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How can countries make sustainable gains in student learning at scale? This is a 
pressing question for Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC)—and the 
 developing world more broadly—as countries seek to build human capital to 
drive sustainable growth. School access has expanded significantly, enabling 
nearly all children in the region to attend primary school; however, many do not 
gain basic skills and drop out before completing secondary school, in part 
because of low-quality service delivery. The preponderance of evidence shows 
that learning, not schooling in itself, contributes to individual earnings, eco-
nomic growth, and reduced inequality. For LAC in particular, low levels of 
human capital are a critical factor in explaining the region’s relatively weak 
growth performance over the last several decades. The easily measurable inputs 
are well known, and the goal is relatively clear, but raising student achievement 
at scale remains a challenge. Why? 

Part of the answer lies in management—the managers, structures, and 
 practices that guide how inputs into the education system are translated into 
outputs, and ultimately outcomes. Although management (and related concepts, 
such as institutions, governance, or leadership) is often mentioned as an import-
ant factor in education policy discussions, relatively little quantitative research 
has been done to define and measure it. And even less has been done to analyze 
how and how much management matters for education quality. This study 
begins to fill these gaps with new conceptual and empirical contributions that 
can be synthesized in four key messages.

Student learning is unlikely to improve at scale without better 
 management. Individual interventions can succeed in the short run, but virtu-
ally any initiative or program—from coaching classroom teachers to providing 
school meals—requires effective management by public education systems, in 
addition to adequate financing, to reach the majority of children in LAC. 
Correlational evidence from within and across countries in the region and 
 globally, coupled with a growing number of impact evaluations, show that 
higher- skilled managers and the use of more effective management practices 
can improve teaching and learning. Evidence from across countries participat-
ing in the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) supports this 
idea: moving from the bottom to the top quartile of school management quality 
is associated with approximately an additional three months of schooling for 
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one year alone. Furthermore, because individual managers or management 
 systems affect relatively large numbers of teachers and students, the marginal 
cost per student of effective interventions can be very low while the internal rate 
of return is very high. 

Management quality can be measured and should be measured as a 
 catalyst for improvement. Capturing management processes and practices is 
not straightforward. However, several new instruments can now be used to con-
sistently measure the quality of both the management within schools, including 
directors’ time use and focus (from maintaining day-to-day school activities to 
dealing with shocks), and the management of the education system above the 
school level. These tools can support policy making in several ways: (a) they can 
provide snapshots of how well schools or systems are run to inform policy at the 
macro level, (b) they can identify specific practices that can be strengthened 
in programs and intervention areas, (c) they can track the impacts of changes in 
policies or programs on the practices of managers in the system, and (d) they can 
be used to enlighten managers about their own performance, providing feedback 
and opportunities for improvement. Moreover, thanks in part to growing 
 participation in international standardized assessments and new  measurement 
instruments, the availability of data on managers themselves and the organiza-
tional structures around them is also increasing. 

Management affects how well every level of an education system func-
tions, from individual schools to central units, and how well they work 
together. At the school level, better management can strengthen the daily learn-
ing experience by motivating teachers and students to put forward their best 
effort and enabling them with the support and inputs they need. Better manage-
ment can also mediate the diverse shocks that schools face, from budget cuts to 
natural disasters, like the earthquakes and hurricanes common in LAC, to public 
health emergencies, like the current CoVID-19 pandemic. At the system level, 
better managed units, aligned around a coherent allocation of responsibilities 
and common objectives, can deliver better services, such as getting teachers to 
the schools that need them and ensuring that buildings are properly maintained 
and adequate for learning. new conceptual and empirical research explores 
these channels and starts to identify the role of management in driving differ-
ences across schools, sectors (public and private), and countries.

Several pathways to strengthening management are now open to LAC 
countries, with the potential for significant results. Broadly speaking, emerg-
ing evidence points to three main approaches for strengthening management in 
schools and systems: improving selection processes for managers; creating or 
improving management career frameworks with training, support, and incen-
tives; and aligning system actors toward delivering quality services: 

• Improving manager selection processes. In countries across LAC and the 
world, many school directors are politically appointed without binding, 
 merit-based criteria, or they earn their position solely by being the longest- 
serving teacher. These processes are not likely to reliably select for the skills 
and motivation needed to effectively manage schools and improve student 
outcomes. High-performing education systems globally take a purposeful 
approach to the development and selection of managerial staff. new research 
on the experiences of several recent policy changes in manager selection 
methods in Brazil, Chile, and Peru show that moving away from political 
appointments can change who is selected to lead schools and their subse-
quent performance. However, consideration of the quality of the candidate 
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pool, local conditions, and broader political economy are critical to the ulti-
mate impacts of these reforms on student outcomes.

• Developing and implementing practical, coherent training and support. 
Much remains to be learned about effective managerial career frameworks, 
but emerging evidence suggests that practical preservice, induction, and 
in-service training programs that focus on specific practices tied to improving 
student outcomes can have sizable impacts on managerial practices and 
 ultimately student outcomes. In the United States, an intensive, two-year 
in- service training in instructional leadership, delivered to school directors 
who remained in the same school for both years, raised student test scores by 
0.15–0.30 standard deviations. In Argentina, providing school leaders with 
easy-to-understand learning data for their students and guidance on how to 
use those data raised subsequent student test scores by about 0.3 standard 
deviations. In guatemala, a short, practice-oriented training program for 
school leaders focused on dropout prevention and reduced student dropout 
by 4 percent. Yet many government-supported in-service training programs 
for school directors take a broad approach, covering a wide range of topics 
with limited emphasis on practice, suggesting a need for more research on 
their effectiveness. 

• Better defining and allocating roles at all levels of the education system, 
and addressing incoherence. In many LAC countries, the quality of services 
provided by public schools depends as much on the bureaucrats who sit 
above the school level as it does on school directors themselves. new data 
from Brazil, the Dominican republic, guatemala, and Peru show that when 
bureaucrats do not share a common understanding of their roles and respon-
sibilities, student learning is lower. In Brazil, an impact evaluation found that 
a program to build management capacity that aligns school directors and 
local education managers around specific student achievement targets 
increased student test scores by about 0.1 standard deviations and was highly 
cost-effective. 

Progress is possible within existing political economy constraints, but deeper 
reforms require strong political commitment. given the negative economic con-
sequences of the CoVID-19 pandemic and near-term uncertainties, LAC coun-
tries do not have scope for large increases in financing. Some reforms are largely 
technical and can be adapted for existing structures. For example, clarifying allo-
cation of responsibilities and articulating common objectives at each level of the 
system, or building school directors’ capacity to provide effective (but essen-
tially nonbinding) feedback to teachers, can have positive, cost-effective impacts 
with relatively modest investments. other reforms, such as reallocating roles 
and responsibilities within a ministry or changing mechanisms for selecting 
managers, are likely to disturb entrenched interests and require significant polit-
ical will to enact. Yet other reforms, such as developing and implementing new 
comprehensive training programs, require a real commitment of financial and 
technical resources. For all of these approaches, widespread awareness of the 
student learning crisis, coupled with the rapidly growing body of knowledge on 
management’s role in addressing it, can help spur action.

This study elaborates on each of these messages, synthesizing recent data and 
research and presenting the results of several new papers that contribute 
research findings to this report. Chapter 1 presents the report’s motivation, 
describing the context of Latin America’s low average learning outcomes and 
fiscal constraints and the challenges shared by many countries beyond 
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LAC—of making systemic improvements in student outcomes. Chapter 2 
describes new data collection instruments and descriptive data from LAC on 
managers, organizational structures, and management practices. Chapter 3 sets 
out a conceptual framework for management in education and delves into the 
channels through which management can affect student outcomes. The chapter 
highlights a new theoretical framework and supporting evidence on several ele-
ments: day-to-day management of schools; empirical evidence from Haiti show-
ing that better managed schools are more resilient to shocks; and empirical 
evidence on how well public education systems function, with new data from 
Brazil, the Dominican republic, guatemala, and Peru. Chapter 4, building on the 
findings from chapters 2 and 3, describes new research on how to improve man-
agement from across the region, presenting the impacts of (a) changes in policies 
for selecting school directors in Brazil, Chile, and Peru; (b) different types of 
training programs for school management in Argentina, Brazil, and guatemala; 
and (c) a program to align system actors toward common goals in Brazil. 
Chapter 5 distills the key messages of the research presented and identifies 
 several areas for future work.
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Since the late 1990s, countries in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) have 
made rapid progress in increasing the educational attainment of their youth 
(figure 1.1), with the average 18-year-old now having about 11.5 years of schooling 
(Adelman and Székely 2016; Bassi, Busso, and Muñoz 2015; Székely and Karver 
2021). Access to education has expanded quickly, particularly at secondary and 
tertiary levels, facilitated by both public and private investment. This expansion 
has played an important role in helping people exit poverty and has contributed 
to the rapid growth of the middle class (Ferreira and others 2013). However, the 
average quality of education across the region is low, with all participating LAC 
countries scoring in the bottom half globally on math, reading, and science skills 
in both the 2015 and 2018 Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
results. When educational attainment is adjusted for learning, young people 
obtain the equivalent of only 55 percent as many years of schooling in Guyana 
and Haiti and 75 percent as many in Chile relative to what they would have 
attained if learning were maximized (World Bank 2018). As a result, LAC coun-
tries generally lag countries at similar levels of GDP per capita in educational 
quality (figure 1.2).

The preponderance of evidence shows that it is learning—not attainment in 
and of itself—that contributes to individual earnings, economic growth, and 
reduced inequality (González-Velosa, Rosas, and Flores 2016; Hanushek and 
Woessmann 2015).1 For LAC in particular, low levels of human capital are a crit-
ical factor in explaining the region’s relatively weak growth performance over 
the last half century (Hanushek and Woessmann 2012a, 2012b). Yet education 
systems have largely been organized around expanding coverage, with relatively 
little emphasis on quality or outcomes (Pritchett 2015; World Bank 2018).

A pressing question, therefore, is how to increase the quality of educational 
services and improve education outcomes. The easily measurable inputs are well 
known, and the goal is relatively clear, but identifying reliable approaches to 
improving student outcomes at scale remains a challenge. A large body of 
research has focused on analyzing the impacts of specific inputs—such as mate-
rials, infrastructure, and teachers—and concluded that there is substantial het-
erogeneity across contexts, not only in what improves student outcomes and 

Why Study Management in 
LAC’s Education Systems?1
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FIGURE 1.1

Higher quantity of schooling completed on average across Latin American and 
Caribbean countries than other countries at similar levels of development

what does not, but also in why (Glewwe and Muralidharan 2016). In a systematic 
review of reviews, Evans and Popova (2016) note that for some types of educa-
tion interventions, the variance of effects is greater within types than across, 
making it even more difficult to draw general conclusions. Even additional 
financial resources provided directly to schools to spend on needs they identify 
themselves—which could be considered the most efficient approach—do not 
consistently affect learning outcomes (McEwan 2015; Ganimian and Murnane 
2016). At the same time, interventions that work well when implemented by 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) or at a small scale have often failed to 
achieve any results when implemented by government (for an example of 
contract teachers, see Bold and others 2017).

Why is improving student outcomes at scale such a challenge? In this study, 
we argue that part of the answer lies in an understudied area in education: 
management.2 Any initiative or program—from providing textbooks to coaching 
classroom teachers to offering school meals—requires both effective management 
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and adequate financing from the public education system to reach the majority 
of children. 

Financing is certainly an issue, and of increasing concern due to the eco-
nomic impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. Although LAC countries spend 
on average 5 percent of GDP on education, in line with the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) averages (figure 1.3), 
increasing demands for expanding coverage beyond basic education and 
providing higher quality services are stretching available resources. At the 
same time, declining commodity prices, slowing growth, and fiscal tighten-
ing have put pressure on public spending. LAC was already in a period of 
lackluster economic performance before the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
health and economic impacts are expected to push the region into a deep 
recession (de la Torre, Ize, and Pienknagura 2015; Végh and others 2018; 
World Bank 2013, 2020a). In this context of constrained financing, 
 management—the practices that guide how inputs into the education system 

Low-income Lower-middle income Upper-middle income High-income

Ln(GDP per capita 2018, PPP (constant 2011 US$))

Haiti.

Guatemala

Honduras
Nicaragua

El Salvador

Argentina

Brazil
Colombia

Dominican Republic

Ecuador

Guyana

Jamaica

Mexico

Panama
Peru

Paraguay

Chile

Trinidad and Tobago

Uruguay

300

400

500

600

H
ar

m
o
n
iz

ed
 le

ar
n
in

g
 o

u
tc

o
m

es

6 8 10 12

Costa Rica

Source: World Bank.
Note: The figure shows on the horizontal axis the log of country-level GDP per capita at purchasing power parity 
(PPP) in 2018, in constant 2011 US dollars (data from the World Bank International Comparison Program). The 
vertical axis shows the country-average harmonized learning outcomes (data from the World Bank Human 
Capital Project). Countries in Latin America and the Caribbean are depicted by circles colored by income level; 
countries in other regions are depicted by smaller gray circles. The line presents the best fit, showing predicted 
harmonized learning outcomes by GDP level.

FIGURE 1.2

Lower quality of education on average across Latin American and Caribbean countries 
than other countries at similar levels of development
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are efficiently translated into outputs and ultimately outcomes—is a partic-
ularly pertinent subject for LAC. 

Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic is creating new and acute challenges for 
school systems to manage. Countries across the LAC region and the world sus-
pended in-person learning as an important public health measure, but it is a 
measure that threatens to undo recent progress and to exacerbate inequalities in 
education (World Bank 2020b). Nearly all public schools in the region were 
physically closed for at least five months following the initial outbreak of the 
pandemic, and many remain closed as of October 2020. While systems 
are working hard to expand remote learning resources, information to date 
suggests that many students, particularly the most vulnerable, have had limited 
participation in distance education. For example, a survey of selected Brazilian 
states suggests that although 74 percent of students were able to access remote 
learning resources, only 37 percent actually did (World Bank forthcoming). As a 
result, there will be a significant decrease in learning-adjusted years of schooling 
across countries (figure 1.4). Estimations show that students in LAC are expected 
to lose 0.5 to 2.1 learning-adjusted years of schooling, depending on the length of 
system closures. Returning to in-person schooling presents its own set of 
management challenges, as systems and schools work to implement health and 

Source: World Bank.
Note: This figure shows on the vertical axis average total government expenditure on education (as a percentage 
of GDP) for years 2009–18, when available. Data for the Dominican Republic comes from the World Bank’s 
Dominican Republic Public Expenditure Review Report, 2012–18; data from Trinidad and Tobago comes from 
the Ministry of Finance’s 2012–15 Estimates of Expenditure Reports; and data for all other countries are from the 
World Development Indicators database, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
Institute for Statistics. Dashed lines represent the average across all countries at each income level.
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sanitation measures with limited resources; build trust among teachers, parents, 
and other stakeholders; and continuously adapt to the evolving pandemic 
(Harris and Jones 2020; WISE 2020).

Research on management in education is closely related to, and in certain 
respects an extension of, the broad literature on institutions and governance in 
education. The focus of this research has largely been on institutional 
forms, such as the level of school autonomy, the existence of standardized 
exam systems, and the extent of private sector competition.3,4 Across countries, 
however, different institutional forms can produce similar student achieve-
ment results (and vice versa), and the effects of changing these forms depend 
heavily on the details of implementation (Pritchett 2015). Within LAC, a rich 
history of school-based management reforms in the late 1990s and early 2000s 

Source: World Bank LAC Education’s COVID-19 Learning Losses Team using Azevedo and others “Country Tool 
for Simulating the Potential Impacts of COVID-19 School Closures on Schooling and Learning, version 5.”
Note: This figure shows on the vertical axis estimations for learning-adjusted years of schooling across four 
scenarios. The bar shows the baseline using data from 2018. The dots show the optimistic, intermediate, and 
pessimistic scenarios corresponding to 5, 10 and 15 months of school closures, respectively. The parameters 
used match global simulations based on the country’s income level group. Distance learning is assumed to be 
via the Internet. The school year is assumed to be 10 months in all countries. Across the region, average baseline 
of learning-adjusted years of schooling is 7.7 years, while the optimistic, intermediate, and pessimistic scenarios 
are 7.1, 6.5, and 5.8 years, respectively.
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provides an example of how substantial variation in institutional forms may 
not produce very different student outcomes (Barrera-Osorio and others 2009; 
Bruns, Filmer, and Patrinos 2011; Di Gropello 2006).5 Research in these areas is 
therefore moving toward more detailed assessment of the rules and resources 
within institutions, to the extent that data allow. For example, Hanushek, Link, 
and Woessmann (2013) find that increased school autonomy is positively cor-
related with changes in PISA test scores only in more developed countries, and 
negatively correlated in developing countries, possibly because of a lack of 
complementary accountability mechanisms.6 In LAC, research on major policy 
changes to expand school choice, increase accountability, or increase support 
to schools shows a similarly nuanced picture. For example, the experience of 
Chile’s voucher system has shown that increased competition alone was not 
sufficient to improve student performance, but reforms to the system that 
increased accountability along with financial and technical support to schools 
did have an impact (Murnane and others 2017).7 

Outside of education, management has long been implicitly considered 
important in determining firm productivity across trade, industrial 
organization, macroeconomics, and labor economics, but only recently has 
it been explicitly modeled and measured. Bloom, Sadun, and Van Reenen 
(2017) lay out a theoretical framework supporting the view of management 
practices as a technology, in which specific practices raise total factor pro-
ductivity, on average. This view is distinct from the view of management 
practices as a contingent feature of an organization, in which no practices 
are more productive than others but rather respond to the specific organi-
zational environment (Gibbons and Roberts 2013). A small number of rigor-
ous evaluations support this idea of management as a technology, showing 
that interventions to improve basic management practices can have large 
and at times lasting effects on productivity (Bloom and others 2013; Bloom 
and others 2020; Bruhn, Karlan, and Schoar 2018; Giorcelli 2019; Higuchi, 
Mhede, and Sonobe 2016).

A similar approach is now helping to advance management research in edu-
cation, by defining and measuring school management practices and studying 
their relationship to student outcomes. This effort has been long in the making. 
For example,. Barrera-Osorio and others (2009) quote John Amos Comenius, a 
17th-century Czech philosopher and early advocate of modern education, on the 
difficulties of developing and implementing school management methodologies. 
More recently, Bloom and others (2015) investigate whether practices in opera-
tions management, performance monitoring, target setting, and people manage-
ment—which have been widely adopted in other sectors such as manufacturing, 
retail, and health care—are also used in schools across eight high- and middle- 
income countries. The authors find that across nearly all countries studied, such 
practices are less widely used in schools than in other organizations, such as 
hospitals and manufacturing firms. They also find that the quality of school 
 management varies substantially, both across and within countries, and that 
quality itself is positively associated with school-level learning outcomes. For 
example, in the United States, specific school management practices, such as 
teachers giving frequent feedback and setting high expectations for student 
behavior, have been shown to distinguish successful charter schools from unsuc-
cessful ones and from traditional public schools (Angrist, Pathak, and Walters 
2013; Dobbie and Fryer 2013).
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How much could be gained by improving education management across 
countries? To shed some light on this question, we start by conducting a 
cross-country efficiency analysis. We use data from PISA to estimate a regional 
efficiency frontier—essentially, the maximum amount of student learning a 
school in the region is observed producing given its measurable inputs—and to 
calculate the distance from that frontier for each school in the sample (effi-
ciency scores), following Agasisti and Zoido (2018). Student learning is mea-
sured with the average school math and reading PISA scores, and inputs 
include the school teacher-to-student ratio; a standardized index of economic, 
social, and cultural status at the school level; and the computer-to-student 
ratio as a proxy for available technology at the school. Our results show sub-
stantial variation in efficiency within and across LAC countries (figure 1.5). On 
average, schools in LAC could produce one additional year of student learning, 
holding inputs constant, if they reached the regional efficiency frontier. We 
then correlate these efficiency scores with an index of school management 

Source: World Bank.
Note: This figure shows the distribution of secondary (public and private) school efficiency 
scores within each country (a measure of the distance to the regional frontier) calculated using 
PISA 2015 data and following Agasisti and Zoido (2018). The white marker indicates the median 
value, the box indicates the interquartile range, and the spikes extend to the upper- and 
lower-adjacent values. An estimated kernel density is overlaid for each country. The regional 
frontier is set at 1, and the average school efficiency score is 0.92, indicated by the 
vertical red lines. 
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Substantial variation in school efficiency within and across Latin American and the 
Caribbean, suggesting room for improvement at current spending levels
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Source: World Bank.
Note: This figure shows on the horizontal axis the PISA-based management score (a measure of school 
management quality using the index in Leaver, Lemos, and Scur [2019]) and on the vertical axis the secondary 
(public and private) school efficiency score (a measure of the distance to the regional frontier calculated using 
PISA 2015 data and following Agasisti and Zoido [2018]). Data are plotted in 50 equal size bins of the 
PISA-based management score variable. The line presents the best fit.
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Better managed schools are more efficient, producing higher student learning for a 
given level of measured inputs in Latin America and the Caribbean

practices using the variables available in PISA, following Leaver, Lemos, and 
Scur (2019).8 Schools’ efficiency scores are strongly correlated with this 
index—a 1 standard deviation increase in management practices is correlated 
with a 0.1 standard deviation increase in efficiency scores—suggesting that 
investing in better management could potentially help schools increase stu-
dent achievement across the region (figure 1.6).9

The remainder of the study synthesizes the growing research on management 
in education in the region, including new instruments to measure the quality of 
managers, structures, and practices, in chapter 2; evidence of how management 
matters for education service delivery and student outcomes, in chapter 3; and 
finally evidence of how to improve management, in chapter 4. This research 
comes from countries across the LAC region and provides a broad and promis-
ing base from which to further advance our understanding of how management 
matters in education (figure 1.7). 
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FIGURE 1.7

Snapshot of the growing data on management and evidence of its importance in the education sector 
across Latin America and the Caribbean

NOTES

1. For example, Hanushek and Woessmann (2015) show that average differences in interna-
tional math and science test scores across countries can largely explain the drastically different 
GDP per capita growth trajectories of developing countries over the past 50 years. The authors 
use multiple specifications to test these relationships, including average test scores through-
out the period regressed on average growth, average test scores in the first two decades 
regressed on growth in the subsequent two decades, and changes in test scores regressed on 
subsequent changes in growth rates for Latin American and East Asian countries. 

2. In the lexicon of Banerjee and others (2017) on challenges to moving from proof-of-concept 
to implementing at scale, management plays a central role in two of the six challenges the 
authors discuss: randomization/site-selection bias and piloting bias.
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3. Starting from the “accountability triangle” of the 2004 World Development Report, 
conceptual models of education as a service delivery system have focused on a similar set 
of factors, including the “3 As” model of autonomy, accountability, and assessment 
(Demas and Arcia 2015); accountability through autonomy, information, and incentives 
(Bruns, Filmer, and Patrinos 2011); and autonomy, accountability, and competition 
(Woessmann 2016). 

4. More broadly, the substantial literature on public sector reform in developing countries has 
largely focused on form rather than function and rarely measures actual service delivery 
outcomes (Goldfinch, DeRouen, and Pospieszna 2012). 

5. Many of these reforms were not explicitly designed to improve student learning but rather 
to expand access to schooling at relatively low cost. To the extent that the resulting schools 
produce learning on par with the rest of the public system, there is a strong argument that 
these reforms have efficiently met their primary objective.

6. In another recent example, Bergbauer, Hanushek, and Woessmann (2018) investigate how 
specific features of assessment systems correlate with student achievement across coun-
tries at different performance levels.

7. The Chilean experience has been extensively studied, and many of the recent studies are 
cited in Murnane et al. 2017.

8. This index was developed by Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019) using the PISA 2012 school 
questionnaire and is described in chapter 2.

9. Given the region’s relatively weak global performance, the regional frontier may be an 
underestimate of potential productivity at a given input level. In addition, the index of 
management practices from PISA may have measurement error, as explained in Leaver, 
Lemos, and Scur (2019).
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In education research, the relationship between management, administration, 
and leadership, and their relative importance, remain the subject of debate 
(Bush 2019; Connolly, James, and Fertig 2019). For the purposes of this study, 
we use the term management, though we consider research and data that use 
these different terms. 

Management can perhaps be most readily conceptualized as the practices 
used to coordinate resources to achieve a common goal, such as allocating tasks 
and monitoring their completion, setting the pace of work, and administering 
both human and physical resources. These practices help determine how critical 
inputs for education service delivery, from teachers to textbooks to infrastruc-
ture, come together in schools and classrooms. Two of the most proximate deter-
minants of management practices are managers themselves (their skills, 
motivation, experience, and demographics) and the organizational structures 
that are in place to manage schools and education systems (that is, the rules and 
available resources), which in turn are shaped by the political, socioeconomic, 
and broader characteristics of any given context. Throughout this study, we 
focus specifically on practices, managers, and organizational structures but 
 recognize the need for future research that considers their interaction with 
political and socioeconomic factors.

To organize and simplify the broad concept of education management, we 
focus primarily on public education systems and distinguish between three 
levels of management: management of individual schools, management of 
the middle layers (defined units such as a local administrative district or a 
central technical unit), and management of an education system as a whole 
(such as a basic education ministry). At each level, effective management of 
day-to-day activities as well as shocks can affect student outcomes through 
multiple channels. 

This chapter first describes the proximate determinants of management 
practices—the managers and organizational structures in place across education 
systems in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC)—using a range of existing 
and newly collected data. We focus on school directors and other school-level 
managers, given the importance of this level for student outcomes and the 
availability of information. We then discuss recent advances in the measurement 

Managers, Structures, and 
Practices
ADVANCES IN MEASURING EDUCATION 
MANAGEMENT

2
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of management practices in education. In particular, we describe instruments 
developed within the past several years (including several developed as part of 
research conducted for this study) to quantitatively measure the quality of 
management practices in schools and in middle layers, as well as to discuss the 
organizational structures of education systems. 

WHO THE MANAGERS ARE IN LAC’S PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Public systems of basic education across LAC vary in their allocation of 
 authority—from centralized systems common in the smaller countries of the 
Caribbean and Central America, to federated systems like Mexico’s and 
Argentina’s, to highly decentralized systems like Brazil’s. Yet across this diversity 
of structures, two key managerial roles at the school level are present in the 
majority of LAC countries: school director (or school principal or head teacher) 
and school management committee (or school board or school council). With 
some exceptions, countries across LAC have not fully “professionalized” their 
school director workforce and rely on appointing teachers to fill the role without 
specific performance criteria, specialized training, or career paths. At the same 
time, school management committees have played a central role in many 
countries’ efforts to strengthen school quality, with mixed results. In this section, 
we synthesize what we know about both directors and management committees 
in the region using the data now available thanks to growing participation of the 
region in international standardized assessments. Understanding the people 
who serve as managers—their skills, their activities, and the opportunities they 
are given to improve their work—is a critical part of improving management 
in education. 

School directors

To establish what is known about primary public school directors, we focus on 
three questions. Who becomes a school director in LAC? What is a director’s 
role? And what are the characteristics of the job? To answer these questions, we 
draw from the supplemental questionnaires of the 2013 Third Regional and 
Comparative Explanatory Study (TERCE) and the 2013 Teaching and Learning 
International Survey (TALIS); a survey conducted as a follow-up to Adelman 
and others (forthcoming) in four LAC countries; government documentation; 
and existing research. These questionnaires generate comparable data across 
countries based on self-reported information from school directors themselves; 
the questionnaires also can be used to some extent to assess the managerial 
realities in schools compared with formal policies.1

Countries vary in the requirements they place on candidates for public school 
director positions and on the selection methods they use. Some countries have 
relatively well-developed competitive selection mechanisms, such as Argentina 
and Uruguay, and some have specific educational requirements beyond teaching 
degrees, such as Nicaragua and Peru.2 Across LAC, multiple selection methods 
coexist within countries, and the most common type of selection mechanism 
is merit-based competition, followed closely by appointment by the authorities 
(figure 2.1). Directors’ educational levels also vary, both within and across 
countries (figure 2.2). In some countries, including Guatemala, Nicaragua, and 
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Honduras, a sizable percentage of school directors have a secondary or postsec-
ondary nonuniversity education, while in others, such as Colombia and Chile, 
nearly all directors are university graduates. 

Although directors are drawn almost exclusively from the stock of teachers, 
there is at least a 20-point gap in the percentage of female directors compared 
with female teachers in eight of the 15 countries participating in TERCE 
(figure 2.3). This dearth of female leaders is found in many sectors and countries 
and points to the need to carefully examine the countries’ mechanisms for 
developing and selecting school directors, with consideration of the biases, 
discriminatory practices, or other challenges that may play a role (Gipson and 
others 2017; Martínez, Molina-López, and Mateos de Cabo 2020). Across most 
of the LAC countries with available data, primary school directors start in their 
positions relatively young, between 30 and 40 years of age, and remain directors 
for a long time, with current directors having, on average, 5 to 15 years of experi-
ence in the role (figure 2.4).

Source: World Bank. 
Note: This figure shows the percentage of public primary school directors who reported obtaining their post 
through each selection method, using data from the 2013 TERCE. School weights are used to compute 
country-level statistics. The underlying question is How did you obtain your position as director at this 
school?, and possible answers are public competition, school community designation, designation by 
educational or municipal authorities, school promoters or owners decision, labor union decision, and other. 
School community and school owner answers are combined under “school community.”

FIGURE 2.1

Coexistence of multiple selection methods for public school directors, including 
merit-based competition and appointment by authorities, within Latin American and 
Caribbean countries
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School-based management and school management 
committees

In LAC, over 60 percent of directors in 11 of the 15 countries that participated 
in the TERCE assessment report the existence of a school management 
 committee (SMC) or similar entity for their school (figure 2.5). Initiatives 
across the region over the past several decades have created or devolved 
responsibilities to such entities. The underlying hypothesis of the initiatives is 
that giving local school leaders and parents more influence and decision- 
making authority can improve communication, monitoring, transparency, and 
accountability, thereby making schools more responsive to student needs and 
improving the quality of the service (Bruns, Filmer, and Patrinos 2011; World 
Bank 2007). Each program is shaped by the objectives of the reformers and the 
broader national policy and social context in which it is created, but there are 
two key dimensions that help define SMCs: to whom the decision-making 
authority devolves (composition), and the extent of autonomy devolved 
(responsibilities).

In nearly all countries, the composition of SMCs is mandated in regulations 
and usually consists of a combination of directors, teachers, parents, sometimes 

Source: World Bank. 
Note: This figure shows the percentage of public primary school directors who have completed each education 
level: secondary, postsecondary nonuniversity, university undergraduate, and university graduate (master’s and 
doctoral degrees) using data from the 2013 TERCE. School weights are used to compute country-level statistics.

FIGURE 2.2

Substantial variation in the education level of public school directors across Latin 
American and Caribbean countries
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students, and other school community members (Carr-Hill, 2017). In most cases, 
parents are de jure in the majority, with the director or head teacher acting as the 
chair or secretary. Many schools also have parent associations that may or 
may  not be formally involved in the SMC (Santibañez, Abreu-Lastra, and 
O’Donoghue 2014). 

Areas of authority or roles assigned to SMCs vary substantially across 
countries and can range from infrastructure improvement to budget allocation 
to hiring and firing of teachers. Depending on the responsibilities devolved, 
SMCs can be classified as (a) strong, in which the committee has almost full 
control of schools, or a high degree of autonomy over staffing and budgets; 
(b) intermediate, in which SMCs have authority to set curricula but limited 
autonomy regarding resources; and (c) weak, in which SMCs are established but 
mainly in an advisory role (Barrera-Osorio and others 2009; Bruns, Filmer, and 
Patrinos 2011). 

Despite the popularity of SMCs, and some evidence that they and other 
school-based management reforms have played an important role, their impacts 
on student outcomes are mixed and depend on context and the extent of com-
plementary measures. For example, a comparative analysis of Central America’s 

Source: World Bank. 
Note: This figure shows the percentage of public sector female workers for two categories of workers in the 
education sector—primary school directors and teachers— using data from the 2013 TERCE. The bars show the 
percentage of female directors relative to the total number of directors, whereas the dot shows the percentage 
of female teachers relative to the total number of teachers. Teacher weights are used to compute school-level 
statistics, followed by school weights to compute country-level statistics. Data for teachers is not available for 
Nicaragua, Argentina, and Uruguay.

FIGURE 2.3

Public school directors skew male when compared to teachers across Latin American 
and Caribbean countries
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school-based management models finds that the approach succeeded in expand-
ing access to education in rural areas through more efficient use of scarce 
resources, with student achievement outcomes on par with traditional schools 
(Di Gropello 2006). However, results from a number of randomized evaluations 
are mixed and point to the importance of program elements that include loosen-
ing binding constraints in a given context to affect student achievement. For 
example, supplemental cash grants to school councils led to higher test scores in 
Mexico, but in The Gambia such grants needed to be coupled with capacity 
building to have an impact (and then only for communities with higher baseline 
capacity). And in Indonesia neither grants nor training had effects on student 
learning, but linking school councils to local authorities and instituting more 
representative elections did (Blimpo, Evans, and Lahire 2015; Pradhan and 
others 2014; Santibañez, Abreu-Lastra, and O’Donoghue 2014). One possible 
shortcoming of randomized evaluations is the usually short horizon for 
measuring impacts, because communities may need time to learn how to effec-
tively implement school management (Borman and others 2003). However, even 
among studies that allowed at least eight years before measuring the effects of 
school-based management interventions on test scores, results are mixed, 

Source: World Bank.
Note: This figure shows the average starting age and the number of years of experience as a public primary 
school director, using data from the 2013 TERCE. The bar shows the starting age, whereas the dot shows the 
years of experience. School weights are used to compute country-level statistics.

FIGURE 2.4

Public school directors start at a young age and stay in the post for several years in 
many Latin American and Caribbean countries
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with no effects of reform in Brazil after 11 years, but positive impacts in Nicaragua 
and Mexico (Bruns, Filmer, and Patrinos 2011; López-Calva and Espinosa 2006; 
Paes de Barros and Mendonça 1998; World Bank 2018). 

Other managerial roles in schools

Beyond directors and school management committees, other leadership 
positions exist in some schools in some countries. The existence of these 
positions has been less systematically documented, but a small survey about the 
school team composition in four LAC countries collected by Adelman and others 
(forthcoming) illustrate several points. First, important differences in the struc-
ture of school management across countries are likely to affect how career 
frameworks for directors are developed and implemented. For example, 
97 percent of Brazilian directors in the survey report that the role of pedagogical 
coordinator formally exists at their school and that this person holds primary 
responsibility for supervising teaching. Only 9 percent of Peruvian directors in 
the survey report the existence of this role. Second, the existence of additional 
management roles, including pedagogical coordinator, vice principal, or 

Source: World Bank.
Note: This figure shows the percentage of public primary school directors reporting to work with a school 
council or management committee, using data from the 2013 TERCE. School weights are used to compute 
country-level statistics.

FIGURE 2.5

Many public school directors are supported by school councils or management 
committees across Latin American and Caribbean countries
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administrative coordinator, is correlated with school size, and directors in 
smaller schools are more likely to report holding primary responsibility in 
different areas. Directors in small schools (the bottom quintile in terms of stu-
dent population) also report spending over 20 percent of their time teaching 
classes, compared with less than 5 percent spent by directors of schools in the 
top quintile. This suggests that for small schools, where directors are playing 
multiple roles, strengthening the management layer above the school level could 
be a particularly important lever for improving outcomes. 

ORGANIZATIONAL STRUCTURES TO MANAGE LAC’S 
SCHOOLS AND EDUCATION SYSTEMS

The second proximate determinant of management practices that we consider is 
organizational structures, including the rules and resources that shape the 
context in which managers work. Relatively limited evidence on these aspects is 
available in existing datasets, so this section focuses on school directors’ allocated 
responsibilities and career structures, based on existing data, as well as the 
characteristics of in-service training programs available to them, based on newly 
collected data from the region.

Responsibilities and career structures

Responsibilities of school directors across LAC are numerous and broad, 
running from administration to community engagement, which is also the 
case in many OECD countries (Pont, Nusche, and Moorman 2008). Between 
15 percent and 88 percent of primary school directors across countries in 
LAC report that they also have teaching responsibilities at their school and 
are therefore playing at least two roles simultaneously, according to the 2013 
TERCE assessment. Despite having broad responsibilities, directors have 
limited autonomy in actual decision-making on budget and curricular man-
agement, and virtually no autonomy in personnel management (figure 2.6).3 
These self-reports from 2015 PISA are supported by Adelman and others 
(forthcoming), who find that across Brazil, the Dominican Republic, 
Guatemala, and Peru, school directors are formally allocated responsibility 
for a minority of core education management tasks, and that their allocated 
tasks are largely confined to reporting their school data and needs to higher 
level authorities. These results highlight that public school directors are in 
many cases managing their teachers without formal authority and must use 
practices other than high-powered personnel management practices to affect 
the quality of teachers’ work (a discussion we return to in chapter 3).

Regarding the profession or career of school director, some countries have 
well-defined frameworks and standards, such as Chile, Colombia, Jamaica, 
Mexico, and Peru, but regular, consequential performance evaluation based on 
such standards is not yet a reality in most LAC countries, with the exception of 
Colombia (Flessa and others 2018; Nannyonjo 2017). Even across the OECD 
countries, where many have well-developed standards, creating reliable assess-
ment tools remains a challenge (Pont, Nusche, and Moorman 2008). Directors in 
many countries hold indefinite appointments (figure 2.7), and financial incentives 
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and clearly defined opportunities for upward mobility are rare. Motivating 
performance in these contexts is a challenging task, a topic that will be returned 
to in chapter 4 (Weinstein and Hernández 2016). Regarding training, while the 
majority of directors across LAC hold postsecondary degrees, more countries 
are developing induction and in-service training specifically for school directors. 
However, the characteristics of these programs and their impacts on direc-
tors’ subsequent performance has not been well studied (Weinstein, Azar, and 
Flessa 2018). 

Management training 

Given the dearth of information on the type of management training available to 
school directors, we collected data from 13 government-supported school man-
agement training programs in nine countries in Latin America and the 

Source: World Bank.
Note: The figure shows the self-reported level of autonomy public primary school directors have over five different 
dimensions (budget, curriculum, student admissions, student policies, and personnel management), using data from the 
2013 TERCE. School weights are used to compute country-level statistics. A value of 0 indicates that directors in the country 
on average self-report having no role for decision-making for activities in the area. A value of 1 indicates that directors in 
the country on average self-report having primary responsibility in decision-making for activities in that area.

FIGURE 2.6

Public school directors have more decision-making autonomy over practices directly 
affecting students than over personnel practices in most Latin American and 
Caribbean countries
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Caribbean—Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Jamaica, Mexico, Peru, St. Lucia, 
and Uruguay. We followed the work of Popova and others (2018) by slightly 
adapting their In-Service Teacher Training Survey Instrument to create a School 
Management Training Survey Instrument (SMTSI) to survey training program 
managers about the characteristics of their programs.

Survey questions in the SMTSI follow the defining attributes of professional 
development programs identified by Popova and others (2018): (a) program 
organization, including implementation characteristics, program design and 
targeting, and professional implications and incentives; (b) program content, 
asking which school management practices used in the World Management 
Survey are taught during the program (Bloom and others 2015); and (c) program 
delivery, including type of activities used during core delivery and postprogram 
monitoring, duration and distribution of time across different delivery modalities, 
and trainer profile.

To understand which specific program attributes are important features of 
teacher training programs, Popova and others (2018) correlated program 
characteristics with outcomes of students whose teachers participated in the 
program. Several characteristics associated with higher student learning gains 

Source: World Bank.
Note: This figure shows the percentage of public primary school directors reporting their type of contract 
(labor relations),  using data from the 2013 TERCE. School weights are used to compute country-level statistics.

FIGURE 2.7

The majority of public school directors have indefinite contracts with their schools 
across Latin American and Caribbean countries

0

20

40

60

80

100

P
er

ce
n
ta

g
e 

o
f 

sc
h

o
o
l d

ir
ec

to
r 

co
n
tr

ac
t 

ty
p

e 
in

cu
rr

en
t 

sc
h

o
o
l

Tenured Contract of 1 year or longer Contract of less than 1 year Other

M
ex

ico
Chi

le

Col
om

bi
a

Pe
ru

Pa
ra

gu
ay

Gua
te

m
ala

Nica
ra

gu
a

Ec
ua

do
r

Hon
du

ra
s

Cos
ta

 R
ica

Dom
in

ica
n 

Re
pub

lic

Br
az

il

Arg
en

tin
a

Uru
gu

ay

Pa
na

m
a



Managers, Structures, and Practices | 27

stand out as likely to also be relevant for school management training programs, 
including: (a) clear incentives to participate in the program, such as promotion 
or salary implications; (b) a specific subject focus; (c) a strong practice component, 
with teachers practicing delivering lessons during the training; (d) at least an 
initial face-to-face interaction during training; and (e) mentoring through 
follow-up visits after the training has ended (an additional characteristic 
perceived by surveyed program managers as important). The following overview 
of the 13 school management training programs surveyed focuses on these 
important characteristics.

Program organization
Implementation: Over 60 percent of the school management training programs 
were established after 2015 (the oldest was 2007), suggesting that this type of 
training at large scale is relatively new. The majority of programs are designed 
(93 percent) and implemented (100 percent) with the help of nongovernmental 
organizations, and most programs (77 percent) are offered at the national level 
or across multiple states or regions.4

Diagnosis: Only a few respondents indicated that their program’s design 
was based on a formal diagnostic tool or evaluation of manager skills 
(31 percent), of student learning (31 percent), or of teacher skills (15 percent). 
The remainder of respondents indicated that the program’s design had been 
either based on an informal diagnostic or not based on any diagnostic (figure 2.8, 
panel a). In fact, only two programs (15 percent) reported that their design was 
based on a formal evaluation of all three categories, suggesting that the large 
majority of programs surveyed are not taking into consideration existing 
skills and performance to ensure that they are tailored and relevant to the 
target population.

Professional implications: Posttraining evaluation exists in 85 percent of the 
programs surveyed. However, only 61 percent of respondents indicated that it 
is possible to fail the evaluation, and the percentage of managers failing the 
evaluation is still extremely low for these programs (below 1 percent in all but 
two responses). Respondents also reported whether there are positive 
consequences of passing the evaluation for managers (figure 2.8, panel b). 
Positive consequences for passing the training program evaluation are more 
common than negative consequences for failing. Public status and recognition 
(61 percent of training programs) and certification (54 percent) are positive 
consequences for passing the evaluation; yet only one program uses the results 
in promotion decisions. Implications of failing the training program are rare, 
with only one program withholding certification and no program using the 
evaluation results in promotion decisions. None of the respondents surveyed 
indicated any consequence, positive or negative, in which the results of the 
evaluation affected salary decisions. Going back to the results in Popova and 
others (2018), professional implications, and more specifically promotion or 
salary implications, are identified as important features of teacher training 
programs, yet these characteristics are largely absent from the school 
management training programs surveyed.

And who is informed of the results of training evaluations? Although all 
programs indicated that the local education authority or ministry of education 
are informed of the results, only 61 percent of programs indicated that partici-
pating managers themselves receive the results of their evaluations.
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Program content
Popova and others (2018) suggest that teacher training programs with a specific 
subject focus (as opposed to more general programs) are associated with higher 
learning gains. To understand the focus of school management training programs 
in LAC, we asked respondents to indicate whether the program content included 
activities on 25 management topics in five dimensions: operations management, 
performance monitoring, target setting, people management, and leadership. If 
they responded yes, we asked respondents to indicate whether these topics were 
included formally (mandatory) as part of the program or only as part of an 
informal discussion (and thus not necessarily mandatory). 

The information provided shows that no program focuses specifically on a 
single management dimension. That is, most programs formally include topics 
across several dimensions: 92 percent of programs indicate that activities in 
operations management, performance monitoring, and people management are 

Source: World Bank.
Note: This figure shows the results of the School Management Training Survey with 13 large programs in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, 
Jamaica, Mexico, Peru, Saint Lucia, and Uruguay. Panel a indicates whether programs were designed on the basis of a diagnostic or evaluation 
of student learning, teacher skills, or manager skills. Panel b indicates how much time managers spend on in-classroom, online, or practice 
activities. Panel c indicates whether the results of an end-of-training evaluation have any professional implications for managers, more 
specifically negative implications for failing the evaluation or positive implications for passing the evaluation. Panel d indicates what type of 
follow-up support is provided while the program is on course and after the program has ended.

FIGURE 2.8

Government-supported management training programs in selected Latin American and 
Caribbean countries are a good start but have substantial room for improvement in their organization, 
content, and delivery
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included, and 100 percent of programs indicate that activities in target setting 
and leadership are included.5 

Training programs that offer general training on a broad range of management 
practices and topics can provide school directors with an overview of the types 
of practices they should be implementing. However, it is unlikely that topics can 
be covered in sufficient depth for school directors to master the necessary skills 
to adopt the practices effectively in their schools.

Program delivery
Time use: The structure of the management training varies substantially across 
programs, with the number of training weeks ranging from 2 to 80 (median of 
20 weeks). The total number of hours of course delivery also varies considerably 
from 72 to 650 (median of 235). Regarding the division of training hours across 
different delivery methods, the median program indicates that managers spend 
33 percent of their time in face-to-face (in-person) sessions, 41 percent of their 
time in online training, and 22 percent of their time in practice sessions. Popova 
and others (2018) suggest that at least an initial face-to-face session, as well as 
practice sessions, are important features associated with higher learning gains. 
The survey shows that face-to-face (in-person) training is the most common 
used in training for 33 percent of programs, while online is the most common for 
25 percent of programs, and practical training is the most common for only 
8 percent of the programs (that is, one program), suggesting that some but 
not  all  programs focus on face-to-face interactions and practical exercises 
(figure 2.8, panel c).

Type of activity during core delivery, follow-up, and monitoring: Respondents 
indicated that the most common type of activity carried out during core delivery 
of training program content is group work (54 percent). Respondents also indi-
cated that the most common secondary type is group discussion (38 percent), 
followed closely by lectures (31 percent).

Regarding support and monitoring, 77 percent, 62 percent, and 54 percent of 
programs provide support through email, phone calls, and text messages, 
respectively, while participants are still in the course. After the training program 
ends, these numbers fall to 46 percent, 23 percent, and 23 percent, respectively 
(figure 2.8, panel d).6 Popova and others (2018) indicate that posttraining fol-
low-up and monitoring were perceived by teacher training program managers as 
important features of their programs. Strong follow-up in school management 
training programs may also help managers absorb concepts learned during 
training and effectively implement best practices in their schools. Yet 46 percent 
of all programs report not having any type of follow-up or monitoring after the 
training program has ended. 

THE SUPPLY AND QUALITY OF EDUCATION MANAGEMENT 
PRACTICES IN LAC

Given the breadth and qualitative nature of management practices, objectively 
and consistently measuring such practices in schools is a challenge. Three types 
of recently developed instruments offer new tools for measuring the supply of 
day-to-day school management, the quality of this management, and the 
management of shocks to schools. 
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Allocation of time across school management activities

Several instruments, primarily developed in the United States, provide 
quantitative measures of individual school directors’ own total labor supply 
and allocation of time to different managerial activities. For example, Spillane 
and Hunt (2010) use an experience sampling methodology that periodically 
prompts directors to self-report their activities throughout the day, and 
another method uses a time-use instrument completed by observers who 
shadow directors throughout their day (Horng, Klasik, and Loeb 2010). The 
latter instrument categorizes school directors’ job tasks into six categories—
administration, organization management, day-to-day instruction, 
instructional program, internal relations, and external relations—that are 
further subdivided into 43 tasks. Using this categorization, trained observers 
followed (shadowed) secondary school directors in the United States and 
recorded the task directors were engaged in, with whom, and where every few 
minutes throughout one day. Grissom, Loeb, and Master (2013), discussed in 
the next chapter, refined and use the instrument to assess the extent to which 
school directors’ use of their time across different types of tasks is correlated 
with student outcomes. Recent research in the United States is also using 
technology to improve experience sampling methods and to overcome some 
of the limitations with both self-reported time-use data and shadowing data 
(Hochbein and others 2018). 

Self-reported data, as well as emerging data using more objective time-use 
tools, provide a glimpse of how the region’s school directors spend their time. 
Reflecting their multifaceted responsibilities, directors in LAC self-report 
splitting their time across several different types of tasks, with only about 
20–25 percent of time spent specifically on pedagogical activities (figure 2.9).7 At 
the same time, self-reports may diverge in important ways from objective 
measures of directors’ time use. Research on Brazil’s preschools used both 
approaches. That research shows that 80 percent of directors’ and pedagogical 
coordinators’ actual time is taken up by instructional, operations, and safety 
issues, while their self-reports, as well as their ideal time allocations, are much 
more balanced across different types of tasks (figure 2.10). There is no clear 
sense of what this breakdown of time should look like, because the role of the 
director can vary between and within countries (depending, for example, on 
school size). Our limited data show that what does matter is the quality of the 
activities they carry out, but playing multiple roles at once with limited training 
and support, as school directors in many LAC countries do, may not support 
quality practices.

Quality of school management practices 

A second set of recently developed tools measures the quality of school 
management practices. The World Management Survey (WMS) by Bloom and 
others (2015), and its adaptation for middle- and lower-income countries, the 
Development World Management Survey (D-WMS) by Lemos, Muralidharan, 
and Scur (2021), objectively measure the existence of effective practices in the 
areas of operations management and instructional planning, performance mon-
itoring, target setting, human resources management, and leadership practices 
(table 2.1). The WMS and D-WMS are adapted from a survey methodology 
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FIGURE 2.9

Public school directors self-report dividing their time between many 
different tasks and stakeholders in Brazil, Chile, and Mexico

described in Bloom and Van Reenen (2007) and also used in the manufacturing, 
retail, and health care sectors. The tools focus on practices that are considered to 
be relevant across industries, in addition to key education-specific practices that 
were developed in consultation with teachers, school leaders, and sector consul-
tants (Bloom and others 2015). 

Data are collected through structured interviews with school directors by 
trained enumerators who score responses from 1 to 5 against a detailed scoring 
grid.8,9 Double-scoring and double-blind techniques are used to guarantee the 
quality of interviews and consistency in scoring. By quantifying the quality of 
management practices, this approach enables consistent comparisons across 
schools and countries. Both the WMS and D-WMS are freely available 
instruments, but they require relatively skilled enumerators and rigorous 
training. Importantly, these instruments do not measure the quality of a school’s 
director or other leaders, but rather measure only the existence and quality of 
the practices themselves, regardless of who specifically carries them out.10 
Bloom and others (2015) report average management scores of schools for eight 
countries globally: Brazil, Canada, Germany, India, Italy, Sweden, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. Across these countries, the adoption of modern 
managerial practices in schools is limited: the average score across all countries 
is 2.27 (on a scale of 1 to 5), which corresponds to a low level of adoption of many 
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FIGURE 2.10

Substantial differences in actual, perceived, and ideal time allocation for school 
directors and pedagogical directors in childhood education centers in Brazil

TABLE 2.1 Management practices measured in World Management Survey (WMS)

MANAGEMENT PRACTICE MEASURES WHETHER …

1 Standardization of instructional 
planning processes

School uses meaningful processes that allow pupils to learn 
over time.

2 Personalization of instruction 
and learning

School incorporates teaching methods that ensure all students 
can master the learning objectives. 

3 Data-driven planning and 
transitions

School uses assessment and easily available data to verify 
learning outcomes at critical stages.

4 Adopting educational best 
practices

School incorporates and shares teaching best practices and 
strategies across classrooms.

5 Continuous improvement School implements processes toward continuous improvement 
and encourages lessons to be captured and documented.

6 Performance tracking School performance is regularly tracked with useful metrics.

7 Performance review School performance is reviewed with appropriate metrics.

8 Performance dialogue School performance is discussed with appropriate content, 
depth and communicated to teachers.

9 Consequence management School has mechanisms to follow up on performance issues.

(continued)
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of the practices included in the questionnaire. Notably, country fixed effects 
account for 46 percent of the variance in school management scores, compared 
with 13 percent in manufacturing and 40 percent in hospitals across the same 
subset of countries and questions. This finding suggests that institutions play 
a particularly important role in management practices in the education sector 
(for example, Fuchs and Woessmann 2007).

Since Bloom and others (2015) published this work, six other countries have 
been added to this dataset: Colombia, Mexico, Haiti, Indonesia, Tanzania, and 
Pakistan. The distribution of scores in public schools shows substantial variation 
in the quality of management within each country surveyed across LAC and non-
LAC countries (figure 2.11). Across high-income countries with higher average 
scores, very few surveyed schools score below 2 (for example, in the United 
Kingdom and Canada), whereas in countries with lower average scores, such as 
Brazil, Colombia, Pakistan, Mexico, and Italy, the majority of schools score 
below 2. A score below 2 indicates very poor management practices—almost no 
monitoring, very weak targets, and extremely weak incentives. At the other end 
of the distribution, all the surveyed middle- and high-income countries have at 
least some schools scoring above 3, which would correspond to medium to wide-
spread adoption of the management practices (some reasonable performance 
monitoring, a mix of targets and performance-based promotion, and rewards 
and steps taken to address persistent underperformance). In contrast, no sur-
veyed school in Haiti or Tanzania scores above 3. 

To measure the quality of school management practices in a wider sample 
of  countries, Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019) develop a new PISA-based 
school  management index that maps the WMS questionnaire to the 2012 
PISA school questionnaire. Their index captures detailed information about the 
level of adoption of structured management best practices in the areas of 

TABLE 2.1 continued

MANAGEMENT PRACTICE MEASURES WHETHER …

10 Target balance School targets cover a sufficiently broad set of goals at the 
school, department, and student levels.

11 Target interconnection School established well-aligned targets across all levels.

12 Time horizon School has a rational approach to planning and setting targets.

13 Target stretch School sets targets with the appropriate level of difficulty.

14 Clarity and comparability of 
targets

School sets understandable targets and openly communicates 
and compares school, department, and individual 
performance.

15 Rewarding high performers School implements a systematic approach to identifying good 
and bad performance.

16 Fixing poor performance School deals with underperformers promptly—not necessarily 
firing teachers, but ensuring underperformance is 
acknowledged and addressed appropriately.

17 Promoting high performers School promotes employees based on job performance rather 
than simply tenure.

18 Managing talent School nurtures and develops teaching and leadership talent.

19 Retaining talent School attempts to retain teachers with high performance.

20 Creating a distinctive employee 
value proposition

School has a thought-out approach to attract the best 
employees.

Source: Bloom and others 2015. 
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FIGURE 2.11

Quality of school management practices in public schools varies substantially across and within countries 
according to the World Management Survey index

Sources: World Bank calculations based on data from Bloom and others 2015; Lemos and Scur 2016; Indonesia, Tanzania and Pakistan 
WB-SABER.
Note: This figure shows the distributions of school management scores collected across multiple waves of the World Management Survey 
and Development World Management Survey across a range of different samples in participating countries. In all countries, samples include 
public (government) schools and private schools receiving government support, if any. Samples for Brazil, Canada, Germany, India, Italy, 
Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States include only schools offering education to 15-year-olds. Samples for Colombia, Haiti, 
Indonesia, Mexico, Pakistan, and Tanzania include only primary schools and were surveyed using the Development World Management 
Survey. The school management score is constructed from 14 questions that are common across all samples. Number of observations: 
2,564 (Brazil = 375; Colombia = 447; Haiti = 52; Mexico = 178; Canada = 128; Germany = 136; India = 131; Indonesia = 350; Italy = 222; 
Pakistan = 419; Sweden = 88, Tanzania = 100; United Kingdom = 81; United States = 207). 
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operations management (day-to-day operations, performance monitoring, and 
target setting) and people management in schools (Bloom and others 2015).11 
This new management index aligns well with the WMS index, indicating that 
meaningful information on management can be drawn from large-scale datasets 
like PISA.

Management of shocks in schools

Progress has also been made in measuring how schools manage shocks such 
as natural disasters. The School Disaster Management Survey (SDMS) devel-
oped by Adelman, Baron, and Lemos (forthcoming) aims to capture a school’s 
current practices for dealing with potential natural disasters in the future 
(hurricane, flood, storm, earthquake, and landslide). The DPMS is based on a 
range of policy guidance and best practice literature and covers 10 topics mea-
suring the quality of management practices in the areas of risk assessment, 
preparation and mitigation measures to deal with potential disaster, responses 
postdisaster, and distribution of disaster-related roles and responsibilities 
(table 2.2).12 Given the prevalence of natural disasters in LAC and other 
regions, the SDMS could be used across countries to understand the quality of 
others’ practices and learn how to further strengthen schools’ resilience to 
natural disasters through improved management, as a complement to infra-
structure programs.

TABLE 2.2 Management practices measured in the School Disaster Management Survey (SDMS)

MANAGEMENT PRACTICE MEASURES WHETHER…

1 Assessing and dealing with potential risks 
posed by the external environment

School has formally assessed and is able to identify potential disaster- related risks 
posed by the immediate school environment to staff, students, and the community 
and has taken steps to address and reduce these risks.

2 Assessing and dealing with potential risks 
posed by the school building

Quality and resilience of the school infrastructure are assessed regularly and 
whether reparations or improvements (if needed) are done in a proactive manner.

3 Mobilizing and training staff and 
students for disaster response

School has identified the types of disaster response skills needed; has frequently 
trained staff, teachers, and students on skills needed for disaster response; and has 
communicated disaster response plans to stakeholders.

4 Providing emergency supplies and 
shelter

School is prepared to provide emergency supplies and shelter to students and staff 
in case the area is affected by a natural disaster during school hours.

5 Communicating with stakeholders School has a clear communication system for emergencies during natural disasters.

6 Taking steps to prevent damage/loss to 
furniture and materials

School takes clear action to prevent damage to or loss of furniture and materials, 
and proactively assigns this responsibility across staff members.

7 Taking steps to prevent loss of school 
information

School takes clear action to prevent loss of school data by regularly making copies 
of all basic, day-to-day and critical data, and keeping it in a safe place in order to 
quickly respond to a disaster and ensure educational continuity.

8 Planning use of shared resources 
postdisaster

School can identify local resources and assets and has a clear plan on how to share 
these resources with the community postdisaster.

9 Reintegrating students and teachers and 
resuming classes

School has a clear plan for reintegrating students and teachers and resuming 
classes to ensure accelerated learning and educational continuity postdisaster.

10 Distribution of clear roles and 
responsibilities across the school

School has defined clear roles, has distributed responsibilities for disaster 
preparedness across the school, and has communicated these roles and 
responsibilities to all relevant parties.

Source: Adelman, Baron, and Lemos, forthcoming.
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Source: World Bank calculations based on data from Adelman, Baron, and Lemos, forthcoming. 
Note: This figure shows the distribution of School Disaster Management Survey scores for primary schools (public 
and private) collected by Adelman, Baron, and Lemos (forthcoming). The scores include survey noise controls. 
Mean = 1.77, SD = 0.30. Scoring follows the Development World Management Survey methodology: a score 
between 1 and 2 refers to a school with practically no structured practices or very weak practices implemented; a 
score between 2 and 3 refers to a school with some informal practices implemented, but these practices consist 
mostly of a reactive approach to dealing with the aftermath of disasters; a score between 3 and 4 refers to a 
school that has a good, formal process in place (though not yet often or consistent enough), and these practices 
consist mostly of a proactive approach to dealing with the aftermath of disasters; a score between 4 and 5 refers 
to well-defined strong practices in place that are often seen as best practices in dealing with the aftermath of 
disasters. Number of observations: 227.

FIGURE 2.12

High prevalence of weak practices, yet important variation in the adoption of disaster 
preparedness and mitigation practices across schools in Haiti after a major hurricane 
according to a new School Disaster Management Survey index
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Following the methodology of the D-WMS, the SDMS instrument has a 
scoring grid that ranges from 1 to 5, but it also allows for scores of half points to 
capture more variation and use of built-in techniques during its implementation 
to guarantee high-quality data collection. The score for each topic is obtained 
after triangulating the responses to several questions. These scores are used to 
build an average SDMS index. In Haiti, after Hurricane Matthew hit the country 
in 2016, the average score on this index was 1.77, meaning that, on average, 
schools have some informal practices in place; no school scores above a 3, and 
22 percent of schools score between 2 and 3, meaning they do have some good, 
but informal, practices in place (figure 2.12). 

Management of the system

To quantify and consistently measure elements of the organizational structure of 
education systems in aggregate, Adelman and others (forthcoming) have 
developed a new instrument, the Education System Coherence Survey (ESCS). 
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The ESCS draws on Pritchett and Pande (2006) to identify a core set of 10 func-
tions under the purview of most public basic education systems, and further 
breaks down each function into specific tasks along three dimensions—planning, 
implementation, and monitoring (table 2.3). 

On the basis of this set of 10 functions broken down into 51 tasks, Adelman 
and others (forthcoming) develop three sets of data collection instruments as 
part of the ESCS: (a) a survey for school directors; (b) a survey for system 

TABLE 2.3 Core functions of an education system measured using the Education System Coherence Survey

FUNCTION

TASKS IDENTIFIED ACROSS THREE DIMENSIONS OF EACH FUNCTION

MONITORING/IDENTIFICATION PLANNING IMPLEMENTATION

1 Curriculum 
design

Identifying gaps or issues in 
the current mandatory 
curriculum

Deciding to make changes to 
the mandatory curriculum 

Training teachers on the use of new 
materials, pedagogical methods, 
directives, and so on, if the curriculum 
were to be updated

2 Infrastructure 
planning

Identifying and communicating 
needs for school physical 
expansion

Deciding to initiate the physical 
expansion

Managing the construction or 
expansion process

3 Quality 
improvement

Establishing standards for 
school quality

Deciding what school quality 
improvements should be 
implemented

Assessing progress in school quality 
improvement

4 School 
selection

Evaluating the appropriateness 
of current student admission 
rules and mechanisms

Determining student admission 
rules and mechanisms

Carrying out the student admission 
process

5 Teacher hiring Identifying and communicating 
needs for new teachers

Setting qualification 
requirements and selection 
processes

Carrying out selection processes, 
making hiring decisions, and making 
assignment decisions

6 Teacher 
supervision

Assessing the quality of 
in-service teachers’ work

Establishing a framework for 
in-service teacher training, 
teacher compensation rules and 
changes, and teacher 
reassignment rules

Overseeing the implementation of 
in-service teacher training 
(implementation); deciding on 
consequences based on the quality of 
teachers’ work, such as salary 
adjustments, training, firing, or 
relocation

7 Director 
hiring

Assessing and communicating 
needs for new directors

Establishing qualification 
requirements for school 
directors

Implementing the selection process, 
making hiring decisions, and making 
assignment decisions

8 Director 
supervision

Assessing the quality of 
directors’ work

Establishing a framework for 
pre- and in-service director 
training and compensation rules 
and changes, and director 
reassignment rules

Overseeing the implementation of 
pre- and in-service director training; 
deciding on consequences based on 
the quality of directors’ work, such as 
salary adjustments, training, firing, or 
reallocation

9 Student 
learning 
assessments

Analyzing the evaluation results 
and identifying progress, 
strengths, and weaknesses in 
student learning

Developing standardized 
student learning evaluations

Carrying out and overseeing the 
standardized student learning 
evaluation; disseminating the 
evaluation results to the public

10 Materials 
procurement

Identifying and communicating 
the needs for school materials 
such as books or furniture; 
overseeing an independent 
review of whether funds for 
acquisition of materials were 
spent appropriately

Approving a budget for 
purchasing needed school 
materials

Making large and small purchases of 
school materials

Source: Adelman and others, forthcoming.



38 | MANAGING FOR LEARNING

authorities at the national, subnational, and local levels; and (c) a legislative 
review. The ESCS was successfully applied in public basic education systems 
of four LAC countries—Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, and 
Peru—with different system structures. The data are used to construct sev-
eral new measures of the completeness, coherence, and quality of the func-
tioning of public basic education systems. The initial sample for each country 
was selected randomly from among public schools located in the local-level 
administrative units (for example, municipalities) where system officials 
were also interviewed. The school director survey was carried out by a sur-
vey firm via phone calls to a sample of 50–100 directors per country. 
Structured interviews with system authorities were carried out by a local 
education sector senior expert in each country, using an instrument that asks 
about task allocation as well as asks follow-up questions to gauge whether 
the tasks claimed by a government official as belonging to his or her level of 
the system are actually carried out, and with what results. The legislative 
review describes the de jure allocation of tasks in the education system as 
defined by current regulation. The review, which was performed by the same 
local education sector expert in each country, identifies which level of the 
system (national, subnational, local, or school) is allocated specific tasks.

Source: World Bank calculations based on data from Adelman and others, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows the distribution of the school-level full incoherence index—that is, the average 
percentage of incoherent tasks for schools in Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, and Peru. Full 
incoherence takes the value of 1 if the local official, school director, and legislation do not allocate the task to 
the same education system level and 0 if they do agree fully or partially. The percentage of incoherent tasks by 
school is the number of fully incoherent tasks as a percentage of the total tasks. Number of school-level 
observations per country: Brazil = 44, Dominican Republic = 98, Guatemala = 82, and Peru = 100.

FIGURE 2.13

Substantial variation in the incoherence of task allocation across and within countries 
according to a new Education System Coherence Survey
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One of the several measures that can be constructed from this survey is a mea-
sure of incoherence between the de jure allocation, the local bureaucrat’s and 
school director’s de facto understanding of the allocation, and execution of the 
tasks that make up the core functions of an education system. For each one of the 
51 tasks identified, full incoherence takes the value of 1 if bureaucrats, school 
principals, and legislation do not allocate the task to the same level in the educa-
tion system, and 0 if they agree fully or partially. The full incoherence index at 
the school level reflects the number of fully incoherent tasks as a percentage of 
total tasks. Although the results of this and other measures are detailed in the 
next chapter, a distribution of the index reveals existing variation within and 
across all four countries, highlighting the value of instruments designed to col-
lect more granular data for better measurement (figure 2.13).

Each of these instruments represents important progress in generating com-
parable data on management in education. It is important to note that these 
instruments have several shortcomings, including the focus on a limited set of 
practices and system attributes. Yet, collecting data on many dimensions of man-
agement at the same time puts a heavy burden on respondents. Together, how-
ever, this set of measurement tools provides policy makers, practitioners, and 
researchers with useful resources for creating snapshots of how well developed 
management practices are in a school or at other levels of an education system. 
The results allow them to identify specific areas where practices can be strength-
ened, to track the impacts of policy changes or programs on practices, and pos-
sibly to provide feedback to individual managers about opportunities to improve 
their own performance.13

NOTES

1. One challenge that likely limits the use of these questionnaires from international student 
assessments is that the questions are seldom consistent over different rounds of the same 
assessment or across different assessments, limiting longitudinal comparisons and the 
number of countries that can be compared on the same measure. 

2. Evidence of the effects of different selection methods on the quality of the individuals 
selected is discussed in chapter 4.

3. Given the evidence that autonomy in and of itself is not a good or bad policy, these results 
are presented as descriptive facts that can inform the design of approaches to strengthen 
management and not as evaluative statements.

4. Also, 77 percent of the programs surveyed are offered to school directors in basic educa-
tion, among other levels of education.

5. Breaking down by management topic, one dimension that seems to be less emphasized in 
training program content is people management. In LAC, given the lack of autonomy of 
many schools in the public sector to recruit or dismiss their own teachers, it is not a sur-
prising omission. However, this might be a missed opportunity because there are people 
management practices that can be adopted by school directors, despite the lack of auton-
omy, to reward and promote well-performing teachers in different ways.

6. The share of programs providing in-school support is much lower both during and after 
training. In fact, 54 percent of programs provide in-school support from trainers and facil-
itators during the training, while this number falls to 23 percent when the training has 
ended. In-school support from others such as other school directors and school staff is 
much lower: 31 percent and 15 percent, respectively, during the training, and 8 percent and 
0 percent, respectively, after the training has ended.

7. Self-reported time allocation does vary depending on the option set provided to respon-
dents. For example, in the 2006 SERCE (Second Regional Comparative and Explanatory 
Study) assessment in Latin America, directors reported spending about 30–35 percent of 
their time on pedagogical activities.
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 8. Scores are in whole points for the WMS and half points for the D-WMS to capture more 
variation in the left tail of the distribution.

 9. A score of 1 means worst practice or no practice in place, a score of 2 means the school has 
something in place, but its practices are reactive, a score of 3 means the school has a good 
process in place, but with some weaknesses, a score of 4 means the school has a good pro-
cess in place, and its practices are proactive, and a score of 5 means best practice in 
management.

10. As discussed in chapter 3, the WMS has also been adapted to measure management prac-
tices within defined units of a public bureaucracy.

11. The Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019) paper is described in detail in chapter 3. As previously 
discussed, the ability to construct such indexes using international data such as PISA 
hinges on the consistency of questionnaires over time. In the case of PISA, the subsequent 
rounds (2015 and 2018) did not include the same extent of questions as 2012 and therefore 
were not used by Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019).

12. These works include a manual for preparing for and responding to emergencies for 
UNICEF education program officers (UNICEF ROSA 2006); guides for disaster prevention 
in schools, for education sector decision-makers (Petal 2008); guides for crisis planning, 
school emergency, and disaster preparedness for schools and communities (Oreta 2010; US 
Department of Education 2007); guides for disaster risk reduction (DRR) for teachers 
(UNESCO 2014); guides for emergency management at institutions of higher education 
(US Department of Education 2010); compilation of good practices and lessons learned for 
DRR at schools (UNISDR and UNESCO 2007), among others. The tool was prepared in 
consultation with World Bank specialists in disaster risk management.

13. Appendix table A1 provides a detailed comparison across three of the instruments described 
in this chapter that measure management practices at the school level, along with mea-
sures included in recent large international student assessments.
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Evidence of a strong correlation between different measures of management 
practices and education outcomes within countries is increasing. For example, 
Bloom and others (2015) show that their school management score as measured 
through the World Management Survey is strongly, positively correlated with 
school-level student outcomes across six high- and middle-income countries.1 
Using their pooled cross-country data to plot school-level student learning out-
comes by each quartile of school management score reveals a strong positive 
correlation. For these countries, moving from the bottom to the top quartile of 
management is associated with a large increase in student learning outcomes, 
equivalent to approximately 0.4 standard deviations (figure 3.1, panel a). Leaver, 
Lemos, and Scur (2019) also show a similar relationship with their PISA-based 
management index for 2012 using data for all 65 participating countries: schools 
in the bottom quartile of management within their country score are, on average, 
about 6 points lower than the PISA global mean across math, reading, and sci-
ence, and students in schools in the top quartile of management within their 
country score are, on average, about 5.5 points higher than the PISA global mean 
(figure 3.1, panel b). The authors find an even stronger positive relationship 
using the Prova Brasil–based management index covering nearly all public 
schools in Brazil: moving from the bottom to the top quartile is associated with 
an increase in math and reading (Portuguese) of 0.74 and 0.8 standard deviations, 
respectively ( figure 3.1, panel c).

But how does management matter in education? This chapter presents new 
conceptual frameworks and empirical evidence that identifies specific channels 
through which management can influence education service delivery and ulti-
mately student outcomes. The first section describes a conceptual model of the 
management of day-to-day activities in schools and draws on data from PISA-
participating LAC countries to show how management can affect student out-
comes through teachers, students, and families. The second section presents 
new empirical evidence on how management of shocks in schools can affect ser-
vice provision and student outcomes, drawing from the experience of Hurricane 
Matthew in Haiti. The third section turns to the middle layers of education sys-
tems, reviewing the limited but promising research on managers and practices 
above the school level. The final section focuses on the system level, presenting 

How Management Matters 
for Education Outcomes
NEW THEORY AND EVIDENCE FROM LAC

3
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new measures and correlational evidence from Brazil, the Dominican Republic, 
Guatemala, and Peru on how system-level management matters for student out-
comes. Taken together, these results represent important contributions to our 
understanding of how management matters in education, but much remains to 
be learned—a topic we return to in the concluding chapter.

DAY-TO-DAY SCHOOL MANAGEMENT

Better school management practices on a day-to-day basis can help ensure the 
availability and quality of key inputs, as well as the conditions that enable these 

FIGURE 3.1

Increasing evidence of a strong positive correlation between school management practices and education 
outcomes in public and private schools across multiple measures and countries

Sources: World Bank calculations based on data from Bloom and others 2015; Leaver, Lemos, and Scur 2019. 
Note: This figure depicts the school management and performance at the student or school level by quartiles of the management score 
distribution within countries (where the bottom quartile includes the lowest 25 percent of scores, the second quartile includes up to the 
median score, the 3rd quartile considers from the median up to 75th percentile, and the top quartile includes the highest 25 percent of 
scores of each country). Panel a uses data from the World Management Survey across six countries from Bloom and others (2015), 
reproduced in figure B3 by Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019). (Number of observations = 1,002 schools.) Panel b uses data from the 2012 
PISA across 65 countries from figure 2 in Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019). Student outcomes are estimated using five plausible values and 
collapsed at the school level using PISA’s senate weights; test scores are presented as deviations from the global mean. (Number of 
observations = 15,196 schools.) Panel c uses data from the 2013 Prova Brasil in Brazil from figure 4 in Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019). 
Student learning outcomes data comes from national tests in Portuguese and math at grade 9. (Number of observations = 33,148 schools.) 
The management index for panel a is detailed in Bloom and others (2015); for panels b and c, it is detailed in detailed in Leaver, Lemos, 
and Scur (2019).
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inputs to come together and produce learning. Yet we have lacked a systematic 
description of the specific channels through which school management can 
affect student outcomes. Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019) begin addressing this 
gap by developing a simple framework that focuses specifically on the role of 
management in shaping the most important inputs for education—teachers, stu-
dents, and families. The context of this framework is a two-sector economy: an 
education sector, with a set of public schools (that is, government run) and pri-
vate schools (nongovernment run), and another outside sector. The dynamics of 
the public and private education subsectors, and the type of private sector (out-
side) offerings, are vastly different across countries and regions. In many coun-
tries, high-cost private schools cater to the affluent part of the population, and in 
a growing number of countries, there also exist low-cost private schools catering 
to students in the lower end of the income distribution. In the former context, 
private sector teaching jobs are preferred to public sector jobs and usually pro-
vide performance-based compensation schemes. In the latter, however, public 
sector teaching jobs are highly paid relative to the private sector. The model 
intends to capture the essential features of education systems in Latin America, 
where high-cost private schools are a substantial share of the market, and public 
sector teaching jobs do not confer significant rents relative to the private 
sector. 

The framework by Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019) posits that management 
practices can affect both the behavior of teachers and households (students and 
their families) through selection and incentive mechanisms. Specifically, the 
model proposes that stronger school management practices can affect student 
learning outcomes because school actors such as teachers, students, and parents 
become more productive (incentive channel), and new actors join the school 
(selection channel).2 The framework also decomposes the impact of management 
practices between management of operations and of people. People manage-
ment practices are those intended to attract, develop, and reward teachers; those 
practices in turn determine the structure of teacher compensation (including 
nonpecuniary benefits). Operations management practices, on the other hand, 
are those in place to ensure that the quality of instruction and learning is based 
on data-driven decisions and is a well-monitored process with clear and achiev-
able goals. These practices determine the total level of teacher compensation.3 

Decomposing the impact between management of people and of opera-
tions is important, considering the personnel policy restrictions the public 
sector faces in countries in the region. In fact, the cumulative distribution 
functions of the Leaver, Lemos, and Scur’s (2019) PISA-based people man-
agement index by public and private sectors show that across the entire 
range of the index, public schools fare worse than private schools. For any 
given lower score of people management, there is a higher share of public 
schools with that score relative to private schools, and for any given higher 
score, there is a higher share of private schools with that score relative to 
public schools (figure 3.2).4

Thus, the framework predicts that good people management practices 
improve student learning through two channels. A teacher exerts more effort 
because these practices provide extrinsic incentives and cultivate intrinsic 
incentives. Compounding this effect, good people management practices 
improve selection: a teacher with high ability and high intrinsic motivation 
may prefer a school with  performance pay over alternative employment 
because she anticipates that she will work hard and be rewarded for 
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producing student learning. The framework also predicts that good opera-
tions management practices improve student learning through two channels. 
There is no teacher incentive effect but the selection effect remains, now 
driven by the level rather than the structure of compensation. This is rein-
forced by a household incentive effect that arises because strong operations 
management practices encourage both students and parents to increase their 
inputs. 

The authors support these predictions using PISA data from LAC countries. 
First, directors in schools with higher PISA-based people management scores 
(predominantly private schools) are less likely to report experiencing teacher 
shortages and are also more likely to report higher levels of teacher motivation 
and effort, compared with directors in schools with lower PISA-based people 
 management scores (figure 3.3, panel a). Second, directors in public schools with 
higher PISA-based operations management scores are less likely to report 
 experiencing teacher shortages and also more likely to report higher levels of 
teacher motivation, teacher effort, and household effort, compared with 
 directors in public schools with lower PISA-based operations management 
scores ( figure 3.3, panel b).

These results help shed light on the findings of several strands of related 
 literature that examine the relationship between management practices, teach-
ers, and student outcomes. First, several studies that use rich administrative and 
survey data from various districts in the United States suggest that across public 
schools, those that attract and retain better teachers, improve those teachers’ 
skills more quickly, and cultivate safe and collaborative school climates for 

FIGURE 3.2

Lower quality people management practices in public schools than 
private schools on average across Latin America and the Caribbean

Source: Leaver, Lemos, and Scur 2019. 
Note: This figure shows the cumulative distribution of the PISA-based people 
management index for private and public schools for eight Latin American countries 
participating in PISA in 2012. The people management index is built out of the school 
questionnaire from PISA 2012 and is detailed in Leaver, Lemos, and Scur (2019). 
Number of observations: 3,069 (2,432 public schools, 637 private schools).
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teachers and students—all indicators of stronger people and operations 
 management practices—are those with higher student achievement (for exam-
ple, Grissom and Loeb 2011; Kraft, Marinell, and Yee 2016; Sebastian and 
Allensworth 2012) or value added (a measure of how much students learn in 
school; see Branch, Hanushek, and Rivkin 2012; Grissom and Bartanen 2019; 
Loeb, Kalogrides, and Béteille 2012). Studies of teachers’ perceptions also show 
that teachers who assess their school management as more effective and sup-
portive have higher job satisfaction and are less likely to plan to leave their job 
(Ladd 2011; Stockard and Lehman 2004).

Other research has begun examining detailed people and operations manage-
ment practices in observational and experimental settings to better understand 
their individual impacts, primarily in the United States. Using detailed time-use 
data from direct observation of school directors in Miami-Dade County Florida, 
Grissom, Loeb, and Master (2013) show that directors’ time spent on structured 
instruction activities, such as developing the school’s educational program or 
conducting planned classroom observations, is positively correlated with growth 
in student achievement, while time spent on unstructured activities such as 
informal classroom walkthroughs is negatively correlated. A small number of 
randomized trials are beginning to show that improvements in specific people 
and operations management practices that are feasible within public schools, 

FIGURE 3.3

Both people and operations management play a role in improving learning through 
selection and incentive channels

Source: Leaver, Lemos, and Scur 2019, tables 3 and 4.
Note: This figure covers eight Latin American countries participating in PISA. In panel a, it plots the 
coefficient and 95 percent confidence intervals (CIs) of separate regressions of the PISA-based people 
management index on three teacher indexes—shortage, motivation, and effort—for private and public 
schools (table 3). Panel b plots the coefficient and 95 percent confidence intervals of separate regressions 
of the PISA-based operations management index for the same three teacher indexes and a household effort 
index (table 4). All indexes are also built from the 2012 PISA school questionnaire and are detailed in Leaver, 
Lemos, Scur (2019). Number of observations: 3,069 (2,432 public schools, 637 private schools).
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where there is little scope for variation in the pecuniary elements of teacher 
compensation, can actually have important impacts. For example, structured 
and detailed feedback on classroom practices and structured, data-based peer-
to-peer learning activities have both been shown to significantly improve 
teaching practices and subsequent student learning in different US school 
districts, even though they were tied to relatively low-powered incentives (Papay 
and others 2020; Taylor and Tyler 2012). 

Finally, a third strand of research has highlighted how people management 
practices can depend in complex ways on school directors’ or others’ incen-
tives. For example, Grissom, Kalogrides, and Loeb (2017) show that primary 
school directors in Florida engage in strategic staffing by reassigning their 
most effective teachers to grades with high-stakes standardized exams to 
raise scores in the short term, with the unintended consequence of concen-
trating less effective teachers in early grades and lowering student achieve-
ment in the long term. In China, Li (2018) uses novel data to show that 
secondary school directors, who have substantial influence over teacher pro-
motion decisions, favor their close social connections and that this bias 
reduces the effort of unfavored teachers and induces the most effective 
ones to leave. In Ghana, Beg, Fitzpatrick, and Lucas (2021) measure whether 
there is gender bias in principals’ assessment of teacher effectiveness by col-
lecting data from principals’ subjective evaluations and teachers’ self- 
evaluations and objective effectiveness. The authors find that principals are 
11 percentage points less likely to rate a female teacher as “more effective,” 
despite female teachers being objectively more effective based on student 
learning than male teachers.

This theory and supporting empirical evidence therefore begin to get inside 
the black box of how day-to-day school management affects student outcomes. 
Yet many questions remain for future research, including how management 
affects families’ decisions about which school to select for their student (a topic 
we return to in the concluding chapter).

MANAGING SHOCKS IN SCHOOLS

In addition to affecting the day-to-day work of schools, better management 
practices can help schools deal with shocks of various types, including 
influxes of new students, major budget cuts, natural disasters, and public 
health crises. Shocks have been shown to affect student achievement in both 
basic and tertiary education, with a large body of literature drawing primar-
ily from high- and upper-middle-income countries. For example, regarding 
influxes of students see Gould, Lavy, and Paserman (2009). For budget shocks 
see Chakrabarti, Livingston, and Setren (2015); Deming and Walters (2017); 
and Jackson, Wigger, and Xiong (2018). For natural disasters, see DiPietro 
(2018). For public health crises, see Bandiera and others (2020) and Archibong 
and Annan (2020). This research generally does not delve into how schools 
react to these shocks, yet management practices are potentially an important 
channel through which school leaders could mitigate the impacts. For exam-
ple, better monitoring practices can help identify areas of need and enable 
the rapid reallocation of budget or human resources in response to changing 
conditions, such as an influx of new students. Better management of opera-
tions and people can help in creating and following emergency response 
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plans and having support from a cohesive network of stakeholders after a 
natural disaster. 

Natural disasters are an especially relevant type of shock for this study, as 
the LAC region has the highest per capita rate of natural disasters globally, 
with hurricanes in particular expected to continue increasing in number and 
strength (Gutmann and others 2018; NOAA 2018; World Bank 2018). The 
importance of reestablishing education as soon as possible after a natural 
disaster is widely shared among experts and advocated in the humanitarian 
literature (UNESCO 2014; US Department of Education 2007; UNICEF ROSA 
2006); however, the direct impact of school management on the speed and 
degree of recovery from disasters has not previously been studied 
empirically.5 

Adelman, Baron, and Lemos (forthcoming) provide evidence of the role of 
management practices in mitigating the impact of a natural disaster, with data 
from Haiti before and after Hurricane Matthew, which made landfall as a 
Category 4 storm in October 2016. Haiti’s low level of development and its geog-
raphy make it vulnerable to a range of natural disasters, including the earthquake 
that caused catastrophic damage and loss of life in the capital Port-au-Prince and 
surrounding areas in 2010 (World Bank 2013). In addition, over 80 percent of 
primary schools are private, owned and operated by a constellation of religious 
groups, nonprofit organizations, and private citizens (Adelman, Holland, and 
Heidelk 2017). In this context, most schools receive limited or no support from 
either national or local governments in the aftermath of shocks, including 
Hurricane Matthew. Therefore it is largely up to individual schools or school 
networks to obtain support and recover, creating a context in which school man-
agement practices could play an important role in determining the effects of 
shocks. 

The policy literature on education and disasters identifies several chan-
nels through which management may help determine how schools are 
affected by and recover from natural disasters. First, the day-to-day manage-
ment practices of a school can affect how well-prepared it is to face a disaster. 
Regular maintenance of infrastructure and well-organized document man-
agement are considered good practice for both management and disaster 
readiness, and they can reduce the physical and logistical impacts of events 
such as a hurricane (US Department of Education 2010; UNESCO 2014). 
After a disaster, strong communication practices, personnel management, 
and community engagement can help schools reopen faster, mobilize 
resources to recover, and provide students needed psychosocial support 
(UNISDR and UNESCO 2007). Finally, well-managed schools that proac-
tively respond to change may be more likely to learn from past shocks and 
adapt more effective disaster risk mitigation and preparedness practices to 
reduce the impacts of future shocks.6 

To estimate how much management practices can help schools’ recovery 
and response through the channels described above, Adelman, Baron, and 
Lemos (forthcoming) use variation across Haiti in schools’ exposure to 
Matthew’s intensity, coupled with multiple types of newly collected data on 
management practices, the hurricane’s intensity and impacts, and disaster risk 
management practices. From April 2016 to June 2017, the authors ran four 
independent rounds of data to capture (a) student learning measures about five 
months before the hurricane using the EGRA (Early Grade Reading 
Assessment), (b) day-to-day management practices at the school prior to the 



50 | MANAGING FOR LEARNING

hurricane, using the Development World Management Survey (D-WMS) and 
emergency response to the hurricane immediately after the shock, (c) recovery 
measures and adoption of disaster preparedness and mitigation practices 
9 months after the hurricane using the School Disaster Management Survey 
(SDMS) described in the previous chapter, and (d) student learning measures 
and disaster management audits 9–10 months after the hurricane. 

Data on both local wind speeds and individual school infrastructure damage 
provide measures of the impacts of Matthew on schools and show the variation 
across schools in the extent of Matthew’s impacts. Adelman, Baron, and Lemos 
(forthcoming) assume that, controlling for basic school characteristics, includ-
ing school size, sector, and prehurricane infrastructure quality, the intensity of 
exposure to the hurricane was effectively random. This assumption is supported 
by the fact that hurricane paths in Haiti are largely determined by global winds 
and other meteorological factors that change regularly, and that little informa-
tion was available about the hurricane in the days leading up to its landfall. The 
authors provide detailed evidence to support the lack of a relationship between 
management quality at the school, and when the director learned about the hur-
ricane or what the director expected in terms of its strength and potential 
destruction (figure 3.4). 

FIGURE 3.4

Well managed and poorly managed schools in Haiti were equally likely to be surprised 
by the impacts of Hurricane Matthew

Source: Adelman, Baron, and Lemos, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows the minimum, first quartile, median, third quartile, and maximum 
for the distributions of Development World Management Survey school management 
scores (collected before the hurricane) on the horizontal axis for each categorical response 
to two questions: “When did you learn the hurricane was coming?” and “What was your 
expectation of the hurricane’s strength?” Outside values are dropped from the graph. The 
Development World Management Survey school management score includes survey noise 
controls. Number of observations: 279.

1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0

School management score

Weak storm/little damage

Strong storm/some damage

Strong storm/much damage

No expectation

b. What was your expectation of the hurricane’s strength?

1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0

School management score

Learned 3+ days earlier

Learned 2 days earlier

Learned 1 day earlier

Learned on the same day

a. When did you learn the hurricane was coming?



How Management Matters for Education Outcomes | 51

Three important results emerge from the analysis (figure 3.5). First, even with 
low average day-to-day management quality and limited variation, routinely bet-
ter managed schools are better able to mitigate the impacts of the hurricane, 
controlling for a range of school characteristics and the intensity of exposure to 
the storm. For example, the authors show that for schools that report damage to 
20 percent of the school building, 1 standard deviation better D-WMS score is 
associated with an increase of 5 percentage points in the share of students back 
within two months. Second, there is an increasing marginal effect of infrastruc-
ture damage from the hurricane on recovery indicators measured seven to eight 
months posthurricane. Finally, better managed schools recover faster, and this 
difference is more pronounced at higher levels of damage. 

Better managed schools are also better able to mitigate the impacts of 
Matthew on student learning. For schools experiencing the highest level of 
infrastructure damage, 1 standard deviation of better routine management 

FIGURE 3.5

Better managed schools damaged by Hurricane Matthew in Haiti reopened faster and 
had teachers and students back sooner than poorly managed schools

Source: Adelman, Baron, and Lemos, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows the estimated marginal effect of damage from the hurricane in the vertical axis, as 
indicated by the school infrastructure damage index on the horizontal axis, on three recovery indicators 
measured post-hurricane: (a) number of days school reopened (in logs), (b) share of students back within two 
months, (c) share of teachers back within two months. For each of these recovery measures, the light blue line 
represents the predicted marginal effect of the hurricane for schools with high management quality 
(management equal or above the mean), and the dark blue line shows the effect on schools with low 
management quality (below the mean). These estimates come from original least squares regressions of 
recovery indicators on hurricane damage measures, Development World Management Survey school 
management scores, and a range of school characteristics (sector, size, pre-hurricane infrastructure quality), 
and interaction terms of damage with DWMS school management score. Number of observations: 230.
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practices would equate to a 0.43 standard deviation increase in average score on 
the EGRA administered at the end of the school year in which Matthew hit 
(approximately nine months later). Finally, schools with better routine manage-
ment (as measured by the D-WMS) adopt better disaster management practices 
after the hurricane if they experienced infrastructure damage, conditioning on a 
range of school and school director characteristics. For these schools, 1 standard 
deviation of better routine management practices is associated with a 0.20 stan-
dard deviation improvement in newly adopted disaster management practices 
nine months after Matthew (figure 3.6, panel b).7 On the other hand, schools that 
did not experience any damage (despite being in areas hit by the hurricane) do 
not seem to be adopting better practices.

New research is just beginning to emerge on managing schools through 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, which created the large, global shock of 
school closures followed by an ongoing period of uncertainty. For example, 
Bobonis and others (2020) leverage a research program on in-service direc-
tor training begun prior to the pandemic to assess the correlation between 
school management quality and adaptation to distance learning in Puerto 
Rico. Their preliminary findings show that in public schools with a 

FIGURE 3.6

Better managed schools damaged by Hurricane Matthew in Haiti adopt better disaster 
preparedness and mitigation practices afterwards, while undamaged schools do not

Source: Adelman, Baron, and Lemos, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows on the horizontal axis the Development World Management Survey (D-WMS) school 
management practices index (collected before the hurricane) and on the vertical axis the adoption of school 
disaster management practices index (collected 9 months after the hurricane), conditioning on a range of 
school and school director characteristics, wind speed, and survey noise controls for both measures. Data are 
plotted in 25 equal size bins of the school management practices variable. The line presents the best fit. 
Number of observations: 227 (schools with no infrastructure damage: 115, schools with infrastructure 
damage: 112).
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1 standard deviation higher score on the D-WMS in people management and 
target setting, 9.9 percent more students are actively using Puerto Rico’s 
main online learning platform. 

MANAGERS AND MANAGEMENT PRACTICES IN 
THE MIDDLE LAYERS

The middle layers of public systems—such as local administrative districts, 
central technical units, and autonomous institutes—have been understudied 
relative to their potential importance in shaping education outcomes and 
remain a critical area for further research. Recent advances in measurement 
of both management and bureaucratic performance in other sectors hold 
promise for education. Rasul and Rogger (2018), as well as Rasul, Rogger, and 
Williams (forthcoming), adapt the WMS instrument to measure the quality 
of management practices in defined units of various civil service organiza-
tions in Nigeria and Ghana, including agriculture, water, and education min-
istries, and exploit detailed administrative data on each unit’s planned 
projects, execution rates, and quality of execution to create measures of unit 
performance. 

Within both countries, they find substantial variation across units in the qual-
ity of management practices and in performance.8 They also find strong and 
nuanced correlations between specific management practices and unit perfor-
mance (as measured by quality-adjusted project completion). Specifically, stron-
ger incentives and monitoring practices are negatively correlated with project 
completion, while stronger practices that enable autonomy for bureaucrats are 
positively correlated with project completion. Moreover, these relationships are 
dependent on other factors, including how well defined a project is. Their results 
point toward a rich research agenda that examines how management practices 
interact with the broader operating environment to determine the performance 
of these middle layers of public systems. In education, ongoing research across 
several middle-income countries will start to shed light on some of these topics, 
including, for example, research on the decision-making processes of local-level 
education officials, the effectiveness of performance incentives for staff support-
ing groups of schools, and the impacts of better data and management tools.9 For 
example, Sabarwal, Asaduzzaman, and Ramachandran (2020) use a novel mea-
surement strategy of “gamified vignettes” on tablets to assess the decision-making 
processes of district education officers across Nepal and Bangladesh. The 
authors find that these officers generally have beliefs and preferences that align 
with evidence on what works to increase learning for all, with a few critical 
exceptions. For example, they prioritize the demands of vocal parents over the 
needs of disadvantaged students, appear unwilling to sanction low-performing 
teachers, and are divided in terms of prioritizing equity in inputs versus equity 
in outcomes. These results highlight a potentially promising new approach to 
understanding how middle managers make decisions, in order to develop more 
effective means of engaging and supporting these actors. As education is among 
the largest sectors in terms of public spending and employment for most LAC 
countries, further research to understand both what determines the upstream 
service delivery that shapes the quality of schools, and how to improve it, are a 
high priority. 
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SYSTEM-LEVEL MANAGEMENT AND SERVICE DELIVERY

At the system level, a large body of research on the economics of education liter-
ature has provided increasingly convincing empirical evidence that, in addition 
to student and family background and levels of system inputs, institutional char-
acteristics also matter for student achievement (Hanushek and Woessmann 
2011; Todd and Wolpin 2003). These institutional characteristics include the 
allocation of responsibilities to the school level (frequently referred to as auton-
omy), the existence of specific practices such as external school leaving exams 
and in-class observation of teachers’ practice (aspects of accountability), the 
extent of competition from the private sector, and the interactions across these 
features. As shown in multiple waves of international learning assessment data, 
school autonomy coupled with accountability as well as increased private sector 
competition has positive effects on educational achievement and also helps 
explain cross-country achievement differences above and beyond other inputs 
(Woessmann 2016). 

Although these results provide convincing evidence on the link between 
institutional characteristics and achievement outcomes, moving from the insight 
that institutions matter to reliably predicting the effects of changing specific 
institutional characteristics is not straightforward.10 For example, though mea-
sures of school autonomy are an important institutional characteristic measured 
in the literature, the effect of autonomy on educational achievement is neither 
theoretically and nor empirically straightforward. 

In a model of institutional effects on education production, Bishop and 
Woessmann (2004) suggest that the allocation of responsibilities to offi-
cials at different levels must consider both officials’ knowledge and incen-
tives, such that different responsibilities may be optimally allocated to 
different levels. For example, they argue that responsibilities related to 
functions of curriculum and learning standards are likely better allocated 
to the national level to take advantage of greater centralized knowledge. In 
contrast, personnel-related functions may best be allocated to schools or 
local officials, who are able to build much richer knowledge of local needs 
and individuals’ day-to-day job performance. Across responsibilities, 
Bishop and Woessmann (2004) suggest that perhaps an intermediate level 
of bureaucracy would represent the best tradeoff between the drawbacks of 
school-level and national-level allocation. Empirically, an extensive litera-
ture on system decentralization in LAC highlights the risks of increasing 
inequalities as the benefits of devolving responsibilities tend to accrue to 
local systems with great management capacity and resources (see, for 
example, Brutti 2020; Galiani, Gertler, and Schargrodsky 2008). Hanushek, 
Link, and Woessmann (2013) illustrate this at the global level by pointing 
out that increasing school autonomy is positively correlated with 
higher educational achievement only in countries with stronger overall 
 institutions as proxied by higher GDP per capita and international assess-
ment scores. 

Yet most of the evidence on the importance of institutions mentioned 
above comes from a limited number of variables that describe individual 
institutional characteristics. Although these variables are important, both 
the complexity of institutional settings and lack of data collection instru-
ments to capture this complexity have limited our understanding of how 
institutional changes matter for educational achievement. This challenge is 
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not confined to education, as much of the economics and political science 
literature has focused either on elected politicians or frontline service 
providers (street-level bureaucrats) like teachers and health care workers, 
leaving a black box of bureaucracy in between (Finan, Olken, and Pande 2015; 
Pepinsky, Pierskalla, and Sacks 2017). 

Adelman and others (forthcoming) attempt to address this challenge and 
develop new measures of the completeness, coherence, and quality of the func-
tioning of public basic education systems. This approach draws on multiple 
strands of literature, including (a) functional reviews in public management 
(Manning and Parison 2004; Moarcas, Sondergaard, and Orbach 2011), (b) sys-
tems and state capability in public sector reform (Andrews, Pritchett, and 
Woolcock 2017; Pritchett 2014, 2015), and (c) the emerging data-driven litera-
ture on bureaucratic effectiveness (Hasnain and Rogger 2018; Rasul and Rogger 
2018). The authors focus on specific attributes of the organizational structure, 
namely the allocation and execution of the tasks that make up the core functions 
of an education system. 

To guide their data collection efforts, the authors focus on five related 
questions. First, are all the core functions of the education system clearly 
articulated and is responsibility for their execution allocated in law or regu-
lation (de jure)? The regulatory completeness of responsibility allocation pro-
vides the reference point against which bureaucrats understand their roles, 
such that responsibilities that are not clearly allocated in regulation may not 
be effectively carried out, if they are carried out at all (Pritchett and Pande 
2006). Second, how are responsibilities allocated across levels of education 
systems? This type of information, while lacking normative implications—
given that optimal allocations are context dependent—can provide important 
insights into where decisions are being  made. 

Third, how aligned are the self-reports of system authorities (that is, those of 
a school director, her local education official, and the regulation) on the alloca-
tion of responsibilities with regulation (de jure versus de facto) and with each 
other? These measures of coherence are based on the basic managerial premise 
that individuals within an organization must share a common understanding of 
their own and each other’s roles to work effectively together, which, in a public 
education system, would be based on regulation (Andrews and Shah 2005; 
Pritchett 2015).11 Fourth, how well are functions carried out by those who are 
responsible? The authors use the speed of completion and outcomes (when 
responsibilities are carried out) to construct measures of quality of execution, 
which help determine the quality of education services that systems deliver 
(Rasul, Rogger, and Williams forthcoming; Rogger 2017). Finally, are these mea-
sures meaningful? Specifically, is coherence positively associated with education 
systems’ quality of execution and with final outcomes in terms of student 
learning?

To answer these questions, as described in the previous chapter, the authors 
develop a new set of instruments (the Education System Coherence Survey) and 
apply them to the public basic education systems in four middle-income coun-
tries in Latin America: Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, and Peru. 

On the basis of this data collection exercise, the authors are able to 
describe a more complete picture of the management of these public educa-
tion systems and provide answers to the five questions above. First, across 
functions, the percentage of tasks that lack a clear allocation in the legisla-
tion are not trivial, representing about 25  percent of the tasks across 
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countries (20 percent in Brazil, 29 percent in the Dominican Republic, 
30 percent in Guatemala, and 24 percent in Peru).12 Second, the allocation of 
tasks at the national versus more local levels varies substantially across coun-
tries, but in all cases, the minority of tasks are allocated to school directors—
from under 10 percent in Guatemala, Peru, and Brazil to 18 percent in the 
Dominican Republic (figure 3.7). In Brazil and the Dominican Republic, the 
tasks allocated to school directors are concentrated in monitoring of and 
identification of needs, while in Guatemala and Peru no tasks are identified 
as being the main responsibility of school directors. 

Third, although tasks for most core functions are allocated in law or regula-
tion across countries, the coherence between this de jure allocation and bureau-
crats’ de facto understanding, as well as coherence between bureaucrats in their 
de facto understanding, varies substantially across functions and countries 
( figure 3.8). Across countries, education officials at the national, subnational, and 
local levels fail to identify 10–80 percent of tasks that are theirs according to 
regulation, and they claim 15–35 percent of the tasks allocated to other levels of 
the system. Fourth, across several functions related to the management of 

FIGURE 3.7

Substantial variation in the de jure allocation of tasks, and in all cases, 
the minority of tasks are allocated to school directors across Brazil, the 
Dominican Republic, Guatemala, and Peru

Source: Adelman and others, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows the distribution of the allocation of tasks to the national, 
subnational, local, and school-level by dimension (monitoring and identification, 
planning, and implementation) and country as stated in the national legislation. 
The legislation review was performed by a senior analyst with familiarity with each 
country’s education system, who allocated the primary responsibility of the tasks to 
an education system level according to the current legislation. Observations are at 
the country level, with 51 tasks by country except for Guatemala (44), where 7 of the 
51 tasks are not incorporated in the legislation because of the structure of the 
education system.
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FIGURE 3.8

Understanding of the de facto allocation of tasks across 10 core education functions  
shows substantial incoherence within education systems in Brazil, the Dominican 
Republic, Guatemala, and Peru

Source: Adelman and others, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows the percentage of tasks that are fully incoherent within each education system. Full incoherence takes 
the value of 1 if the local official, school director, and legislation do not allocate the task to the same education system level 
and 0 if they do agree, fully or partially. The bar corresponds to the percentage of fully incoherent tasks by function and 
country. Observations are at the task level, with 51 tasks per interview. Number of school-task level observations per country: 
Brazil = 2,244, Dominican Republic = 4,998, Guatemala = 4,182, and Peru = 5,100.
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personnel (which absorbs the bulk of most education systems’ budgets), officials 
report incomplete or low-quality execution of tasks. For example, when asked 
about the last time a teaching vacancy occurred at their school, a minority of 
school directors across most countries reported that it was filled with a teacher 
possessing the appropriate skills (5 percent in Brazil, 18 percent in the Dominican 
Republic, 35 percent in Guatemala, and 56 percent in Peru).13 

Finally, the authors find evidence suggesting that coherence within bureau-
crats’ understanding of task allocation affects the outcomes produced by public 
education systems. In the countries where learning data are available, the 
authors find that incoherence in the understanding of de facto task allocation 
between a school director, the local education official, and regulation is nega-
tively correlated with average student learning outcomes at the school level, 
providing suggestive evidence that coherence matters for how education sys-
tems function and ultimately for student outcomes (figure 3.9).14

The instruments and measures Adelman and others (forthcoming) have 
developed may be useful as diagnostic tools to identify which system functions 
need further development and strengthening, and to approach some of the core 
service delivery challenges in education, such as personnel management, in a 
more systemic manner. Although systems are always in flux, this type of snap-
shot is useful in moving toward a deeper understanding of how institutions can 
influence educational achievement.
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NOTES

1. Brazil, Canada, India, Sweden, the United Kingdom, and the United States.
2. This focus on selection and incentives is in keeping with the traditional focus of the per-

sonnel economics literature and related applications in public service delivery (Ashraf and 
others 2020; Besley 2004; Muralidharan and Sundararaman 2011).

3. Literature on teacher incentives has focused on variations in the mechanism and design of 
financial compensation (such as pay-per-performance or pay-per-percentile) and primar-
ily looks at pecuniary benefits of improving performance. The novel aspect of Leaver, 
Lemos, and Scur’s (2019) model is that it looks at teacher compensation schemes in terms 
of utility (including pay) but also looks at other potential aspects that matter to teachers, 
such as workplace organization. This expanded definition of teacher compensation may 
help in the interpretation of the impacts (or lack thereof ) of changes to financial incentives, 

FIGURE 3.9

Negative correlation between the percentage of fully incoherent tasks and student learning at the school 
level in Brazil, the Dominican Republic, and Peru

Source: Adelman and others, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows on the horizontal axis the school-level full incoherence index—that is, the average percentage of incoherent tasks for 
schools in Brazil, the Dominican Republic, and Peru. Full incoherence takes the value of 1 if the local official, school director, and legislation 
do not allocate the task to the same education system level and 0 if they do agree, fully or partially. On the vertical axis, the figure shows 
school-level student achievement data from national learning assessments in each country. Portuguese and math scores of fifth graders from 
Prova Brasil 2015 for Brazil, Spanish and math scores of third graders from the Prueba Diagnóstica 2017 in the Dominican Republic, and 
Spanish and math scores of fourth graders from the Evaluación Censal de Estudiantes 2016 in Peru. Student achievement data for Guatemala 
is not available. A range of school, municipality, and survey noise controls are included. Data are plotted in 20 equal size bins. The line 
presents the best fit. Number of observations (schools): Brazil = 27, Dominican Republic = 75, and Peru = 184.
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as recent evidence from Pakistan and Indonesia shows that large changes in teachers’ pay 
does not appear to affect their performance (Bau and Das 2020; de Ree and others 2018).

 4. This finding is reinforced in a vastly different context in Lemos, Muralidharan, and Scur 
(2021), who also decompose management into operations and people practices and study 
their relationship with productivity across public schools and low-cost private schools in 
rural Andhra Pradesh, India. Private schools are better managed relative to public schools, 
mainly because of differences in people management, and this matters for student value 
added and teacher practices. They also show evidence that better people management 
practices at private schools (but not public) are associated both with paying higher wages 
to better teachers as well as keeping better teachers and letting go of worse teachers.

 5. In the literature on private sector firms, different management characteristics and prac-
tices have been shown to affect firms’ responses to shocks. Decentralization structure 
(Aghion and others 2021), risk management prior to a disaster (Collier and others 2020), 
and managers’ handling of shocks through reoptimization of worker-task matching 
(Adhavaryu, Kala, and Nyshadham 2019) have proved significant in determining how 
shocks affect a firm’s outcomes and productivity, as well as its recovery.

 6. Continuous improvement, whereby problems are actively identified and resolved, is one of 
the key management processes measured in schools using the World Management Survey 
(Lemos and Scur 2016). Evidence from school systems globally suggests that adoption of 
disaster management practices is contingent on experiencing a disaster (BRI and GRIPS 
2007). Together these results suggest that most schools are unlikely to have disaster man-
agement practices in place prior to a major shock, and that better managed schools 
(or school systems) would be more likely to adopt such practices after a shock.

 7. This correlation is significant at the 5 percent level. For schools with no damage, a 1 stan-
dard deviation of better routine management practices is associated with an insignificant 
−0.6 standard deviation reduction in newly adopted disaster management practices.

 8. The authors restrict their comparisons to units executing projects of the same type, such as 
borehole-drilling projects or staff training projects.

 9. The research projects mentioned are funded by the Results in Education for All 
Children (REACH) fund managed by the World Bank: https://www.worldbank.org/en 
/ programs/reach.

10. See Pande and Udry (2005) for a relevant discussion of these challenges in the 
growth literature.

11. Within Pritchett’s 2015 framework, the proposed measure of coherence in Adelman and 
others (forthcoming) approximately corresponds to a detailed measure of the delegation 
element within the management relationship.

12. Clarity of allocation in legislation was assessed as follows: two education experts (who were 
not familiar with the legislation of any of the countries) were asked to review the informa-
tion provided in the legislative review separately and indicate when responsibility for a par-
ticular task was not assigned or was ambiguous. Tasks that both education experts indicated 
as ambiguous or unassigned were classified as lacking a clear allocation in the legislation.

13. These measures indicate low-quality execution of the task, but they do not pinpoint the 
root causes. For example, failure to appropriately fill teaching vacancies could the result of 
a weak pool of potential new hires, ineffective hiring practices, or ineffective assignment 
practices. 

14. Given the relatively small sample size and correlational nature of the relationship, these 
results are suggestive and additional research is needed in this area.
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Given the evidence presented in the previous chapters on how management 
matters for education outcomes and how to measure it, this chapter explores 
questions of how to improve management in Latin America and the Caribbean 
(LAC) and how much such improvements can affect student outcomes. Broadly 
speaking, at least three approaches are used for improving management in 
schools, the middle layers above the school level, and education systems more 
broadly. These approaches include selecting managers differently; creating or 
improving management training, support, and incentives; and aligning actors in 
the system toward better management. This chapter reviews a small but grow-
ing literature that attempts to rigorously evaluate these approaches, with a focus 
on several new empirical studies from LAC. The evidence so far points to solu-
tions that are neither cheap nor easy but that hold promise for improving man-
agement practices and school outcomes. 

STRENGTHENING SELECTION PROCESSES FOR SCHOOL 
DIRECTORS

The quality of management practices depends heavily on the quality of the pub-
lic sector managers who implement them. In fact, a sizable descriptive literature 
on high-performing education systems around the world stresses the impor-
tance of purposefully developing talent for managerial positions, including 
school directors, through early leadership experiences and induction training 
and mentoring programs, coupled with highly meritocratic selection mecha-
nisms (Barber, Whelan, and Clark 2010; Jensen, Downing, and Clark 2017). 

In these high-performing systems, however, at least two underlying factors 
appear to be crucial, and they may not be as well-developed in LAC or other 
regions. First is a high-quality pool of candidates. In nearly all high-performing 
systems, teachers—the pool from which directors and many education manag-
ers are initially drawn—are an already highly selected population with strong 
training and skills, yet this is not the case in much of LAC (Bruns and Luque 
2015). The second factor is a strong and common understanding among those 
involved in the selection process of what to look for in applicants. As detailed in 
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Barber, Whelan, and Clark (2010) high-performing systems  primarily use inter-
views, presentations, and recommendations from colleagues and supervisors as 
inputs to the selection process, in effect relying heavily on the judgment of sys-
tem actors (whether it be school boards, superintendents, or other selection 
panels). In countries where those actors have diverging views or have different 
incentives for identifying management talent, implementing such selection 
mechanisms may at first yield unexpected results; the approach may take signif-
icant time to evolve into a well-functioning system. More generally, high-per-
forming systems offer important experiences on manager selection, but these 
experiences do not automatically translate into applicable evidence outside of 
their particular contexts (Andrews, Pritchett, and Woolcock 2017; Pritchett and 
Woolcock 2004). 

Outside of education, a nascent literature on personnel economics in devel-
oping countries points to two additional insights regarding selection of bureau-
crats (including directors and other education managers). First, higher wages 
and better career advancement prospects can be effective in attracting a high-
er-quality applicant pool (as measured by cognitive and socioemotional assess-
ments and on-the-job performance) and in increasing job acceptance rates 
(Ashraf, and others 2020; Dal Bó, Finan, and Rossi 2013). However, given the 
political economy of public education in most countries, higher wages are almost 
always applied to incumbents as well, implying significant increases in public 
expenditures for a slowly changing stock of service providers, making this option 
less likely to be cost-effective (de Ree and others 2018). Second, we still know 
relatively little about how different screening mechanisms affect who applies in 
the first place and the traits of who is selected, for example, whether screening 
beyond technical skills (such as for prosocial motivation, honesty, or other per-
sonality traits) is desirable or even feasible in many developing country contexts 
(Finan, Olken, and Pande 2015). 

For school directors and other managers, these results suggest that changes 
in selection mechanisms should be studied carefully, to better understand the 
impacts they have on the traits and performance of those who enter the system. 
In LAC, selection methods for school directors at the primary level are quite 
varied, as presented in chapter 2. Yet what most LAC countries do have in com-
mon is that a large percentage of school directors did not obtain their positions 
on the basis of demonstrated managerial skills or management potential. This 
presents an important opportunity for improving management at the school 
level, which several countries have begun working on. Ongoing research into 
such major policy changes sheds light on the effectiveness of newly adopted 
selection methods across three LAC countries: Brazil, Chile, and Peru.

To estimate the effects of selection mechanism on school directors’ character-
istics and ultimately on student achievement, Pereda and others (2020) focus on 
changes in regulations for the selection of school director that have occurred 
across Brazilian states since the mid-2000s. Several states passed laws mandating 
changes in the selection process for school directors, from appointment mecha-
nisms in which politicians or politically elected bureaucrats appointed directors, 
to a range of other mechanisms, including (a) direct elections by the school 
community, in which parents, teachers, and sometimes students hold voting 
rights; (b) public examinations; (c) assessment by technical bureaucrats; and 
(d) combinations of these different processes. The scale of this movement is rel-
atively unique in Latin America, with over 35 percent of current public primary 
school directors chosen by community election.1 Utilizing panel data on state-run 
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schools across Brazil, Pereda and others (2020) find that schools with directors 
who are selected by any of the mechanisms that use community election or tech-
nical screening (including examinations and assessment) have higher student 
achievement indicators. The authors present results suggesting that this relation-
ship is explained by a management quality effect, by which directors who are 
directly elected or technically screened stay longer in their positions and focus 
more on in-service professional development for their teachers, characteristics 
that are both strongly correlated with student achievement. These results are in 
line with other recent work that finds that politically driven turnover of school 
staff in Brazil reduces student learning (Akhtari and others forthcoming).

Although these studies provide evidence that political appointments are a 
suboptimal mechanism for selecting school leaders, they are not able to answer 
the broader question of which selection mechanisms are optimal in different 
contexts—for example, whether technical screening processes outperform 
direct elections, and under what circumstances.2 Two other studies provide 
insights on different selection mechanisms and different contexts. 

Muñoz and Prem (2020) look at a new mechanism introduced by a 2011 
reform in Chile to select school directors. Before 2011, the selection of directors 
to public schools was the sole responsibility of municipalities and therefore was 
not supervised by the central government. After the reform, directors could be 
elected through public, transparent competitions in a process that is led by a 
third-party human resources firm. This process is supervised by the Civil Service 
Agency at the central level, but schools ultimately are the ones making the deci-
sion on when to switch to this new mechanism (the replacement of directors was 
not mandatory during the period examined, 2012 to 2016). Thus the adoption of 
this new mechanism was staggered, with the number of directors being elected 
under the new regime increasing over time. 

Muñoz and Prem (2020) exploit the timing of adoption of this new selection 
mechanism to study its impact on director effectiveness through a staggered 
difference-in-differences approach.3 They show that the effect of the new selec-
tion mechanism was positive and statistically significant, increasing director 
effectiveness by approximately .04 standard deviations and remaining stable 
over time (figure 4.1). Despite being modest in magnitude, these results are very 
promising, suggesting that the roll-out of such policies can be successful over 
time in attracting and retaining good candidates in government positions offer-
ing rigid wage structures, such as the post of school director in many countries.

Another country that has made substantial progress in reforming their 
director selection process is Peru. Using different approaches than those in 
Brazil and Chile, Peru’s reform was coordinated and implemented at the central 
level or through strict central-level oversight. In 2014 the central government 
introduced a merit-based civil service examination combined with a revised 
compensation package for accessing school managerial positions, essentially 
eliminating manager selection by local authorities. Up until then, despite exist-
ing legislation providing guidance on how to recruit school directors, they were 
in fact appointed locally based on a variety of factors that were not always related 
to merit. The new selection process, on the other hand, was first implemented 
through a one-time national-level examination required for all existing directors 
to determine whether they would be ratified in their posts or return to  teaching 
positions, followed by an optional entrance examination for all eligible public 
sector teachers to fill any posts that had been opened through the first examina-
tion and any remaining vacancies in other schools.
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In this context, Lemos and Piza (forthcoming) ask whether the effect of pol-
icies designed and implemented at the national level can strengthen school 
director selection and consequently improve student learning. First, the authors 
find that there was full compliance with the legislation from administering the 
examination to determining job offers based on their results, and also find 
approximately 90 percent compliance in accepting the results of the examina-
tion through ratification and job offers by school directors, suggesting that there 
is potential for successful implementation of such large-scale reforms. 

Second, to estimate the impact on learning, Lemos and Piza (forthcoming) 
compare schools where the director failed the examination and should have been 
replaced (treated schools) with schools where directors passed and should have 
retained their post (nontreated schools). They use a differences-in- differences 
approach with propensity score weighting with school-level standardized stu-
dent examinations, as well as a value added model using matched student exam-
ination data across years. Surprisingly, the authors find that the immediate 
impact of the reform on school performance in math and reading was negative 
(approximately 0.10 standard deviations). When exploring heterogeneous effects 
on the basis of school location to understand whether the policy produced differ-
ential effects on students across the country, given the large scale of the reform, 
the authors find that these results are mostly driven by schools in rural areas. In 
fact, the reform seems to have had a short-term yet persistent reduction of 
between 0.1 to 0.2 standard deviations in school performance in rural areas, 
whereas the effect was null in urban areas (figure 4.2). Interestingly, the authors 

FIGURE 4.1

Small yet stable positive impact of switching from municipal 
appointments to civil service examinations for school directors in Chile

Source: Muñoz and Prem 2020.
Note: This figure shows the impact of the new selection system, which consisted of 
public, transparent competition through civil service examinations supervised by the 
government, the Alta Dirección Pública, on the effectiveness of public schools’ directors. 
It plots the point estimates and 95 percent confidence intervals estimated from 
equation (8) in Muñoz and Prem (2020). It considers school and year fixed effects and 
also controls by school and municipality characteristics during the prereform period 
(measured in 2010), interacted with year dummies. Number of schools = 3,167.
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show that these results in student learning are not driven by student composition 
effects, that is, there were no substantial differences in dropouts or grade 
promotion between the treated and nontreated groups within both rural and 
urban areas.

Given such differences within the treated and nontreated groups in rural 
 versus urban schools, Lemos and Piza (forthcoming) explore potential mecha-
nisms that could explain these results. They suggest that the negative effect in 
rural but not urban schools might, at least partly, be driven by (a) lower supply of 
candidates (less competition for jobs) in rural treated schools relative to urban 
treated schools, as well as smaller skill gains by directors in treated versus non-
treated schools within rural versus urban areas; and (b) poorer time manage-
ment in rural treated schools relative to rural nontreated schools (with no 
differences seen between treated and nontreated schools in urban areas). These 
findings highlight the importance of considering the local context in the design 
of national education personnel policies. Using these results, the Peruvian gov-
ernment is introducing a new career path for directors in rural schools to close 
the rural-urban gap and improve its director selection mechanism. These are 

FIGURE 4.2

Introduction of sit-in examination to select school directors in Peru 
had a short-term yet persistent negative impact on student value 
added across multiple cohorts in rural schools, but not in urban 
schools

Source: World Bank calculations based on data from 
Lemos and Piza, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows the intention-to-treat effect of 
implementing sit-in examinations to select school 
directors in Peru on student value added. It plots the 
point estimate and 95 percent confidence intervals from 
individual regressions using a student value added model. 
Student value added is available for four cohorts: three 
cohorts are observed in grade 2 in years 2009, 2010, and 
2012 and again in grade 8 six years later in years 2015, 
2016, 2018, and one cohort is observed in grade 2 in year 
2014 and grade 4 two years later in 2016. All 
specifications include controls for log of number of 
students in school and a dummy for multigrade teaching. 
Number of schools = 6,482; number of 
students = 330,302.
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important lessons from the region as other countries in LAC—such as 
the Dominican Republic4—attempt to move to merit-based mechanisms for 
selecting school directors. 

PROVIDE TRAINING, SUPPORT, AND INCENTIVES

As with selection methods, there is very limited well-identified evidence on the 
effects, and cost-effectiveness, of creating or adjusting training programs or 
incentive mechanisms for school directors and other education managers. 
Several studies describe the outcomes of preservice, induction, and in-service 
director training programs but cannot disentangle the effects of selection into 
different programs and jobs from the effects of the programs themselves (see, for 
example, Corcoran, Schwartz, and Weinstein 2012). Fryer (2017) provides causal 
estimates of an in-service training program for school directors on student 
 outcomes. He studies the effects of an intensive two-year program that provides 
300 hours of summer training and ongoing coaching, as well as tools, to a ran-
domly selected group of directors of public elementary, middle, and high schools 
in Houston, Texas. The program focuses on strengthening instructional plan-
ning, data-driven instruction, and observation and feedback of classroom prac-
tices, drawing from the well-known educational leadership book Leverage 
Leadership and from the World Management Survey. Fryer finds that assign-
ment to the training group led to a 0.19 standard deviation increase in low-stakes 
test scores after the first year (and 0.10 standard deviation increase in high-
stakes test scores), which diminishes to zero in the second year as a result of 
director turnover. However, for directors who stay in their positions and imple-
ment the program with higher fidelity, effects are 0.35 standard deviations by the 
end of the second year. In fact, the study points to other important differences in 
director characteristics: the program had the greatest impacts on student learn-
ing for schools where directors are smarter, are younger, and have higher inter-
nal locus of control (sense of personal responsibility) and higher grit 
(perseverance and passion) (figure 4.3).5 This suggests that despite a program 
being well designed, focused, and intense, its impact can still vary substantially 
across those who are trained. Yet, because directors oversee relatively large 
numbers of students, the marginal cost per student is relatively low, and the 
results imply one of the highest internal rates of return for an education inter-
vention calculated to date using experimental data (Fryer 2017). 

Although these results are certainly a cause for optimism and an important 
piece of evidence that school management training programs can have a mean-
ingful effect on learning, it is important to interpret them with caution when 
considering policy implications for countries in LAC for two main reasons. First, 
as detailed in chapter 2, many large-scale government-supported school man-
agement training programs in LAC focus on a much wider range of management 
practices delivered in less time: the average program content covers 16 out of 
25 practices measured by the World Management Survey in 278 hours. As a com-
parison, the intervention in Fryer (2017) consisted of training on three specific 
management practices in a similar, extended period of time (300 hours), which 
likely allowed for a substantially deeper understanding of how to adopt, use, and 
monitor these practices in the school. Second, the comparable median program 
cost per manager in the programs surveyed in LAC is approximately US$7,100, 
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though it ranges from approximately US$1,300 to US$14,600.6 In comparison, a 
back-of-the-envelope calculation for the cost of the program evaluated in Fryer 
(2017) suggests a cost of US$14,655 per school, the upper bound of what is spent 
on school management training programs in LAC.7,8 Given these important dif-
ferences in terms of both design (content and structure) and financial invest-
ment, current school management training programs in LAC may not necessarily 
have a similar impact.

In fact, new evidence is beginning to emerge on the heterogeneous effects of 
management training programs on students in Latin America. Tavares (2015) 
uses a fuzzy regression discontinuity design to assess the impacts of a training 
program for school directors that focused on modern management practices 
such as developing diagnostics and setting targets for the worst performing 
schools in Brazil’s richest state, São Paulo. She finds that the program improved 
students’ test scores, but only in math and only for lower-performing students 
(figure 4.4). Tavares presents evidence that the primary channel for these 
impacts is through changes in management practices, in particular practices 
related to planning on the basis data, articulating goals, and monitoring progress. 

FIGURE 4.3

Management training program increases student learning more in 
schools with directors who are smarter, younger, and with a higher 
sense of responsibility and perseverance in Houston, Texas

Source: Fryer 2017, table 6C.
Note: This figure shows selected intention-to-treat coefficient and 95 percent 
confidence interval estimates of the average yearly effects of a management 
experiment in Houston on student achievement on low-stakes test scores for 
subgroups of the sample based on director characteristics. Low-stakes tests are the 
Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) exams in math, reading, science, and social studies 
(administered in grades 1–8) and are normalized (across the school district) to have a 
mean of zero and a standard deviation one for each year, subject, and grade. Similar 
heterogenous patterns are found for high-stakes tests scores (State of Texas 
Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) exams in math and reading 
(administered in grades 3–12)). Number of treated and control schools = 58.
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For example, schools with directors who completed the training were more pro-
actively monitoring quantitative indicators of student performance and making 
adjustments in response, which possibly explains why effects on student learn-
ing were concentrated among low performers.9

In Argentina, De Hoyos, Ganimian, and Holland (2019) provide causal esti-
mates of a training program focused specifically on the use of student learning 
data for school improvement in the province of La Rioja. The program, which 
targeted both supervisors (who work across multiple schools) and school direc-
tors, as well as teachers, used a much less intensive intervention compared with 
Fryer (2017).10 The authors worked with the government to randomly assign 105 
public primary schools in La Rioja to one of three groups: (a) a diagnostic feed-
back group, in which they administered standardized tests in math and reading 
comprehension at baseline and two follow-ups, and made their results available 
to the schools through user-friendly reports; (b) a capacity-building group, in 
which they also conducted professional development workshops and school vis-
its; or (c) a control group, in which they administered the tests only at the second 
follow-up. This design enables the authors to examine whether disseminating 
assessment results can be sufficient to prompt improvements in how schools are 
organized and how classes are taught, or whether dissemination needs to be 
complemented with support, for example, to distill the results for directors and 
teachers and to help identify strategies to improve them. These questions are 

FIGURE 4.4

Results-based schools management training program in São Paulo, Brazil, shows significant positive effects 
on math scores of low performing students, but not on reading scores

Source: Tavares 2015, figures 3 and 4.
Note: This figure shows the effect of a results-based school management program introduced to the schools with the worst educational 
outcomes in the state of São Paulo, Brazil. Schools at the bottom 5 percent of the 2007 IDESP distribution of each grade level were selected to 
be included in the program. Panels plot nonparametric estimations of a fuzzy regression discontinuity design using the 2007 IDESP as the 
running variable. The blue dots on the left of the running variable represent students in schools where directors were eligible to participate in 
the management training program while the red dots on the right represent students in schools where directors were not eligible to 
participate in the program. The program had an impact on math performance of students at below basic proficiency level of approximately 
5 points on the proficiency scale—equivalent to approximately 0.14 standard deviations—increasing a typical student’s annual learning by 
32 percent. Number of schools participating in the program = 379.

198

200

202

204

206

1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.6

Running variable: 2007 IDESP

P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

 p
o
in

ts
in

 m
at

h
, S

A
R

ES
P
 2

0
0

8
P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

 p
o
in

ts
 in

P
o
rt

u
g

u
es

e,
 S

A
R

ES
P
 2

0
0

8

P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

 p
o
in

ts
in

 m
at

h
, S

A
R

ES
P
 2

0
0

8
P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

 p
o
in

ts
 in

P
o
rt

u
g

u
es

e,
 S

A
R

ES
P
 2

0
0

8

P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

 p
o
in

ts
in

 m
at

h
, S

A
R

ES
P
 2

0
0

8
P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

 p
o
in

ts
 in

P
o
rt

u
g

u
es

e,
 S

A
R

ES
P
 2

0
0

8

250

255

260

265

1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.6

Running variable: 2007 IDESP

305

310

315

320

325

1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.6

Running variable: 2007 IDESP

a. Students at below
basic proficiency level, math

b. Students at
basic proficiency level, math

c. Students at
adequate proficiency level, math

174

176

178

180

1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.6

Running variable: 2007 IDESP

228

230

232

234

236

1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.6

Running variable: 2007 IDESP

288

290

292

294

296

1.2 1.3 1.4 1.5 1.6

Running variable: 2007 IDESP

d. Students at below
basic proficiency level, Portuguese

e. Students at basic
proficiency level, Portuguese

f. Students at adequate
proficiency level, Portuguese



How to Improve Education Management in LAC | 73

particularly relevant for LAC and for many developing countries in other regions, 
because data on student learning are starting to be collected more regularly, 
offering opportunities to dramatically improve the information that managers at 
all levels (as well as teachers) use. 

After two years, the schools using diagnostic feedback outperformed control 
schools by 0.33 and 0.36 standard deviations in math and reading, respectively 
(figure 4.5). Consistent with these effects, directors at diagnostic feedback 
schools were more likely than their control counterparts to report using assess-
ment results in school management (for example, to evaluate teachers, make 
changes in the curriculum, or inform parents about school quality). Students at 
these schools were more prone than their control peers to report that their 
teachers engaged in more instructional activities (for example, copying from the 
blackboard, explaining topics, and assigning and grading homework). They were 
also more likely to report positive student-teacher interactions (for example, 
teachers being nice to them when they ask for help, explaining concepts in mul-
tiple ways, and checking that they understand the material). 

FIGURE 4.5

Providing school leaders with user-friendly and timely data on student 
learning raises subsequent test scores, but adding capacity building 
did not help in La Rioja, Argentina

Source: De Hoyos, Ganimian, and Holland 2019, table 3.
Note: This figure shows the intent-to-treat coefficient and 95 percent confidence 
intervals estimates of the impact on item response theory (IRT)–scaled scores for math 
and reading for two treatment groups in 2013—diagnostic feedback and capacity 
building—relative to those of a control group, two years postintervention. Scaled 
scores were standardized with respect to the control group in 2015 (control mean of 0 
and standard deviation of 1). The diagnostic feedback treatment consisted of 
administering standardized tests at baseline and at two follow-ups and making results 
available to the schools through user-friendly reports. The capacity-building treatment 
consisted of providing diagnostic feedback to schools as with the first treatment and 
also providing schools with professional development workshops for school 
supervisors, directors, and teachers. Number of treated and control schools = 104; 
number of students = 10,984.
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In spite of being assigned to receive both diagnostic feedback and 
 capacity-building activities, schools’ performance in the capacity-building group 
is not statistically distinguishable from the diagnostic feedback–only group. 
Three main considerations likely account for this finding. First, by chance, the 
schools that were randomly assigned to the capacity-building group were already 
performing considerably below those in the diagnostic feedback group at base-
line. Second, capacity-building schools participated in fewer workshops and 
school visits than expected. Third, each capacity-building activity (that is, 
 workshop or visit) had a positive but limited and statistically insignificant impact 
on achievement. Consistent with these effects, the authors find less clear evi-
dence of mechanisms that would contribute to effects in capacity-building 
schools. Directors at these schools were more likely than their control counter-
parts to report using assessment results to inform school management, but stu-
dents were no more likely to report changes in instruction. Yet, in nearly all grades 
and subjects, the authors cannot discard the possibility that diagnostic feedback 
alone had the same effect as feedback combined with capacity building.

Importantly, the impact of diagnostic feedback demonstrates the potential of 
large-scale assessments to inform school management and classroom instruc-
tion. Upon receiving the assessment results, directors used the feedback as an 
input for school management decisions, and teachers adjusted their instruc-
tional strategies and improved their interactions with students. However, the 
uneven impact of capacity building illustrates the challenges of implementing 
meaningful training in developing countries. These results are consistent with 
those of evaluations of professional development programs across several devel-
oping countries, which have also found low take-up and limited effects on learn-
ing (see, for example, Angrist and Lavy 2001; Yoshikawa and others 2015; Zhang 
and others 2010).

In Guatemala, Haimovich, Vazquez, and Adelman (forthcoming) assess the 
impacts of a different type of training program, one that supports primary school 
directors exclusively to reduce school dropout in the transition from primary to 
lower secondary school. The program’s pilot phase was designed as a four-arm 
randomized controlled trial across 4,000 public primary schools—one treatment 
that provides knowledge to school directors and sixth-grade teachers about sim-
ple and actionable measures to help students stay in school, through a user-
friendly guidance manual and half-day training (the how); a second treatment 
that adds information about which students are most at risk of dropping out (the 
who); a third treatment that adds small behavioral nudges to encourage school 
directors to prioritize dropout as a problem to be addressed; and the control 
group. Compared to the control group of schools, and controlling for student-level 
characteristics and school-fixed effects, assignment to the program (pooling 
across the three treatment groups) significantly reduces dropout by 1.3 percentage 
points (about 4 percent of the baseline dropout rate). When taking noncompli-
ance into consideration, Haimovich, Vazquez, and Adelman (forthcoming) 
estimate a dropout reduction of 3.1 percentage points among treated students. 
The effect of the program is statistically indistinguishable across the three treat-
ments arms, suggesting that the basic intervention on how dropout can be 
prevented is mostly driving the impact. These results point to the potential that 
focused training programs for school directors may hold for addressing not only 
student learning but also other important student outcomes such as dropout. At 
the same time, the authors observe important variation across subgroups, which 
suggests that this type of capacity-building approach is only effective when other 
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constraints are not binding (figure 4.6). For example, dropout reductions are 
concentrated among large primary schools, which are more likely to be located 
near a secondary school, and among boys, who may face fewer pressures from 
their households than girls to take on domestic labor or enter into early 
marriage. 

Several other impact evaluations are under way across the LAC region and 
other parts of the world, which will advance researchers’ knowledge about 
whether and how management training programs for current directors can 
change practices and ultimately student outcomes. For example, Romero and 
others (2021) have recently presented results for a large-scale, results-driven 
managerial capacity training for school directors across seven states in Mexico. 
In this  evaluation, nearly 1,500 directors were randomly assigned to manage-
ment training programs or a control group, and outcomes were tracked through 
the collection of D-WMS management data as well as administrative data on 
student outcomes, including dropout rates and standardized test scores. The 
training programs across the seven states vary in intensity (ranging from several 
weeks to one year of training) and in the range of topics covered, but all include 
three elements: (a) the use of a classroom observation method, (b) the use of two 

Source: Haimovich, Vazquez, and Adelman, forthcoming.
Note: This figure shows the intent-to-treat impact of three variations of a government 
training program across subgroups of students (the overall impact is statistically 
indistinguishable across the three variations). The variations are (a) providing 
knowledge to school directors and sixth-grade teachers about simple, actionable 
measures to help students stay in school, through a user-friendly guidance manual 
and half-day training; (b) adding information about which students are most at risk of 
dropping out; and (c) adding small behavioral nudges to encourage school directors 
to prioritize dropout as a problem to be addressed. High- and low-risk students are 
defined by the probability of dropout estimated in the early warning system. Large 
and small schools are defined as being above and below the median number of 
students in the school. Boys and girls are defined through reported gender in 
administrative data. Number of treated and control schools: 4,400; number of 
students: 145,628.

FIGURE 4.6

Focused support program for directors to keep children in school 
helps reduce dropouts in Guatemala, particularly for larger schools and 
for boys
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diagnostic tools to assess students’ math and Spanish proficiency levels and 
 provide feedback to the teachers, and (c) improved leadership and use of 
 results-based managerial practices. The authors, however, find no impact of 
management training on student test scores, even when the management train-
ing intervention was combined with cash grants.

Although the literature on training is limited, there are almost no well- 
identified studies on the impacts of performance incentives for directors or sys-
tem managers on management quality or student outcomes.11 For teachers, 
systematic reviews of educational interventions in developing countries find 
that financial incentives for increasing student performance are cost-effective 
when they work. However, the impacts vary greatly depending on the context 
and details of the incentive scheme, and they can sometimes elicit dysfunctional 
responses, such as focusing teaching exclusively on test preparation or cheating 
(Evans and Popova 2016; Ganimian and Murnane 2016; McEwan 2015). 

In addition, performance pay schemes can have screening effects beyond 
their direct incentive effects, attracting different types of people to positions that 
offer performance pay. Observational evidence from the United States suggests 
that districts that introduce pay-for-performance schemes for teachers see a 
subsequent increase in the quality of their applicant pools (Jones and Hartney 
2017; Neal 2011). Different types of incentive schemes—rewarding inputs finan-
cially or providing nonfinancial rewards for results, such as giving priority in 
choosing postings—have been studied even less in education and across different 
sectors (Finan, Olken, and Pande 2015). Given the multifaceted nature of school 
directors and other managerial roles, and the correlational results of Rasul and 
Rogger (2018) and Rasul, Rogger, and Williams (forthcoming) discussed in pre-
vious chapters, effective incentive schemes for education managers may be even 
more challenging to develop than for teachers and should be considered 
carefully.12

ALIGNING LAYERS OF THE SYSTEM

Beyond the individual skills and characteristics of school-level managers, the 
quality of management depends on how well-functioning the education system 
is above the school level. As described in previous chapters, public school direc-
tors across LAC have relatively limited autonomy over many key decision areas, 
and local, regional, and national education bureaucrats may have important 
influence over the quality of education service delivery and ultimately student 
outcomes. One of the few well-identified studies on this topic comes from Lavy 
and Boiko (2017), who exploit a quasi-random assignment of superintendents to 
schools in Israel to estimate superintendent value added. In the Israeli system, 
superintendents are the CEOs of a cluster of schools within a school district or a 
local school authority, and their many responsibilities include directly managing 
their schools’ directors. They find that a 1 standard deviation increase in super-
intendents’ management quality increases students’ test scores by 0.04 standard 
deviations, a small but significant effect, particularly given that each superinten-
dent is responsible for several hundred students (Lavy and Boiko 2017). 

Yet in many middle- and low-income countries, bureaucrats above the school 
level appear to focus on transmitting documents and ensuring rule compliance, 
rather than what matters most for student outcomes. Mbiti (2016) describes, for 
example, how in Tanzania only 30 percent of directors report that the most 
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recent visit of their local inspector focused on teaching or learning, suggesting 
that strengthening the capacities of such higher level managers could be an 
effective lever for improving student outcomes. 

The alignment and cooperation of bureaucrats at different levels are also 
likely to matter for how schools perform, but the few rigorous evaluations con-
ducted on programs focused on these aspects have had mixed results to date.13 
One randomized evaluation of a program in Madagascar aimed at strengthening 
basic processes related to teaching and learning at each step of the service deliv-
ery chain, through tools, data, and training. That study finds that the manage-
ment practices of system actors, including school directors, improved, and that 
student attendance increased and grade repetition fell (Lassibille and others 
2010; Lassibille 2016). However, a program with a similar theory of change, 
implemented in the Indian state of Madhya Pradesh, was found to have no 
impacts on school functioning or on student learning because of poor implemen-
tation and bureaucrats’ strong existing incentives to focus on paperwork and 
appearing to be busy (Muralidharan and Singh 2020). 

In LAC, Paes de Barros and others (2018) contribute to this literature by eval-
uating a decade-long program—Jovem de Futuro (JdeF)—in Brazil that aims to 
both build management capacity and align local actors—directors, supervisors, 
and regional directors—around common, student-centered objectives. To pro-
vide training and ongoing support for implementing a classic management 
method of plan-do-check-act (PDCA), the program leverages Brazil’s 
well-developed national system of education quality indicators. To promote 
strong vertical coordination with actors at all levels of the education system, the 
program taps into existing organizational structures, focuses more on aligning 
processes than on content, and conducts impact evaluations on all waves of 
implementation to inform continuous improvement.

The third and current iteration of the program consists of multiple comple-
mentary components. The main component is a results-focused management 
training program consisting of 68 classroom hours for department technicians, 
regional leaders, and supervisors, as well as 48 classroom hours and 120 distance 
hours for school directors and pedagogical coordinators. As part of this training 
and ongoing support, the program equips managers with goals, protocols, and 
management practices that facilitate, stimulate, and promote expertise in the 
PDCA cycle: (a) participatory planning, geared toward achieving student 
achievement results (goals) and strongly based on evidence (plan); (b) monitor-
ing of the plan’s implementation (do); (c) assessment and analysis of the results 
obtained (check); and (d) identification of adjustments, necessary route changes, 
and redesign of actions (act). Two features that are particularly novel about JdeF 
is the emphasis placed on the role of the local supervisor, as an actor who both 
supports and monitors school directors’ implementation of the PDCA cycle, and 
the establishment of “formal management circuits” through which school direc-
tors, supervisors, and higher-level regional officials regularly meet to discuss 
progress against their goals and exchange advice. 

Randomized rollout of each iteration of the program across public high 
schools in different states based on matched groups enables Paes de Barros and 
others (2018) to estimate the causal impact of JdeF on student achievement in 
math and Portuguese. After three years of program participation (a full cycle of 
secondary school), students in treated schools had Portuguese and math test 
scores 4.4 and 4.8 points (0.09 and 0.12 standard deviations), respectively, 
higher than students in control schools (figure 4.7). The authors assess the 
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relative magnitude of these impacts in various ways, and find that JdeF costs 
about 5 percent of public expenditures per student for secondary school, while 
it increases the amount that students learn on average during secondary school 
by about 30 percent. Interestingly, the impacts of the program across all three 
iterations are not statistically distinguishable from each other. This suggests 
that the focus of the third iteration on system alignment was relatively power-
ful, as the first two iterations included substantial additional financing for treat-
ment schools (US$100 per student per year), which was dropped from the 
program by the third iteration.

NOTES

 1. Directors of schools participating in TERCE self-reported being selected by the  community: 
40 percent of directors in Paraguay, 22 percent in Panama, and 16 percent in Guatemala. In 
all other TERCE-participating countries the responses are below 10 percent. 

 2. For theoretical framing and empirical evidence from other public sectors, see Besley and 
Coate (2003) and Whalley (2013).

 3. They first develop an extension of the teacher-value-added model to measure director 
 effectiveness in an attempt to disentangle the effect of directors from other school-related 
 factors. Using Chilean administrative data and student-level grades, they find that a 
1  standard deviation increase in their measure of director effectiveness is associated with an 
increase in student grades by 0.22 standard deviations.

 4. For example, in the Dominican Republic, local, district, and regional directors of the public 
education system were selected through merit-based competition for the first time in 2017, 
as part of the country’s broader efforts to strengthen decentralized system management. 

Source: Paes de Barros and others 2018.
Note: This figure shows the intention-to-treat coefficient and 95% confidence interval estimates in Portuguese and math scores after 
three years of participation in the Jovem de Futuro program (table 10). The program was implemented across three waves: the first wave 
(2008–13) corresponds to schools in the states of Belo Horizonte, São Paulo, and Rio de Janeiro; the second wave (2012–15) corresponds 
to schools in Ceará, Goiás, Mato Grosso do Sul, and Pará; and the third wave (2015–18) corresponds to schools in Espírito Santo, Pará, and 
Piauí. Standard deviations in Portuguese and math scores in public high schools are 48 and 40 points, respectively. Number of 
participating schools = 1,732.

FIGURE 4.7

Management capacity building program focused on aligning local actors to improve student achievement 
has had positive results across Brazil
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 5. Results presented in figure 4.3 are for low-stakes exams. A similar pattern holds for high-
stakes exams, as described in detail in Fryer 2017.

 6. Only 8 out of 13 programs provided information on cost per capita. Reported costs were 
adjusted using a purchasing parity conversion factor for 2014, which is equivalent to the cost 
provided in Fryer 2017, appendix C.

 7. Fryer (2017, appendix C) reports that there were 24,000 students and 31,000 students in 
treatment and control schools each year, respectively, and calculates that the cost per stu-
dent in treatment schools per year is US$9.61 and the cost per student in control schools is 
US$0.35. That is, approximately 4.5 percent of the costs per year were directed to control 
schools and 95.5 percent were directed to treatment schools. Thus, out of the US$445,000 
spent over the two years, approximately US$425,000 was spent with the 29 treatment 
schools (this includes the cost of materials used in training, the technology systems used to 
manage student data, the salary of the chief management officer, and the cost of preparing 
interim assessments). This results in a cost of US$14,655 per school. 

 8. Although directors were required to participate in the training program, directors were 
encouraged to invite other members of their leadership teams, including assistant princi-
pals, deans of curriculum and instruction, deans of students, and other instructional 
leaders. 

 9. Also, the training program occurred in a broader context of accountability in Brazil, where 
school staff bonuses are based on publicly disclosed performance indicators, which may 
have been conducive to behavior change among the program’s participants.

10. See De Hoyos, Garcia-Moreno, and Patrinos (2017) for the positive results of an intervention 
providing data on student learning and technical assistance to design school improvement 
plans in Mexico, as well as a review of related literature.

11. One of the few exceptions is McEwan and Santibañez (2005), which draws on the structure 
of incentives in Mexico’s Carrera Magisterial to estimate the effects of salary incentives for 
student learning on school directors. They find no effect.

12. Research from the United States under the No Child Left Behind legislation suggests that 
focusing on limited indicators and encouraging strong public pressure for accountability 
can indeed end up targeting the wrong directors for dismissal and having negative impacts 
on student outcomes (Cullen and others 2016).

13. As described in detail in chapter 2, Adelman and others (forthcoming) find that a measure 
of coherence across system actors in their understanding of roles is positively correlated 
with student learning. 
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How can countries make sustainable gains in student learning at scale? This is a 
pressing question for Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC)—and the 
developing world more broadly—as countries seek to build human capital to 
drive sustainable growth. Significant progress in access has expanded coverage 
such that nearly all children in the region attend primary school, but many do not 
gain basic skills and drop out before completing secondary school, in part 
because of low-quality service delivery. The easily measurable inputs are well 
known, and the end goal is relatively clear, but raising student achievement at 
scale remains a challenge. Why? 

In this study, we have proposed that part of the answer lies in management—
the practices, managers, and organizational structures that guide how inputs 
into the education system are translated into outputs, and ultimately outcomes. 
Individual interventions can succeed in the short run, but virtually any initiative 
or program, from coaching classroom teachers to providing school meals, 
requires effective management from public education systems, in addition to 
adequate financing, to reach the majority of children in LAC. Evidence from 
across countries participating in the Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) supports this idea: moving from the bottom to the top quartile 
of school management quality is associated with approximately an additional 
three months of schooling (Leaver, Lemos, and Scur 2019). 

HOW TO MEASURE MANAGEMENT AS A CATALYST 
FOR IMPROVEMENT

We define management as practices employed with the objective of coordinating 
resources to achieve a common goal—such as allocating tasks and monitoring 
their completion, setting the pace of work, and administering both human and 
physical resources. These practices help determine how critical inputs into the 
student learning process—from teachers to textbooks to infrastructure—come 
together in schools and classrooms. The proximate determinants of these 
practices include the managers and organizational structures in place at all levels 
of education systems, which in turn are shaped by the political, socioeconomic, 
and broader characteristics of any given context. 

Taking Stock and 
Looking Ahead
A POLICY AND RESEARCH AGENDA

5
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To organize and simplify the broad concept of management in public 
education, we consider three main levels: management of individual schools, 
management of the middle layers (defined units such as a local administrative 
district or a central technical unit), and management of an education system as a 
whole (such as a basic education ministry).

Several new instruments now exist to measure management at every level, 
including instruments developed as part of research for this study. These tools 
measure the supply and quality of key practices for managing day-to-day school 
activities and dealing with shocks, as well as the quality of management above 
the school level in the education system (described in detail in chapter 2). 
Moreover, thanks in part to growing participation in international standardized 
assessments like the Regional and Comparative Explanatory Study (ERCE) and 
PISA, and also to new measurement instruments, the availability of data on 
managers themselves and the organizational structures around them is also 
increasing.

The data from these different sources can inform policy makers in several 
ways. They can provide snapshots of how well schools or systems are run to 
inform policy at the macro level; they can identify specific areas where practices 
can be strengthened to inform programs and intervention areas; they can track 
the impacts of changes in policies or programs on the practices of managers in 
the system; and they can be used to inform managers about their own 
performance, providing feedback and opportunities for improvement. Continued 
research to develop informative measurement instruments, including questions 
that can be used in large-scale questionnaires, will be key to advancing our 
understanding of management and managers across education systems.

HOW MANAGEMENT MATTERS FOR EDUCATION 
OUTCOMES

In chapter 3, we describe how management matters in education, with new 
 theoretical and empirical contributions to the literature. At the school level, we 
describe how stronger management practices can affect the selection and incen-
tives of teachers and students, and how stronger operations management prac-
tices are correlated with higher teacher motivation, teacher effort, and student 
attention in LAC’s public education systems, where people management is rela-
tively weak (Leaver, Lemos, and Scur 2019). This theoretical framework helps to 
organize a small but broad and growing global literature that examines the rela-
tionships between management practices, teachers, and student outcomes. We 
also use data from Haiti’s experience with Hurricane Matthew to present new 
empirical evidence showing that schools with stronger management practices 
not only are better able to cope with shocks but also adopt more effective disas-
ter risk management practices in the aftermath of a shock (Adelman, Baron, and 
Lemos, forthcoming). 

These contributions only begin to get inside the black box of how management 
at the school level affects student outcomes. A future research agenda would 
address additional questions, including (a) how management practices differ in 
the low-cost private school sector that has been rapidly growing in many 
countries; (b) how management affects families’ decisions over which schools to 
select for their students, and families’ decisions over how much to participate in 
school management themselves; and (c) whether specific management practices 
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are most important to achieving specific student outcomes (and how these 
relationships interact with features of the context). In addition, much remains to 
be learned about effective management approaches for small (often rural) 
schools and other schools that lack an official director. 

At the middle layers of education systems, such as local administrative 
districts, central technical units, and autonomous institutes, quantitative 
research on how management matters is scarce. Innovations in measuring 
management in a consistent way across different government structures 
represents an important area for future research, including Rasul and Rogger’s 
adaptation of the World Management Survey (WMS) instrument for public 
agencies, coupled with better measures of these layers’ outputs and 
performance.

At the system level, we contribute to the broader literature on institutions in 
education, with new empirical evidence on the organizational structure of public 
basic education systems (Adelman and others, forthcoming). The authors 
develop new measures of the completeness, coherence, and quality of the 
functioning of these systems in Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Guatemala, and 
Peru. Several key findings emerge from this approach. First, the allocation of 
core system tasks is incomplete (not clearly assigned in regulation). Large 
percentages of sampled bureaucrats across countries do not share a common 
understanding of the allocation of core tasks (incoherence), either compared 
with legislation or with each other, and measures of the quality of system 
functioning (or upstream service delivery) are particularly low for personnel 
management. The authors also find suggestive evidence that coherence between 
bureaucrats’ understanding of the allocation of tasks matters for the outcomes 
produced by public education systems. Coherence between a school director, 
her local education official, and regulation is positively correlated with student 
learning outcomes, suggesting that coherence matters for how education 
systems function and ultimately for student outcomes. 

These results demonstrate that the management of public education systems 
can be measured in an increasingly consistent and meaningful way across 
countries. Future research could build on the ESCS developed by Adelman and 
others (forthcoming)—including addressing the shortcomings discussed in 
chapter 3—to expand this work to other countries and continue to deepen our 
understanding of how systems matter for educational achievement.

HOW TO IMPROVE MANAGEMENT: SELECTING, 
SUPPORTING, AND ALIGNING

Descriptive research coupled with a growing number of rigorous evaluations 
identify three main approaches to strengthening management in schools and 
systems: improving selection processes for managers; creating or improving 
management career frameworks with training, support, and incentives; and 
aligning system actors toward delivering quality services. Chapter 4 describes 
the latest research on each of these approaches in turn, highlighting several 
promising opportunities for policy makers seeking to strengthen management in 
their education systems.

In countries across LAC and the world, many public sector managers, 
including school directors, are politically appointed without binding merit-
based criteria, or they earn their position solely by virtue of being the 
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longest-serving teacher or other staff member. These processes are not likely 
to reliably select for the skills and motivation needed to effectively drive 
improvements in student outcomes. High-performing education systems 
globally take a purposeful approach to the development and selection of 
managerial staff. Though these processes cannot be easily transplanted across 
contexts (for a myriad of reasons described in chapter 4), moving toward more 
rigorous selection methods holds promise as a way to improve the quality of 
managers coming into the system. New research on the experiences of several 
recent policy changes in director selection methods in Brazil, Chile, and Peru 
show that moving away from non-merit-based appointments can change who 
is selected to lead schools and their subsequent performance, but the quality of 
the candidate pool, local conditions, and broader political economy 
considerations are critical to the ultimate impacts of these reforms on student 
outcomes (Pereda and others 2020, Muñoz and Prem 2020, Lemos and Piza 
forthcoming).

In terms of supporting managers throughout their careers, emerging 
evidence suggests that practical preservice, induction, and in-service training 
programs that focus on specific practices tied to improving student outcomes 
can have sizable impacts on managerial practices and ultimately student 
outcomes. In Argentina, providing school leaders with easy-to-understand 
learning data for their students and guidance on how to use it raised subsequent 
student test scores by about 0.3 standard deviations (De Hoyos, Ganimian, and 
Holland 2019). In Guatemala, providing school leaders with actionable 
information on supporting students to help them stay in school reduced 
dropout by 4 percent (Haimovich, Vazquez, and Adelman, forthcoming). 
However, as described in chapter 2, several government-supported in-service 
training programs in the region take a much broader approach, covering a wide 
range of management topics with a limited emphasis on practice, and 
consequently may have much smaller impacts on managerial practices and 
student outcomes, if any.

In many LAC countries, and the world, the quality of services provided by 
public schools depends as much on the bureaucrats who sit above the school 
level as it does on school directors themselves. As described in Bloom and 
others (2015), about half of the variance in school management practices 
globally is at the country level, more than any other sector they had studied 
thus far. In Brazil, a management capacity-building program that aligns school 
directors and local education managers around specific student outcome 
targets increased student test scores by about 0.1 standard deviations and was 
highly cost-effective (Paes de Barros and others 2018). Such management 
initiatives, that articulate clear goals for student outcomes and align system 
actors around these goals based on a shared understanding of each actor’s 
responsibilities, hold promise for many LAC countries that have already 
advanced in measuring student outcomes. 

Taken together, this body of work suggests that policy makers can do much to 
strengthen management in their systems. Some reforms are largely technical 
and can work within existing structures. For example, clarifying allocation of 
responsibilities and articulating common objectives at each level of the system, 
or building school directors’ capacity to provide effective (but essentially 
nonbinding) feedback to teachers, can have positive, cost-effective impacts with 
relatively modest investments. Other reforms, such as reallocating roles and 
responsibilities within a ministry to improve coherence or revising selection 
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mechanisms for managers, are likely to disturb entrenched interests and require 
significant political will to enact. Some reforms, such as developing and 
implementing new comprehensive training programs, require a real commitment 
of financial and technical resources. 

AN AGENDA FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

At the same time, an exciting research agenda lies ahead, as school systems test 
and refine approaches to more effectively select and support their managers and 
to align different units and levels of the system toward learning. Regarding 
selection, much remains to be understood about how to attract and select 
individuals who will make the best managers at schools or at higher levels in 
developing countries. Success in high-income countries with approaches that 
rely heavily on high-quality candidate pools and the judgment of system actors 
may not be immediately applicable in many developing countries. However, 
recent experiences in several LAC countries with shifts toward competitive 
exams, direct election by communities, or other mechanisms suggest a multitude 
of alternative approaches that could substantially change the composition of 
who becomes a manager. Further research on these and other changes would 
contribute greatly to the understanding of how to improve management in 
education, and to the broader body of knowledge on how to improve the quality 
of public sector workers. 

A small number of studies have shown that training and support can make 
managers better, but much more research is needed to understand (a) what 
features of in-service training matter, building on data collected with the newly 
developed School Management Training Survey Instrument; (b) what features 
of the broader context matter, for example, in terms of the allocation of 
responsibilities; (c) the channels through which in-service director training can 
affect student outcomes (through directors’ reallocation of time or improvement 
in the quality of their work, for example); and (d) whether training for higher-
level managers can also be effective. In addition, little evidence exists on these 
same questions for preservice training or induction, representing another rich 
research agenda. Finally, on system alignment, quantitative research is quite 
scarce and represents an important area for future study. Initiatives to strengthen 
system alignment can take many forms, from a narrow but deep focus on a 
specific function (and how well it is carried out from national policy through to 
service delivery at schools), to a wide but thin focus on how policies align with 
each other at the national level. We have little evidence so far on any of these 
types of initiatives but will need that evidence to support countries in making 
improvements at scale.

As countries seek to tackle the student learning crisis in LAC and around the 
world, strengthening management should be central to their approach in order 
to achieve results that can be sustained at scale. Given the urgency of the learning 
crisis, which is only being exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, efforts to 
strengthen management will need to advance alongside research. Careful design 
of policy and program changes, coupled with rigorous assessment whenever 
feasible, would therefore serve both to inform countries’ own decision-making 
and to build our broader understanding of what works well, what does not work 
and why, to strengthen management at different levels of public education 
systems.
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APPENDIX

TABLE A1 Management practices measured across survey instruments

TYPES OF MANAGEMENT PRACTICES

MANAGEMENT-SPECIFIC SURVEYS 
DESIGNED BY RESEARCHERS

LARGE ADMINISTRATIVE 
EDUCATION SURVEYS

WMS SDMS TIME USE PROVA BRASIL PISA 2012

Establishing adequate incentives for teachers x x x x

Establishing appropriate plans and goals x x

Instilling a high-performance culture and rewarding good 
performers

x x x x

Fostering leadership and engagement with stakeholders x x x x x

Managing operational/administrative processes x x x x x

Managing consequences for poor performance x x

Managing social-emotional development x

Managing the school environment and its safety x x

Monitoring organizational performance x x x

Planning instructional processes x x x x X

Note: WMS = World Management Survey (presented in Bloom and others 2015); SDMS = School Disaster Management Survey administered in Haiti 
(presented in Adelman, Baron, and Lemos, forthcoming). Time use refers to the time use survey administered in Brazil (Almeida and others, forthcoming). 
Prova Brasil is a large administrative dataset from Brazil (mapped in Leaver, Lemos, and Scur 2019). Questions in all surveys have been mapped using the 
10 categories above or “not management.” 
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How can countries make sustainable gains in student learning at scale? 
This is a pressing question for Latin America and the Caribbean 

(LAC)—and the developing world more broadly—as countries seek to 
build human capital to drive sustainable growth. Significant progress in 
access has expanded coverage such that nearly all children in the region 
attend primary school, but many do not gain basic skills and drop out 
before completing secondary school, in part due to low-quality service 
delivery. The preponderance of evidence shows that it is learning—and 
not schooling in and of itself—that contributes to individual earnings, 
economic growth, and reduced inequality. For LAC in particular, low levels 
of human capital are a critical factor in explaining the region’s relatively 
weak growth performance over the last half century. The easily measurable 
inputs are well-known, and the end goal is relatively clear, but raising 
student achievement at scale remains a challenge. Why? 

Part of the answer lies in management—the managers, structures, and 
practices that guide how inputs into the education system are translated 
into outputs, and ultimately outcomes. While management is often 
mentioned as an important factor in education policy discussions, relatively 
little quantitative research has been done to define and measure it. And 
even less has been done to unpack how and how much management 
matters for education quality. 

This study presents new conceptual and empirical contributions that can 
be synthesized in four key messages:

1.  Student learning is unlikely to improve at scale without better 
management.

2. Management quality can be measured and should be measured as a 
catalyst for improvement.

3. Management affects how well every level of an education system 
functions, from individual schools to central technical units, and how 
well they work together.

4. Several pathways to strengthening management are open to LAC 
countries now, with the potential for significant results.

The study elaborates on each of these messages, synthesizing recent data 
and research and presenting the results of several new research initiatives 
from across the region.
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