education offices. These offices oversee
over 600,000 public school teachers, or more than 40
percent of the public sector workforce. Even routine
tasks involve coordination between many parts of the
system. For example, management of public school
operational funds relies on student data from the cen-
tral office. Once schools have their allocations, they
issue about 500,000 checks and generate as many
spending reports, each detailing individual spending
items. The monitoring of these financial flows alone
puts a significant strain on the system, even though
they account for less than 5 percent of government
education spending.*

Three characteristics of complex education sys-
tems magnify the technical challenges of managing
them. First, systems are opaque. Many of the goals
pursued by these actors are hard to observe, as are
many of the interactions among the actors, whether
they take place in the classroom or in the bureaucracy.
Second, systems are “sticky”: reforms to improve
learning are hard to launch, and they take time to
bear fruit. Third, implementing reforms successfully
requires capacity that many bureaucracies lack.

Many goals and actors make education
systems opaque

Education systems typically have a range of goals,
including equipping students with the skills needed
for the labor market, advancing social equity, and
teaching children the norms, beliefs, and histories
of their community. But education systems can have
other goals that can hamper efforts to improve learn-
ing. For example, politicians sometimes view educa-
tion systems as a tool for rewarding their supporters
with civil service jobs, or for impressing voters with
school construction programs that are visible but not
strategically planned. These goals can be misaligned
with learning, leaving schools with buildings they
cannot use and teachers who are not proficient.®
Where these goals compete with other goals, the
result is that the overall education system and its
actors are not aligned toward learning,

Managing the system to improve learning is dif-
ficult. Promoting learning in the classroom involves
significant discretion for teachers, who must use their
professional assessment to tailor their teaching to the
needs of their students. Teaching also involves regular,
repeated interactions between students and teachers
over a relatively long period. These characteristics—
coupled with a dearth of information and metrics on
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student outcomes at the school level —-make it hard to
manage and monitor learning. These challenges may
be exacerbated if private schools are a major player,
because those schools typically operate outside the
direct control of the public system (box 9.3).

Some things are easier to monitor.* School build-
ing and cash transfer programs are highly visible and

easily monitored investments aimed at expanding
access. By contrast, investments to raise teacher com-
petence or improve the curriculum are less visible, and
monitoring their impact on student learning is more
difficult. Such challenges can sometimes prompt edu-
cation systems to emphasize improvements in access
over improvements in quality Even when systems

Box 9.3 Can private schooling be aligned to learning for all?

Private schools play a major role in education, even for the
poor. Globally, roughly one in eight primary school students
attends a private school. At the secondary level, the num-
ber rises to one in four among middle-income countries
(table B9.3.1).2 The numbers are similar for low-income
countries, where they may be underestimates if informal
schools are undercounted.” In some places, the share of
students attending private schools is much higher than
these global figures. In one Nigerian state, 57 percent of
all basic education learners attend private schools.c These
enrollments are not limited to high-income households.
In slum communities in Nairobi, Kenya, 43 percent of the
poorest quintile of families send their children to private
schools. This is higher than the proportion among the rich-
est quintile of families in nonslum communities who send
their children to private schools (35 percent). In Jamaica,
10 percent of learners from the poorest economic groups
enroll in private schools.®

Low-income households are willing to make this sac-
rifice because they perceive that private schools deliver
better education at comparable cost. In many countries,
parents say that teacher absenteeism is lower in private
schools and that learning outcomes are better.” In Jamaica
and South Africa, parents suggest that private schools are

safer than public schools.® Furthermore, although public
primary education is formally free in the vast majority of
countries, many informal fees remain, reducing the cost
difference between public and private schools.

But there is no consistent evidence that private schools
deliver better learning outcomes than public schools, or the
opposite. In Colombia, India, and the United States, exper-
imental evaluations of the consequences of enrolling in a
private versus a public school show mixed results." In some
contexts, private schools may deliver comparable learning
levels at lower cost than public systems, often by paying
lower teacher salaries.’ Even so, lower teacher salaries may
reduce the supply of qualified teachers over time.

Much of the evidence cited in this debate is nonexper-
imental, so it may conflate the effects of private schools
themselves with the effects of the type of students who
enroll in private schools. Comparisons across 40 countries
that seek to adjust for these differences in student char-
acteristics find no private school advantage in the vast
majority of countries. Moreover, little rigorous research has
assessed the effects of private schooling on students’ values
or on the long-term health of the public school system.

From a public policy perspective, how should gov-
ernments view the growth in private schooling? Should

Table B9.3.1 Private providers account for a significant share of school

enrollment

Percentage of learners enrolled in private education, by country income group (2014)

Country income group Preprimary Primary Secondary
Low-income 57 14 20
Middle-income 42 13 25
High-income 42 12 20

Source: World Bank (2017a).
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Box 9.3 Can private schooling be aligned to learning for all? (continued)

governments encourage its growth, whether by removing
restrictions on new schools or even by providing public
subsidies that allow more students to enroll in private
schools? Is there a trade-off between the short-term
growth of private schools and the long-term health of the
education system?

Private schools offer a variety of potential benefits. A
straightforward one is proximity: new private schools can
fill a gap when the nearest public schools are far away,
or when there is demand to expand faster than public
infrastructure can be built.¥ As for cost, in China, Ghana,
and Kenya some private schools are comparable in cost to
the public alternative." Private schools can also innovate
in ways that public schools cannot because they operate
under fewer constraints. Moreover, private schools can ful-
fill niches for families with preferences different from the
government’s—for example, if parents value single-sex or
religious education. Private schools may also have lower
rates of teacher absence, such as in four countries in Sub-
Saharan Africa.™ In those schools, nonperforming teachers
can be let go more easily than in public schools, increas-
ing their accountability. Finally, competition from private
schools could improve the performance of nearby public
schools.”

But these benefits come with many risks. Private
schools may skim off the higher-income students who
are easiest and most profitable to teach, leaving only the
more disadvantaged students in the public system.® Private
schooling may also deepen social cleavages along dimen-
sions other than income if it causes students to be sorted
by language, ethnicity, or religion. Because families are
not necessarily knowledgeable about pedagogy, private
schools can induce them to make choices that slow student
learning—for example by discouraging mother tongue
instruction. And because families cannot evaluate quality
or learning perfectly, private providers may try to take
advantage of them to increase profits or achieve their other
goals. Finally, even if the expansion of private schooling
brings short-term benefits, it can undermine the political
constituency for effective public schooling in the longer
term. It is impossible to make any global statement about
whether the benefits or risks dominate.

Experience with public-private partnerships is growing.
As governments face their own limited capacity to cope

Education systems are misaligned with learning

with the learning crisis, some have turned to public-private
partnerships in which they provide private schools with
resources. In Pernambuco, Brazil, the state government
is seeking to place half of the state’s students in govern-
ment-funded private schools.” In Uganda, the government
provided hundreds of private schools with the resources
needed to meet the growing demand for secondary edu-
cation.? In some cases, this means private providers essen-
tially mirror public schools in terms of education policy,
such as in the government-“aided” schools in India.” But in
other cases, such as in voucher schools in the United States
or Liberia’s Partnership Schools pilot, publicly funded pri-
vate schools have significant leeway in how they run their
schools, letting student learning results be the measure of
quality.s In Uganda, public resources increased the quality
of private schools, and public-private partnerships are
likely a useful strategy if countries seek to expand enroll-
ments dramatically in a short time.

But overseeing private schools may be no easier than
providing quality schooling. The key challenge for policy
makers is to develop a policy and regulatory framework
that ensures access for all children, protects families from
exploitation, and establishes an environment that encour-
ages education innovation. Managing a regulatory frame-
work to achieve this is difficult: the same technical and
political barriers that education systems face more gen-
erally come into play. From a technical perspective, devel-
oping a framework to accommodate the diverse nature
of nonstate provision is complicated. In Bangladesh, for
example, there are 11 separate categories for the nonstate
provision of presecondary education (figure B9.3.1). Unlike
government schools that are relatively homogeneous,
nonstate provision reflects many different philosophies or
approaches to education. The capacity of education agen-
cies to effectively align incentives and monitor services
is often limited, and assessing quality in contexts where
education is provided in very different ways requires added
skills. Though neither is easy, governments may deem it
more straightforward to provide quality education than to
regulate a disparate collection of providers that may not
have the same objectives.

The bottom line is that countries need to ensure that
private schooling does not undermine learning for all.
Different countries make different choices on private

(Box continues next page)
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Box 9.3 Can private schooling be aligned to learning for all? (continued)

delivery, acting on a variety of motivations. But if they do
allow or even encourage private schooling, they need to
remain alert to all the risks just outlined. The problems out-
lined in this Report do not disappear simply because of a

change in a delivery mechanism. Governments may choose
to contract out some service delivery, but they should never
contract out the responsibility for ensuring that all children
and youth have the opportunity to learn.

Figure B9.3.1 In Bangladesh, there are 11 different kinds of
nonstate providers of presecondary education

Number of institutions under each nongovernment provider of presecondary

education (2016)
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Source: WDR 2018 team, using data from Directorate of Primary Education, Bangladesh (2016). Data at http://

bit.do/WDR2018-Fig_B9-3-1.
Note: NGO = nongovernmental organization.

Source: WDR 2018 team.
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to monitor student learning are effective, they can
sometimes lead to biases toward better-performing
students, short-term test preparation, or a narrow
focus on subjects that are explicitly tested.

The multiplicity of actors and institutions in an
education system makes the outcomes of efforts to
improve learning unpredictable.>* Learning is a com-
plex process that is difficult to break down into simple
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linear relationships from cause to effect. The multiple
interactions that characterize teaching and learning
and the almost continuous feedback that they provide
can result in teachers, parents, and students adapting
their behavior in unpredictable ways. For example,
the introduction of school grants in Andhra Pradesh,
India, and in Zambia failed to improve student learn-
ing in the long term because parents reduced their



financial support in anticipation of the increase in
government funding.® Reducing the financial burden
on parents may be a desirable effect of these grants,
but it was not their primary intent. More generally,
many factors outside the classroom and the school
system, including health and economic shocks, can
alter the impact of interventions aimed at improv-
ing learning. Failure to learn and adjust policies in
response to such changes often means that interven-
tions do not work as planned.

Education systems are “sticky”

Education systems are slow to change. Some of the
best-known successes in reforming systems, such as
in Chile or Finland, took decades from initiation to
fruition. Even at the micro level, such as in schools
in the United States that enacted comprehensive
school reform, it took 8-14 years for the full effects to
be felt.* These long time frames present two further
challenges to better aligning education systems with
learning, First, to improve learning, policies usually
have to remain relatively consistent. This is difficult
under normal circumstances: changes in government,
volatile funding, and shifts in the overall economic
context all threaten the sustainability of policies.?’ But
staying the course is even more challenging when
the reforms fail to show any benefits in the short
run. Second, the long lags make program evaluation
more difficult, because attributing improvements to
specific interventions is especially challenging when
their impacts emerge only in the long run.

Implementation capacity to improve
learning at scale is often lacking

Opacity and stickiness make technical alignment hard
enough to achieve; weaknesses in implementation
capacity make the task even more daunting. Success-
ful implementation depends on effective leadership,
coordination between education agencies, and imple-
mentation teams that are motivated, use resources
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