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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 
This paper, developed in-house by DFID staff, is intended to be the first iteration of a ‘living 

document’ to explore in more detail the Learning Framework themes (see figure 1 below) 

and their relation to learning achievement. The idea is for this paper to bring together in-

house synthesis work on existing evidence and to act as a ‘go to’ document collating 

research and evidence commissioned by DFID (e.g. systematic reviews, rigorous literature 

reviews). While intended to inform policy and programming, the paper is aimed at an 

internal DFID audience. 

DFID published an education position paper in 2013 stating that learning is at the heart of 

DFID’s approach to education.1 The DFID Learning Framework, presented in the position 

paper, illustrates the multiple and inter-related elements that impact on learning, based 

both on DFID’s own research and experience, as well as global evidence.  

Figure 1: DFID Learning Framework 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

The paper is organised into three main sections: introduction, evidence and reference. This 

introduction sets out the purpose of the paper, the methods used for the evidence synthesis 

sections and the limitations. Within the evidence section, there is a chapter for each theme 

identified in the Learning Framework. In this first iteration, evidence syntheses have been 

written on specific research questions under the themes of teaching practice, accountability 

and school environment. For each, a fairly narrow focus on the relationship between a 

particular factor (e.g. school leadership) and learning achievement is considered in the 

                                                           
1  DFID (2013), Education Position Paper: Improving learning, expanding opportunities. 
www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225715/Education_Positio
n_Paper_July_2013.pdf  

http://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225715/Education_Position_Paper_July_2013.pdf
http://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/225715/Education_Position_Paper_July_2013.pdf
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context of primary and lower secondary students in DFID priority countries.2 For the 

remaining themes, links and brief summaries to DFID commissioned research are provided 

where they exist. The final reference section includes further details on the process and a 

detailed bibliography, including hyperlinks to all the referenced papers.  

It is envisaged that new topical research questions will be considered for synthesis work in 

the next iteration. Though initially focused on a series of narrow research questions, over 

time, this paper and Learning Framework should evolve as more of the evidence base is 

appraised and research commissioned which will build up a more nuanced understanding of 

what works to improve learning achievement. A broad Theory of Change may emerge that 

suggests the strength of the evidence across the inter-related factors that affect learning 

outcomes.  

1.2 Aims and objectives 
The overall aims of this paper are: 

 To create a living document that can be further developed as the evidence base 

grows or particular factors become of increasing operational importance; 

 To support effective programme design and policy work by encouraging more 

effective and consistent engagement by education advisers with the evidence base. 

In order to achieve these aims, this paper focuses on two overarching research questions: 

1. What are the effects of certain identified factors on learning achievement3 among 

primary and lower secondary students in DFID priority countries (tier one and two)? 

2. What are the contextual factors that determine the strength of their effects on 

learning achievement? 

These questions are focused on evidence relating to three themes within the DFID Learning 

Framework: teaching practice; school environment; and accountability. Specific research 

questions within each theme were developed to allow for a more focused exploration of the 

evidence base and how it relates to the overarching research questions. These are: 

Teaching practice  

A. In what circumstances do textbooks improve learning? (Learning and teaching 

materials) 

B. Which aspects of teacher training and professional development have been 

associated with improved learning? (Teaching techniques and support) 

Accountability 

C. What is the effect of school grants on learning achievement? (School governance) 

                                                           
2 This includes Tier 1 and Tier 2 countries, although a limited number of studies from developed 

countries wereincluded for context and comparison. The full list of countries is provided at Annex A. 
3 For the purpose of this paper, ‘learning achievement’ is defined as improved test scores (e.g. literacy 

and numeracy). 
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School environment  

D. What is the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes? (School 

leadership and management) 

1.3 Methodology 
The overall process for this paper involved three stages: 

a.  Literature search 

This phase was conducted by HEART PEAKS4 staff who were tasked with identifying 

potentially relevant literature for each thematic research question. Details on the search 

process are provided in Section 1.4. The scope of the paper was refined based on the scale 

of the potentially relevant literature identified through this process to fit within time and 

resource constraints.5 

b. Critical appraisal 

Studies identified via the literature search were read in full and critically appraised by 

chapter teams (listed in Annex B) using protocols set out in DFID’s Assessing the Strength of 

Evidence How to Note.6 This process involved assessing each study against a number of 

quality criteria in order to make an overall judgement on quality. The full process is 

described in Annex D.  

Chapter teams took part in a detailed briefing session which covered: the project’s 

background; the process for producing the paper; and training in the critical appraisal 

process, including a number of practical examples and exercises. Where possible, following 

critical appraisal, chapter teams discussed and agreed emerging themes. Chapter leads then 

produced a narrative analysis of evidence against these themes, setting out the relative 

strength of evidence for each. 

c.  Peer review 

The paper was reviewed externally by two leading academics in education research and 

internally by a range of DFID staff who offered varied perspectives on the narrative analysis. 

This included: the Education Head of Profession; Senior Education Advisers; a Governance 

Adviser; an Economist; and an Education Researcher. Annex C lists the individuals who 

reviewed this paper. 

                                                           
4 Health & Education Advice & Resource Team (HEART) Professional Evidence and Applied Knowledge 
Services (PEAKS): www.heart-resources.org   
5 For these reasons, it was decided at this stage to drop two additional thematic research questions: 
‘What elements of school infrastructure (e.g. classroom, desk, latrine, library, computer lab, roof, 
doors, electricity, security) are associated with improvements in learning achievement?’ and ‘Does 
the availability of school performance data have an effect on learning achievement? Why and in what 
circumstances?’ 
6 www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/158000/HtN_-

_Strength_of_Evidence.pdf  

http://www.heart-resources.org/
http://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/158000/HtN_-_Strength_of_Evidence.pdf
http://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/158000/HtN_-_Strength_of_Evidence.pdf
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1.4 Literature search strategy 
HEART PEAKS was commissioned to undertake a literature search and provide a list of 

potentially relevant titles and abstracts. Search terms were developed in consultation with 

the DFID project team and applied to a range of electronic databases and websites. This 

included: Education Resources Information Centre (ERIC); British Education Index (BEI); Web 

of Knowledge – limited to Social Sciences Citation Index only; R4D DFID Research For 

Development; www.gov.uk: Publications section and DFID evaluation reports; 3ie Systematic 

Review Database; 3ie Database of Impact Evaluations; The Campbell Library; EPPI Centre; 

and Google Scholar. 

Literature was sifted against inclusion criteria. The list of potentially relevant titles and 

abstracts were informally reviewed and added to by Education Specialists at HEART PEAKS 

and DFID Education Advisers to cross-check the electronic search and ensure as full coverage 

of relevant literature as possible within the time and resource constraints of the project. 

Study abstracts were assessed against the following inclusion criteria: 

 Geography: DFID priority countries (both Tier 1 and Tier 2 countries), although some 

evidence from developed countries was included where particularly relevant for 

context and comparison. A list of DFID priority countries is provided in Annex A.  

 Language: Limited to English language only. 

 Relevance: Studies which address the thematic research question and which look at 

effects on learning achievement. 

 Study design: Primary empirical studies (quantitative or qualitative) and secondary 

analysis (systematic reviews, literature reviews, meta-analysis) which met the 

relevance criterion. Theoretical, conceptual and policy papers were excluded. 

 Type of literature: Published (journals) and grey literature. 

 Publication date: Within the last 10 years (2003-2013), although a limited number of 

studies published before 2003 were included where suggested by Education 

Advisers as being particularly relevant. 

Table 1 sets out the number of potentially relevant studies identified for each thematic 

research question and the number confirmed to be relevant following full appraisal.  
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Table 1: Search and sift results  

DFID Learning 
Framework 

theme 

Thematic research 
topic 

Identified as 
potentially relevant 

Identified as relevant 
following full 

appraisal 

Teaching practice 
 

Learning & teaching 
materials (textbooks) 

207 14 

Teaching techniques & 
support (teacher 
training) 

208 13 

Accountability School governance 
(school grants) 

18 17 

School 
environment 

School leadership & 
management 
(leadership) 

389 30 

1.5 Limitations 
This paper offers a considered synthesis of evidence on important topics, drawn together 

using a clear, rigorous process. However, it is not based on an exhaustive search of the 

evidence base; its scope was limited by time and resource constraints. The search strategy 

was developed to be as comprehensive as possible within the time available, combining 

both systematic electronic database searches and expert knowledge, but there may be other 

pieces of evidence that were not identified as part of this process. The peer review process, 

which drew on the expertise of individuals with in-depth knowledge of the subject area, was 

explicitly designed to mitigate this limitation. 

The quality assessments made for studies included in this paper were based on 

consideration of a checklist of quality criteria. While the approach was consistent, there 

remains a degree of subjectivity in interpreting the extent to which a study demonstrates 

that it has met those criteria to a high standard. Chapter teams were provided with detailed 

guidance on the assessment process and participated in training sessions on critical 

appraisal. Judgements were based on the information provided in each paper; a lack of 

detail relating to particular criteria may therefore have affected the overall quality 

assessment.  

For some issues (e.g. school leadership or textbooks), the evidence base is limited by a lack 

of high-quality evidence from developing countries or a focus on very specific geographical 

(e.g. a single sub-region within a country) or pedagogical contexts (e.g. the use of textbooks 

in science lessons in a sample of secondary schools in Pakistan). Consideration is given to the 

external validity10 of the evidence reviewed and some comparison of findings can be made 

across a number of different settings to identify common themes. These themes may not 

                                                           
7 Authors were unable to access one of these studies. 
8 Authors were unable to access three of these studies. 
9 Authors were unable to access four of these studies. 
10 ‘External validity’ is the extent to which findings can be generalised to other contexts and 

populations. 
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have been fully tested in a wide range of developing country contexts and therefore may not 

provide conclusive evidence, but may point to potentially important issues. Decisions about 

whether and how these findings may be applied to particular contexts must therefore be 

guided by the knowledge, experience and judgement of advisers. 

There is no silver bullet to improve learning outcomes. One could argue that exploring what 

works to improve learning by looking at binary relationships between a specific factor (e.g. 

school grants) and learning achievement misrepresents the complexity of how, why and 

where learning occurs. As mentioned in section 1.1, this paper is the start of an iterative 

process which over time aims to build up a more nuanced understanding on what works to 

improve learning. It is intended that each synthesis be seen in the broader context of the 

learning framework.  

The evidence presented should be seen within the context of these limitations. 

1.6 A note on study descriptions 
As well as an overall quality assessment, studies were described and classified by research 

type (primary and empirical or secondary), design (experimental, observational, systematic 

review or other secondary analysis) and methodology. This helps to provide the reader with 

an initial, general understanding of the basis on which conclusions are drawn, and helps 

them begin to make some general judgements about the credibility of the study.  

Studies were categorised and abbreviated as set out in Table 2. 

Table 2: Research descriptions  

Research Type Research Design 

Primary & Empirical (P&E) 
Experimental (EXP)  

Observational (OBS) + method used 

Secondary (S) Systematic Review (SR) 

Other Review (OR) 

 

Throughout the paper, a shorthand convention is used to summarise the classifications of 

each study. For example, when citing a high-quality primary and empirical study by Jones, 

who uses an experimental research design, the citation may be written as (Jones 2005, [P&E; 

EXP; ↑]). Table 3 provides a description of the guidance given to critical appraisers to inform 

their judgement about the overall quality of a piece of evidence; the full methodology is 

outlined in Annex D. 
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Table 3: Study quality categories 

Study 
quality 

 Definition 

High ↑ Demonstrates adherence to principles of appropriateness/rigour, validity 
and reliability; likely to demonstrate principles of openness/transparency 
and cogency 

Moderate → Some deficiencies in appropriateness/rigour, validity and/or reliability, or 
difficulty determining these; may/may not demonstrate principles of 
openness/transparency and cogency 

Low ↓ Major and/or numerous deficiencies in appropriateness/rigour, validity and 
reliability; may/may not demonstrate openness/transparency and cogency 

 

The size of the body of evidence reviewed has been categorised as follows:

 3 to 10 studies (small) 

 11 – 17 studies (limited) 

 18 – 25 studies (medium) 

 26 – 33 studies (large) 

 34+ studies (extensive) 
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2. Evidence on Learning 

2.1 TEACHING PRACTICE       
 

 A. Under what circumstances 

 do textbooks improve 

 learning? 
 

Key findings 

It is important to state at the outset that the 

evidence base is complex and, at times, 

contradictory. The effect of the availability of 

textbooks on learning is inconsistent: some 

evidence of varying quality finds that 

textbooks improve learning, but this is 

challenged by a small body of high-quality 

evidence which suggests that textbooks in 

their current form do not improve learning in 

12 countries across sub-Saharan Africa.   

Some evidence suggests that when inputs 

including textbooks are provided to schools 

without accompanying teacher training or 

accountability, they do not have a positive 

impact on learning.  Further, a small body of 

evidence suggests that when schools have 

textbooks, they do not use them or, if they 

do, they do not use them effectively to 

improve learning. 

In addition, a small body of high quality 

evidence suggests that textbooks not written 

in students’ mother tongue and which are 

targeted principally at high achieving students 

do not improve learning for the majority in 12 

countries across sub-Saharan Africa.  

Finally, the evidence that considers the effect 

that owning vs sharing of textbooks has on 

learning is inconsistent. 

2.1.1 Brief statement on the 

evidence reviewed  
The availability, use and impact of textbooks 

is mitigated by multiple factors. As such, it is 

difficult to isolate evidence that explores a 

causal relationship between textbooks and 

learning. This chapter is the first step in 

compiling the evidence base which, in time, 

will seek to explore this complexity. 

Furthermore, it must be recognised that 

textbooks may benefit students in ways which 

are not captured in test scores. Future 

iterations may seek to capture the diversity of 

benefits. Finally, evidence explored here that 

concludes that textbooks do not improve 

learning is not definitive. The evidence cited 

in this chapter looks specifically at textbooks 

in their current form: written in English (not 

mother tongue) and pitched at students with 

high levels of learning. 

There is a limited body of evidence (14 

studies) of varying quality11 which explore the 

relationship between textbooks and learning. 

The findings are mixed, falling broadly into 

three categories: 

1. Seven studies of varying quality report a 

positive association between textbooks 

and learning outcomes.  

                                                           
11 The studies were assessed to be of the following 

quality: 3 high quality, 7 moderate quality, 4 low 

quality  
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2. Two high quality studies find that textbooks 

in their current form have mixed effects. 

While no positive relationship is observed 

between textbooks and improved learning 

for the majority of students, textbooks do 

improve learning for the minority who 

already have high levels of learning.

3. Seven studies of varying quality explore  the 

 circumstances under which textbooks do or 

 do not improve learning.12 Three patterns 

 emerge around language, pedagogy and 

 ownership. 

Figure 2: Methodological approach of studies 

reviewed 

 

One limitation of the evidence for this research 

question is the relative lack of studies which explore 

the circumstances under which textbooks improve 

learning; many simply ask whether textbooks 

improve learning. Also, some studies measure the 

impact of availability of textbooks as part of a larger 

package of inputs, including for example, curriculum 

materials. These studies tend not to isolate the 

findings of each input. This precludes making 

assumptions about a causal relationship between 

textbooks and learning.  

                                                           
12 Note that several of the 14 studies examined both whether textbooks improve learning and the 

circumstances under which they do so. As such, the number of studies cited for the three categories 

listed is greater than 14.  

Supporting textbook provision 
 
1. Textbooks? 
Have you considered? 
 
a. What is the evidence that 
textbooks in their current form 
improve learning? 
b. Do textbooks represent VFM? Are 
there affordable alternatives? 
 
2. Programme Design 
Have you considered? 
 
a. Level and language of textbooks  
Evidence suggests textbooks must be 
designed to suit the academic and 
linguistic needs of most students. 
b. Pedagogical change 
Evidence suggests textbooks are 
unlikely to improve learning when 
they are provided without a change in 
pedagogy. 
c. Ratio of pupils to textbooks 
Evidence is inconsistent about 
whether students owning or sharing 
textbooks is likely to lead to improved 
learning. 
 
3. Monitoring 
Have you considered? 
 

a.  Monitoring textbook distribution 
and provision at school level 
b.  Use of PETS 
c.  Use of technology / community 
monitoring e.g. DFID Tanzania 
example 
 
4. Evaluation 
Have you considered? 
 
a. Evaluation of effect of textbooks on 
learning; will you evaluate impact 
beyond test scores? 
b. If textbooks are provided alongside 
a change in pedagogy, how will both 
elements be evaluated? 
 



2.1.2 A narrative shift  
In the last 40 years, the narrative around textbooks has shifted from a widespread 

understanding (or belief) that textbooks are critical to student achievement, to a more 

sceptical approach, with emerging evidence that textbooks in their current form do not 

improve learning for most students. This may be partly explained by new research 

methodologies (e.g. RCTs) which have improved the ability to test and understand the 

relationship between textbooks and learning outcomes. RCTs do however have limitations. 

For example, as many RCTs focus on test scores alone, they may ignore the benefits of 

textbooks outside test scores. 

This narrative shift has prompted a larger debate about the cost effectiveness of investing in 

educational inputs as opposed to spending on system-wide school reform (such as 

accountability reform or investing in assessment systems). As a result of the debate, many 

commentators have begun advocating spending on systemic reform designed to change the 

incentives offered to teachers, parents and students, rather than inputs such as textbooks 

(Banerjee et al, 2005). However, this begs the question: what is the minimum level of inputs 

required and under what circumstances should inputs be supplied?  

2.1.3 What evidence is there that textbooks improve learning? 

What is the evidence from high-quality studies? 

Three studies - Evans and Ghosh (2008 [S; OR; →]), McEwan (2013 [S, SR; ↑]) and Glewwe et 

al (2011 [S; OR; ↑]) - find evidence that availability of textbooks improve learning across a 

broad range of countries. First, Evans and Ghosh (2008 [S; OR; →]) explore the cost 

effectiveness of various inputs comparing data from 40 experimental and quasi-

experimental studies across a broad range of contexts. The study finds that textbooks are 

one of several low-cost and effective interventions which improve learning, but the authors 

also report weaknesses in the research which undermines this finding.  

Second, McEwan’s (2013 [S; SR; ↑]) meta-analysis of 76 randomized control trials (RCTs) on 

110 inputs similarly finds evidence to suggest that there is a positive relationship between 

‘instructional materials’13 (including textbooks) and test scores. However, the author reports 

that findings were not robust to checks from study moderators, perhaps suggesting that 

other variables might explain the observed relationship between instructional materials and 

outcomes. Third, Glewwe et al (2011 [S; OR; ↑]) suggests that textbooks and similar 

materials improve student learning. However, when 36 less rigorous studies were excluded 

from the analysis, leaving only 43 higher quality studies, the evidence that textbooks 

improve learning is quite weak. This is corroborated by Glewwe et al’s (2011 [S; OR; ↑]) 

summary of the results from 13 RCTs, which finds that textbooks have no statistically 

significant impact on learning. 

In addition, two studies dispute any positive relationship for most students. Glewwe et al 

(2007 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) and Kuecken and Valport (2013 [P&E; OBS – survey data analysis; ↑]) 

consider evidence across 12 countries in sub-Saharan Africa. Both studies find that textbooks 

                                                           
13 As with other studies, this study measures the impact of ‘instructional materials’ and does not 

isolate the effect of textbooks on learning outcomes. 
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in their current form do not improve learning for the majority, but only impact those who 

already have high levels of learning. Furthermore, Kuecken and Valport (2013 [P&E; OBS – 

survey data analysis; ↑]) find that only one form of textbook access – sharing, not 

ownership – has a positive impact on test scores for students in the highest percentile of 

achievement.  

What is the evidence from moderate- and low-quality studies? 

Four studies find that textbooks improve learning. First, Khaniya and Williams (2004 [P&E; 

OBS – quantitative survey; →]) evaluate the impact of a multi-year reform project on Nepal’s 

primary education system involving improvements in classrooms, curriculum, textbook 

distribution, teacher training packages, administration and supervision system, school 

management and community involvement in school management. While the whole reform 

project was not found to improve learning, when isolating the variables, the study finds that 

the availability of curriculum and textbooks for teachers is systematically related to student 

achievement.  

Second, Tayyaba et al’s (2010 [P&E; OBS – quantitative survey; →]) study explores the 

impact of multiple inputs on test scores in Maths in 770 schools across Pakistan. Authors 

find that the availability of learning resources, including but not limited to textbooks, 

increased test scores significantly. Similarly, Fehler et al (2009 [S; OR; →]) find robust 

positive correlations between achievement in test scores and textbooks in studies across 

sub-Saharan Africa. Finally, Schollar (2001 [P&E; OBS – quantitative survey, qualitative case 

studies; ↓]) finds positive learning gains from a ‘whole school approach’ intervention in 

South Africa which included textbooks, teacher training and regular monitoring. 

Overall, moderate and lower quality studies tend to find a positive relationship between 

textbooks and learning outcomes, while the impact of textbooks in their current form on 

learning is less conclusive in higher quality studies.  

2.1.4 Under what circumstances do textbooks improve learning? 
The evidence which explores the circumstances under which textbooks work is limited. 

Circumstances include, but are not limited to, textbook design factors, such as the language 

in which textbook are written, and the way textbooks are used in the classroom by teachers 

and students. We find patterns emerging around pedagogy, language and textbook 

ownership and recognise that there is further evidence to be incorporated into this section. 

Textbooks and pedagogy 

Four studies of varying quality show that pedagogy does not change when textbooks are 

added to the classroom and suggest that this may inhibit positive effects on learning. 

Khaniya and Williams (2004 [P&E; OBS – quantitative survey; →]) in Nepal and Glewwe et al 

(2007 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) in Kenya find that pedagogy often does not change with the provision 

of textbooks. Corroborating this more generally, looking across a range of interventions in 

developing countries in Africa, Asia and South America, Kremer et al (2013 [S; OR; →]) find 

that despite low levels of resources, providing more of the same educational inputs (like 

textbooks), without changing pedagogy or accountability, typically has very little effect on 

test scores. This is an important finding not found elsewhere. 
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Finally, in Ghana, Opuklu-Amankwa (2010 [P&E; OBS – qualitative case studies; ↓]) finds 

that when textbooks are available, they are not often used in schools (remaining locked 

away) or they are used only in a limited way. Incidentally, of the evidence reviewed, this is 

the only study to explore how textbooks are used in the classroom. This is corroborated by 

evidence in Glewwe et al (2007 [P&E; EXP; ↑]), which suggests that while students in schools 

with textbooks are likely to use them, use is not extensive and dissipates by Year 3. Authors 

do not provide an analysis as to why this might be. However, this does suggest that 

availability of textbooks does not necessarily mean textbooks are used or used effectively.  

Analysing why textbooks are not used effectively, Opuklu-Amankwa (2010 [P&E; OBS – 

qualitative case studies; ↓]) finds three reasons: unclear or misunderstood government 

policy; seating arrangements in the classroom; and political and social dynamics among 

students which mediate access.  

Finally, there is limited evidence that using textbooks can be detrimental to student 

learning. In a study across Pakistan, Pell et al (2010 [P&E; OBS – quantitative survey, 

qualitative case studies; ↓]) find that introducing science experiments into lessons which 

rely predominantly on rote learning using textbooks has a positive impact on outcomes. 

Through this, he concludes that over-reliance on using outdated textbooks undermines the 

quality of teaching and learning.  

Textbooks and language  

In addition to pedagogy, evidence suggests that there is an important relationship between 

the language in which textbooks are written and their impact on learning. Evaluating the 

outcomes of a programme which provided official textbooks to randomly-selected rural 

Kenyan primary schools, Glewwe et al (2007 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) observe that the learning 

benefits of textbooks are undermined if they are not written in the students’ mother tongue. 

This suggests that textbooks in Kenya in their current form do not improve learning for the 

majority.  

The study concludes that one possible reason why textbooks only impact students who 

already have high learning levels is because they are too difficult for most students, both in 

terms of language and level of learning. Of 50 schools randomly selected for visits in the 

fourth year of the intervention, only 16 per cent of those without higher learning levels 

could read their textbook.14 While Glewwe et al (2007 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) report that students in 

higher grades are more likely to be able to read textbooks (67% in Grade 5 and 90% in Grade 

6-8 can), it is questionable the extent to which comprehension accompanies the ability to 

read in English, which may be students second or third language.  

Ownership of textbooks 

In addition to pedagogy and language, there is emerging but inconsistent evidence around 

ownership of textbooks and how this relates to student achievement.  

Across 11 sub-Saharan African countries, Kuecken and Valport (2013 [P&E; OBS – survey data 

analysis; ↑]) find that there is no impact of textbook access (ownership or sharing) on 

                                                           
14 Glewwe et al (2007), p.24. 
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primary school achievement for the majority of students. However, sharing textbooks has a 

positive impact on students with high socioeconomic status. This contrasts with evidence 

from Uganda, where Nannyonjo (2007 [P&E; OBS – quantitative survey, qualitative case 

studies; →]) suggests that when students use their own textbooks, there is a significant 

positive relationship with test scores.  

2.1.5 Conclusion  
There is complex and contradictory evidence which explores the relationship between 

textbooks and learning outcomes. More research which explores the circumstances in which 

textbooks improve learning is necessary. 

However, several key points emerge from the evidence which contribute to our 

understanding. First, textbooks are unlikely to improve learning when they are provided 

without a change in pedagogy. Second, for textbooks to impact the majority, they must be 

designed to suit the needs of most students, academically and linguistically.  
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B. Which aspects of teacher 

training and professional 

development have been 

associated with improved 

learning? 
 

Key findings 

The evidence exploring the relationship between 

teacher training and development and learning 

outcomes is sparse and context specific. However, 

there is a large evidence base  which focuses on 

the critical role of the teacher in improving 

student learning; there is a broad consensus on 

the need to attract, retain, develop and motivate 

teachers.  

That said, what aspects of teacher training 

improve student learning remains a black box. 

While there is widespread literature on teacher 

education and training, most of this evidence 

highlights the extent to which poor quality 

teaching is a persistent problem and more 

broadly, how improvements in teacher training 

and education can improve student outcomes.  

Some of the evaluated studies do not link teacher 

training to student learning. Broadly speaking, 

these studies indicate that teacher content 

knowledge needs to be developed through 

appropriate training. 

Limited (albeit moderate-to-high quality) 

evidence from specific regional contexts suggests 

that teacher training alone is not sufficient for 

improving student learning. Well-designed 

‘teacher support’ programmes that combine 

training and instructional materials, improved 

pedagogies and equipping teachers with 

inexpensive instructional tools are found to 

improve student learning.  

Further research is needed to examine which 

aspects of teacher training and professional 

development are positively associated with 

improved student learning in varied contexts and 

for different student competencies.  

2.1.6 Brief statement on the 
evidence reviewed   
There is a limited body of literature (13 

studies) of varying quality15 which explores 

the aspects of teacher training and 

professional development that may be 

associated with improved student learning. 

The studies adopt a variety of 

methodological approaches including 

observational (quantitative and qualitative) 

and mixed methods approaches in their 

analysis. One report reviewed specific 

literature on interactive radio instruction (IRI) 

that met the quality appraisal standards and 

is included in the final list of studies 

reviewed. 

Figure 3: Methodological approach of 
studies reviewed 

The evidence is more heavily focussed on 

countries in sub-Saharan Africa, with 8 of 

the 13 studies based in this region16 (one 

study looks at 22 countries of sub-Saharan 

Africa (SSA) covered by Southern and 

Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring  

                                                           
15 The studies were assessed to be of the 
following quality: 4 high quality (2 of which 
are from Africa and 2 from Asia), 7 moderate 
and 2 low quality.  
16  Ghana, Kenya, Mali, Senegal, Tanzania, 

Uganda, Liberia, Nigeria and South Africa). 



Educational Quality (SACMEQ) and the CONFEMEN 

Programme for the Analysis of Education Systems 

(PASEC) data. The remaining evidence relates to 

South Asia with one study on one district of 

Pakistan (Lahore, Punjab) and three on India (all 

context specific: one in Mumbai,  one in Andhra 

Pradesh and one in Maharashtra). One study 

reviews evidence on IRI in Africa. 

 

The evidence base can be broadly categorised as 

follows: 

1. Seven of the thirteen studies examine 
 various aspects of teacher qualifications 
 and training and their association with 
 student learning. Most of these only 
 establish links between different 
 characteristics of teachers (such as 
 qualifications and whether they have pre-
 service training or not) and student 
 learning without necessarily identifying the 
 aspects of training that improve 
 achievement among their pupils.   
 

2. Six studies do not explicitly examine the 
 links between teacher training (and other 
 teacher indicators) and student learning 
 but nevertheless provide insights into the 
 development needs of teachers.  

A key limitation of the findings is that the contexts 

within which the studies have been carried out are 

very specific. This suggests that caution is needed 

in deriving more generalisable conclusions based 

on the given findings. However, the existing 

evidence base does allow for the identification of 

some common themes and contextual factors 

which are discussed in the following section. 

Another limitation is the inadequate number of 

studies that have attempted to draw out which 

aspects of teacher training and development are 

associated with improved student outcomes. Only 

a handful of (highly context-specific) studies are 

able to establish causal relationships of this nature. 

  

Teacher training 

Programme Design 

Have you considered? 

a. Do the teachers you are 

working with have 

foundational skills? If not, how 

could training help? 

b. Do the teachers you are 

working with have good 

content knowledge? If not, 

how could training help?  

c. What specific aspects of 

teacher training do you plan to 

focus on? Is there evidence of 

how this leads to improved 

learning? 

d. Could you consider a teacher 

support programme which 

includes a targeted package of 

inputs? 

Monitoring 

Have you considered? 

a. How can youeffectively 

monitor which aspects of 

teacher training are being 

implemented in the 

classroom? 

 

Evaluation 

Have you considered? 

a. It may be that particuiar 

aspects of a teacher 

training/development package 

are more effective than 

others. How will you isolate 

the effects of different 

components?  
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2.1.7 Which aspects of teacher training and professional 

development are associated with student learning? 
Seven out of the thirteen studies reviewed establish linkages between teacher 

characteristics and student learning. Of these, only three delve deeper to identify which 

aspects of teacher development matter most to student learning.  

How are teacher training and professional development associated with student 

learning? 

Four of the thirteen studies reviewed in this chapter either directly or indirectly estimate 

whether particular teacher characteristics (often identified as the observed résumé 

characteristics of teachers such as their training and qualifications) are associated with 

improved student outcomes. Two of the four studies are based on specific regions of India 

and one study looks at a district in one province of Pakistan. Only one study has a much 

wider focus looking at data from 22 countries from SSA. All these studies estimate the 

relationship between specific teacher characteristics (such as pre-service training and 

qualifications) on student learning without specifying the aspects of training and 

development of teachers that may be producing the effect, if any.  

Fehrler et al. (2009 [P&E; OBS quantitative; →]) provide an analysis of the impact of teacher 

training interventions across 22 different countries in SSA but their findings are not 

conclusive. Overall, the findings of the study prevent drawing firm conclusions regarding 

the association of teacher training with student learning in this context.  

Two studies, both from India, appear to reach similar conclusions in two different settings in 

the country: that teacher training and job experience alone do not necessarily translate 

into producing the kinds of teachers who have the knowledge, attitudes and skills that 

matter most to student learning. The study by Singh and Sarker (2012 [P&E; OBS Mixed 

methods; ↑]) in Andhra Pradesh, does not directly investigate the question of teacher 

training and professional development. However, through examining how teaching and 

teacher quality in government and private schools is related to students’ mathematics 

scores, it allows inferences to be drawn regarding the question posed in this chapter. The 

study concludes that students of teachers with professional qualifications have significantly 

better outcomes than those taught by teachers with only senior secondary education. 

Additionally, students of teachers with bachelor’s or master’s degrees in education do not 

have significantly better outcomes than those taught by teachers with general degrees, after 

controlling for other factors. The authors argue that this has significant implications for 

policy formulation with regards to pre-service teacher training, with a need to shift teacher 

recruitment from a focus on pure credentials to focussing on the content and process of pre-

service training courses.  

The study by He et al. (2009 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) explores how a change in pedagogy to teach 

early grade reading impacted different student populations in different learning 

environments. In particular, the findings of this study resonate with Singh and Sarker (2012 

[P&E; OBS Mixed methods; ↑]), in that they suggest that teacher training alone is not 

sufficient in improving student learning. While not explicitly stated, the intervention 

appears to be providing in-service training. However, when teacher training contributes to 
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changes in pedagogy and facilitates the delivery of a new curriculum to teach early grade 

reading, it can strongly impact student learning in different environments (by between 

0.26-0.7 standard deviations). Unfortunately, the study is not very specific about the aspects 

of teacher training which are important to achieve this.  

The study by Aslam (2011 [P&E; OBS Quantitative; →]) is based on an analysis of 50 schools 

from one district of Punjab province in Pakistan. While limited in scope, the study uses a 

fairly stringent methodology to identify what it is about a teacher that matters to student 

achievement. The study notes that standard teacher résumé characteristics (such as 

certification and training) often used to guide education policy, appear to have no bearing 

on students’ standardised marks. However, teachers are largely rewarded for possessing 

these characteristics, meaning that teachers’ salary schedules are largely inefficient. In 

particular, the often-unmeasured teaching ‘process’ variables impact student achievement 

strongly, for example, lesson planning, and involving students by asking questions during 

class and quizzing them on past material. The availability of data by school type allows the 

authors to conclude that amongst government schools, better schools possibly hire more 

effective teachers (i.e. those whose English language skills are better and those who spend 

more time quizzing pupils on past work) and adopt some incentive mechanisms that 

discourage teachers from moonlighting. While not directly identifying the aspects of training 

and development that can improve student learning, the finding that ‘processes’, rather 

than résumé characteristics of teachers, aid student learning hints at the need to 

encourage teachers to develop similar teaching practices/processes which more strongly 

relate to teacher effort, ability and motivation.17  

Which aspects of training and development matter most for student learning?  

Only three of the reviewed studies appear to explicitly identify how improved student 

achievement can be developed using differing teacher training and development tools. 

These ideas are explored in the following section. While limited in scope (in terms of their 

generalisability due to their highly specific contexts), the studies are of moderate-to-high 

quality which places confidence in their conclusions.  

Equip teachers with inexpensive and appropriate tools and target interventions to 

the needs of children 

He et al. (2008 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) assess the relative productivity of several modes of 

implementing an Indian English education curriculum in Maharashtra. In particular, the 

study asked the questions: can a better teaching method improve students’ acquisition of a 

second language? And if so, what is the most effective technology to deliver the curriculum? 

Two different approaches of delivering the curriculum were studied: a machine-based 

implementation strategy and a series of activities based on specially designed flash cards 

and teacher manuals. These approaches were delivered either through externally-hired 

tutors or local public school teachers and teaching assistants. The study shows that the new 

teaching methodology is very effective (improving students’ English scores by between 0.25-

0.35 standard deviations). Additionally, this result is attained regardless of the 

                                                           
17 The study does not clearly distinguish between different types of training – pre-service or in-

service, etc.  
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implementation method used and regardless of technology used (machine-based versus 

flash cards and manuals). However, the study finds that when interventions are 

implemented by the teacher (rather than machine-based), students’ maths scores also 

improve (a subject not covered by the intervention).  

Thus, equipping teachers with (relatively inexpensive)18 appropriate tools and learning 

methods in classrooms proves to be effective, and more effective than when delivering 

similar interventions through outside agencies (teaching assistants). The study also found 

that targeting specific interventions to the needs of particular students can achieve 

significant learning gains. More specifically, the study found stronger students to benefit 

more from machine-led interventions while poorer performing students benefitted more 

from teacher-led interventions. Given that the study found that lowest performing students 

showed significant improvements in tests scores, and combined with the result that 

students’ respond differently to different methods, it may be that many of the tools 

currently available to teachers are not appropriate to help lower performing students. 

Finally, the study notes that the teacher-training-led intervention was found to increase the 

attendance of low scoring children by 3.7% in both the activities and machine groups, 

suggesting that an improved learning environment seems to provide an incentive for 

higher levels of student participation. 

Align teacher training with coherent instructional material 

In another setting (Lucas et al., 2013 [P&E; EXP; →]), a randomised control trial was 

implemented across 112 schools in Kenya and 109 schools in Uganda. The study assesses the 

improvements in reading levels of early grade students through implementing the ‘Reading 

to Learn’ interventions supported by the Aga Khan Foundation. The study concludes that a 

coherent instructional model, aligned with materials and teacher training, can improve 

learning in poor primary schools. The study provides strong evidence of the impact of a 

well-designed instructional intervention (that combines instructional materials and teacher 

training) on improved learning (reading). In-service training was provided to lower primary 

teachers on the use of instructional materials, local language materials, management of 

large classes and learning assessment. Regular monitoring and mentoring of teachers was 

also conducted through school visits and periodic meetings with teachers in school clusters. 

The ‘Reading to Learn’ model was originally developed in Australia with the aim of helping to 

improve the reading skills of the students who were behind grade-standard. This approach 

emphasises a five stage ‘scaffolding’ approach.19   

                                                           
18 The study does a cost-effectiveness comparison of the various interventions.  
19 The ‘scaffolding’ approach adopts the following: 1) Teacher prepares students to read by providing 

background knowledge of a story; 2) Teacher reads the story aloud, until the children understand the 
story and can repeat some words; 3) Teacher writes each sentence of the story on paper and points 
to the words as she reads them; 4) Teacher and children cut up sentences into component words, and 
practice letter sound relationships and spelling (phonics); and 5) Children practice re-writing the text, 
as well as the writing of new texts with their classmates. The implementation took place in the 
following way: a) Co-facilitated (with the Ministry of Education) training of lower primary teachers 
and head teachers in the use of the instructional methods and local language materials, management 
of large classes and learning assessment; b) Provision of classrooms with reading and numeracy 
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The results show that there were improvements in learning outcomes among students in 

both Kenya and Uganda. However, while the effect size was substantially higher in Uganda 

(with a treatment effect of 0.18 standard deviations in written literacy and 0.20 standard 

deviations for oral literacy), the Kenyan effect was much smaller (oral literacy: 0.08 standard 

deviations and no effect on written literacy). There was no effect on numeracy scores among 

students in both countries, which is perhaps unsurprising given the focus of the intervention. 

The somewhat puzzling differences across the two countries are explained by a mismatch 

between the (real) language of instruction in schools (English) in the Kenyan coastal area 

where the project was implemented, and the official language of instruction (Swahili), which 

was used for the test. Overall, the study concludes that early grade learning outcomes (at 

least in reading) can be positively influenced by school-based investments if instructional 

inputs are supplemented with well-aligned teacher training. The authors argue that the 

design of the experiment allowed for the opportunity to consider the external validity of 

treatment effects and to test whether the causal relationships hold over variations in 

different indicators; in this respect, the findings of the study are useful in arriving at more 

generalisable conclusions.  

Teacher training alone is not enough: develop a model of ‘teacher support’ 

Another moderate-to-high quality study based on an evaluation of a randomised control trial 

in Liberia also concludes that a well-designed model of ‘teacher support’ in the classroom 

(as opposed to just providing ‘teacher training’) can substantially improve learning 

outcomes amongst children. The study by Piper and Korda (2011 [P&E; EXP; →]) conducts 

an impact evaluation to analyse data from ‘EGRA Plus’ early grade reading assessments 

(evidence-based reading instructions programme) to track progress towards improvements 

in learning outcomes. The evaluation was based on three groups of 60 schools: in full 

treatment schools, teachers were provided with in-service training to continually assess 

student performance and were provided with frequent school-based pedagogic support, 

resources, materials and books, and parents and communities were informed about student 

performance (through report cards); in the light treatment group, the community was 

informed about reading achievement using school report cards; no intervention was given to 

control groups.  

The analysis shows that the full treatment group increased student achievement for every 

section of the EGRA, often with large impacts. In fact, the overall EGRA Plus effect size was 

0.79 standard deviations, a very large effect by any means. The study concluded that the 

EGRA Plus far exceeded expectations with respect to student achievement (especially in the 

full treatment schools). The impressive results were found on all of the essential early 

reading components and it seems that the programme accelerated the learning of children 

so much that children learned the equivalent of three years of schooling in one year.20 

Additionally, the report found that while EGRA Plus had no numeracy intervention 

component, the intervention appears to have improved students’ mathematics outcomes as 

                                                                                                                                                                      
learning materials in the language of instruction, including mini-libraries, book corners and lockable 
facilities; c) Work with School Management Committees and encouragement to prioritise lower 
primary literacy; d) Regular monitoring and mentoring of teachers during school visits and periodic 
meetings with teachers of geographically proximate clusters of schools. 
20 Piper and Korda (2011), p.6.  
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well. Whether the full treatment effects were due to the close relationship between reading 

skills and outcomes in other subjects, or whether the pedagogical techniques that the 

teachers were trained in under the EGRA Plus intervention were also effective in other 

subjects cannot be determined.  

The specific design for ‘teacher support’ under the interventions included: the provision of 

teaching and learning materials (realistic number of scripted lesson plans, de-codable books, 

library books, pocket charts, reading logs), and one week of ‘cluster based’ teacher training 

per semester 21  – monthly school visits from teaching ‘coaches’, including classroom 

observation and feedback to perfect teaching skills. Teachers were also trained to carry out 

periodic assessment and develop student report cards for parents. The interventions, 

therefore, implemented strong teacher professional development that combined intensive 

training and capacity building with ongoing support and feedback; this was buttressed with 

activities designed to foster community action and stakeholder participation.22 

2.1.8 Improving teacher effectiveness 
A small subset of studies reviewed (6 out of 13) did not directly examine the potential 

linkages between teacher training and professional development and student learning. 

However, the studies provided insights into the training and professional development 

needs of teachers that may be seen to be associated with improved student outcomes. All 

studies are geographically focussed on sub-Saharan African countries and are of varying 

quality.  

Provide teachers with the foundational skills to ensure effective teaching: 

reforming in-service training 

Whilst the study by ESSPIN (2008 [P&E; OBS Quantitative; →]) in Nigeria does not ask a 

question that is directly relevant to the thematic question posed in this chapter, it asks a 

more fundamental question which perhaps needs to be asked when planning teacher 

education programmes: do the teachers have fundamental foundational skills necessary to 

teach their pupils and to benefit from the proposed training programmes? The authors infer 

from their analysis that pre-service teacher training is ineffective in increasing teacher 

subject and professional knowledge, which leads them to question whether teacher 

development programmes should be focused on remedying the effects of low entry 

standards and increasing teacher competencies, both for qualified and unqualified 

teachers. A similar conclusion is arrived at by Singh and Sarker (2012 [P&E; OBS Mixed 

methods; ↑]) which draws attention to the poor results of the Teacher Eligibility Test (TET) 

introduced in India in 2011, for the selection of professionally qualified teachers as regular 

teachers in public schools. While there is some criticism of TET not being aligned to pre-

service curriculum, the authors conclude that there is a need to revise existing pre-service 

training programmes to ensure that curricula and teaching processes appropriately 

prepare future teachers to meet diverse student needs.  

                                                           
21 The coaches were trained by a reading expert (either international or local) for a week. The work of 
coaches was also systematically monitored.  
22 Unfortunately, cost-effectiveness data for the study was not provided through the evaluation. 
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The need for effective in-service programmes is re-iterated by Akyeampong et al. (2013 

[P&E; OBS Mixed methods; ↑]), through an in-depth study of teacher training and classroom 

practices in six SSA countries (Ghana, Kenya, Mali, Senegal, Tanzania and Uganda). The study 

finds that the confidence that initial teacher education gives teachers about their apparent 

competence is not matched by their understanding of teaching as basically problem-solving, 

centred on a deep understanding of children’s learning difficulties and ways of addressing 

them. The authors provide a number of suggested changes to pre-service training that could 

potentially improve student learning:  

 changed curricula that focuses on the teaching of reading;  

 development of intensive mathematics curricula to enable the learning of basic 

concepts among children;  

 the use of diagnostic, continuous and formative assessment of pupils as an integral 

part of the pre-service teacher training;  

 working with small groups of trainee teachers to shift away from the ‘teacher-led 

approaches’ that are currently adopted during pre-service training;  

 reconnecting theory and practice to help teachers develop a deeper understanding 

of what lies behind different teaching practices;  

 better structuring of the ‘teaching practicum’ to allow for all trainees to practice 

what they have learnt in real classroom contexts;  

 ensuring appropriate training is provided to teachers to enable them to teach early 

grade maths and reading in different languages.  

Reforming pedagogical practices and professional development 

Two of the reviewed studies call for school-based training and professional development 

focused on reforming teaching practices. The study by Hardman (2009 [P&E; OBS Mixed 

methods; →]) in Kenya provides detailed recommendations about the kind of teaching 

practices and pedagogies that need to be developed in the classroom. These focus on 

diversifying teacher/pupil interactions, and on pupil participation, including using whole-

class group work and individual work. The study by Ono and Ferreira (2010 [P&E; OBS, Case 

Study; ↓]) in South Africa advocates the development of ‘Lesson Study’ as a method for 

promoting school-based teacher professional development. The description of the 

experience and challenges in implementing ‘school-based professional development’ 

through ‘lesson study’ is useful as it identified the wider policy context and political 

economy changes which impact the implementation of this pilot and how it could be a 

useful reflection for other practitioners. 

Using innovative technologies to support teacher training and student learning: 

interactive radio instruction (IRI) 

One study by the World Bank (2005 [S; OR; →]) provides a summary of evidence on the use 

of IRIs to address educational challenges in the developing world. The authors note that 

since the introduction of IRIs nearly 30 years ago, the evidence from a range of countries in 

Africa shows their effectiveness in improving educational quality as well as retention rates 

at the primary school level. For example, the report cites studies that show consistent and 

significant evidence that IRI can increase learning across subject matter, age, gender and 

rural or urban location. Students are seen to show progressively greater learning with time: 



24 
 

on average, students in IRI classes outperform those in control groups with an effect size of 

0.5 standard deviations.  

In their Toolkit for Policy Makers and Planners, the World Bank suggest that IRIs are cost-

effective and an effective means of improving the quality of primary school instruction, 

especially with respect to in-service teacher upgrading and of teacher development. Further, 

the World Bank argue that IRIs are an effective mechanism to introduce new pedagogy and 

curriculum. This could prompt further discussion of the extent to which IRIs represent a 

different way to improve learning, alongside or in place of more traditional inputs such 

as  providing additional textbooks or teacher training .  

Usually, IRI aims to develop teacher skills and allow them to become more student-centred 

and interactive during the learning process. However, the report does indicate that the 

benefits of IRI can be sustained over the long term and can be adapted for other countries, 

but this evidence is mixed. The report argues that some pilots have encountered 

“insurmountable obstacles due to recurrent costs, poor institutionalisation, insufficient local 

ownership, or changes in policies or political leadership. Even with repeated demonstrations 

of learning gains and narrowed equity gaps, and with significant investments during 

development stages, some projects have not lasted for more than a few years after external 

funds were phased out.” (World Bank, 2005, p.26)  

2.1.9 Conclusion  
The evidence exploring the relationship between teacher training and development and 

learning outcomes is sparse and very context specific. However, the limited evidence 

reviewed here includes experimental data and is of a reasonably high quality. The existing 

evidence appears to indicate that equipping teachers with inexpensive tools and learning 

methods in classrooms, aligning teacher training with coherent instructional materials and 

developing models of ‘teacher support’ may be effective means of improving student 

learning. Additionally, evidence from India that evaluates implementation of English 

language teaching also finds that targeting the interventions to specific student needs may 

be an effective tool in improving student learning. Two of the studies (from India and 

Liberia) show improvements in ancillary test scores (mathematics) despite interventions 

targeting reading improvements. This finding indicates that effective training may help 

develop teacher skills that are effective across a range of subjects. 
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Related DFID-commissioned research 

Systematic reviews 

What are the impacts and cost effectiveness of strategies to improve performance of 

untrained and under-trained teachers in the classroom in developing countries? 

Are contract and para-teachers a cost effective intervention to address teacher shortage 

and improve learning outcomes? 

DFID Rigorous Literature Reviews 

Literacy, Foundation Learning and Assessment in Developing Countries 

The review finds that strong foundations in oral language are essential to enable fluent 

reading with understanding. In multilingual developing country contexts, children with low 

proficiency in the school language are disadvantaged. Interventions targeting language skills 

are beneficial for literacy development if delivered early with follow on benefits for learning 

across the curriculum. The review included evidence from literacy interventions in 

developed countries as the evidence base is very small in developing contexts. There is a 

large evidence base finding consistent positive effects of oral language inputs, dialogic 

reading, supporting emergent literacy, drawing on home experiences and system phonics.  

The evidence base for reciprocal teaching and shared book reading is also large but not 

consistent, whilst the evidence base for phonological games and story telling finds 

small/mixed effects. The review found no high or moderate quality research on numeracy 

interventions in developing country contexts. The evidence shows that literacy assessments 

have focused on symbol knowledge and to a lesser extent phonological awareness but not 

on vocabulary and grammar. Early grade numeracy assessments focus on arithmetic 

operations and seldom include mathematical reasoning.   

Pedagogy, Curriculum, Teaching Practices and Teacher Education in Developing 

Countries 

The review found few very studies that measured the impact of pedagogy and teaching 

practice on student attainment.  This is a critical gap in the evidence base and means that it 

is very difficult to draw any conclusions on which practices are effective in raising learning.   

The review therefore focused on intermediate indicators of “effective teaching” (e.g. 

increase in  attendance, engagement and participation by students as well as frequency and 

use of practices by teachers) to identify effective practice and pedagogy.  The six strategies 

identified by the review are: (i) demonstration and  explanation, drawing on sound subject 

knowledge; (ii) flexible use of whole class, group and pair work; (iii) frequent and relevant 

use of learning materials beyond the textbook; (iv) open and closed questioning, expanding 

responses, encouraging questioning; (v) use of local languages and code switching and (vi) 

planning and varying lesson sequences.   

http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=3382
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=3382
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/systematicreviews/Parateachers2013Kingdon.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/systematicreviews/Parateachers2013Kingdon.pdf
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2.2 ACCOUNTABILITY  

     

 C. What is the effect of school 

 grants on learning 

 achievement? 
 

Key findings 

There is limited analysis of the causal 

relationship between school grants and learning 

achievement. The direct relationship is unclear, 

and where a positive effect is reported (India 

Uganda and Zambia), it is weak. To better 

understand the relationship, data on how 

grants are actually used in schools would be 

useful. 

School grants are usually intended to be spent 

on non-salary expenses (e.g. teaching and 

learning materials) but there is no data on how 

the grants are actually spent. 

There is strong evidence from different contexts 

that school grants can improve a broader range 

of school outcomes; in particular teacher 

attendance, student enrolment/attendance, 

and infrastructure. 

School grant programmes are often 

implemented in the context of policies looking 

to increase school autonomy (e.g. school-based 

management) and their effect is therefore likely 

to encompass both direct and indirect effects 

on learning associated with these broader 

reforms. For example, community participation, 

decentralised decision-making.  

Overall, there are various indirect channels and 

contextual factors associated with the 

introduction of school grants that may mediate 

the school grant/learning relationship as well as 

having a direct effect on learning and access.  

Contextual factors & broader outcomes 

 To increase the likelihood of improved 

learning from school grants, some form of  

 

 

 

 

 

 

accountability mechanism is important (e.g. 

media campaign, standardised 

assessments). 

 The effect of school grants and associated 

decentralisation reform may depend on 

local community capacity to respond (as 

measured by literacy rates within the 

community), including managing increased 

levels of responsibility and making effective 

decisions. 

 School grants can have an effect on 

household spending decisions and on 

parental participation in schools. Grants 

may either substitute or be in addition to 

household expenditure on education. In 

India and Zambia, schools grants 

substituted household spending on 

education whereas in Niger, school grants 

led to increased financial contributions 

from parents.   

 Schools grants have an effect on access to 

school in certain contexts. If school grants 

do have a positive effect on school access, 

there is likely to be a dampening effect on 

average school-level learning outcomes (at 

least in the short run).  

2.4.1 Brief statement on the 

evidence reviewed  
 There is a medium body (18 studies) of 

evidence of variable quality looking at the 

school grant/learning relationship. This 

includes studies that relate to broader 

contextual factors that mediate the school 

grant/learning relationship.  



Figure 4: Methodological approach of studies 

reviewed 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The primary studies are drawn from 6 contexts: 

The Gambia, Ghana, India, Niger, Uganda and 

Zambia. The secondary studies draw mainly on 

developing country contexts but one study also 

drew on findings from the OECD. This was 

included to explore in more depth some of the 

contextual and institutional factors.  

The limited number of contexts in which 

primary and empirical studies have been 

carried out suggests caution is needed in terms 

of making more generalisable claims based on 

the observed findings. However, the 

overlapping nature of some of the themes that 

emerge does allow for common contextual 

factors to be identified.  

Introducing School Grants 

Programme Design 

Have you considered? 

a. Strengthening the capacity of 
communities to engage with and 
manage school grants 
 
Evidence suggests that the capacity 

of the community to take on 

decentralised responsibility (e.g. 

managing school grants, monitoring 

school performance) can have an 

effect on the impact of school grants 

on learning.  

b. Introducing or strengthening an 
accountability mechanism 
 
The provision of public and easily 

accessible information on the 

amounts of grants going to schools 

can have an effect on the proportion 

of funding that reaches the school. 

More broadly, evidence suggests 

that increasing school autonomy is 

made more successful when robust 

accountability structures are in place 

(e.g. standardised assessments, 

community monitoring tools).   

Evaluation 

Have you considered? 

a. Collecting data on how school grants 

are actually spent e.g. does the 

variation in grant spending 

determine the effect of the grant? 

 

b. Exploring the effect of school grants 

on household spending and parental 

participation in the school. Do school 

grants crowd out or crowd in HH 

resources? 

 



2.2.2 What evidence is there of a relationship between school grants 

and learning achievement?  
Based on the studies reviewed, schools grants can be understood as a transfer of financial 

resources from central government (or a project implementer) to a school. There is little 

reference in the literature to the size of the grants or to the mechanisms or conditions that 

schools may need to fulfill to access the grants. Based on the available information, the 

purpose of the school grants tends to be for non-wage expenditure at the school level, 

including the procurement of teaching and learning materials, administration and minor 

maintenance and rehabilitation of school infrastructure.  

It is important to draw our attention to the difference in the following two questions: (1) 

does money matter for learning? and (2) do school grants matter for learning? Research into 

the first question tends to focus on the relationship between per pupil expenditure and 

learning achievement or the relationship between an aggregated set of inputs and pupil 

learning. The results of studies that look at the link between overall expenditure and 

achievement from both developing and developed country contexts are mixed.  

On the second question, school grants do represent a financial transfer but they also tend to 

be associated with other elements of policy reform, including increasing levels of 

decentralisation, school autonomy, school-based management and enhancing community 

participation in schools. The nature of the school grants/learning achievement relationship is 

therefore not only a question of resource; their effect is likely to encompass multiple direct 

and indirect effects on learning. In this chapter, we are therefore considering the effect of 

finance plus the associated variables that tend to be encompassed with school grant 

implementation (e.g. participatory decision making, community capacity building and 

increased school autonomy). 

Only the experimental and quasi-experimental literature reviewed directly addresses the 

causal nature of the school grants/learning achievement relationship. This comprises five 

studies from four contexts (India, The Gambia, Uganda and Zambia). A statistically significant 

and positive relationship is found in three contexts (India, Uganda and Zambia) across four 

studies (India/Zambia: Das et al, 2011 [P&E; EXP; ↑]; Uganda: Björkman, 2003 [P&E; QEX; ↑]; 

Björkman, 2006 [P&E; QEX; ↑]; (Reinikka and Svensson, 2011 [P&E; QEX; ↑]). One further 

study from The Gambia is not able to establish an effect of school grants on learning 

achievement but the grant was a one-off payment rather than a regular annual grant 

(Blimpo and Evans, 2011 [P&E; EXP; ↑]). The relationship reported by Das et al (2011 [P&E; 

EXP; ↑]) in India and Zambia is positive but weak and mediated by the extent to which 

household behaviour responds to school grant inputs. Households are more likely to 

decrease their private spending on educational inputs (uniform, teaching and learning 

materials, books, etc.) if the school grants are anticipated and substitute these investments. 

When households know that government will provide grants to schools to cover the costs 

that they would otherwise cover, the grants create an incentive for parents to reduce their 

own spending on household inputs. The study finds that anticipated school grants have no 

impact on test scores whereas unanticipated grants do have a positive (though weak) effect 

on learning. The exact mechanism that would explain why unanticipated school inputs may 
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be associated with improved learning outcomes remains unclear but suggests that the 

benefit is attributable to additional investment rather that any accompanying 

empowerment of school/community stakeholders.  

An experimental study in Niger does not examine the school grant/learning relationship but 

it does consider the effect of school grants on parental involvement in schools, including 

financial contributions made by parents (Beasley & Huillery, 2013 [P&E; EXP; ↑]). The study 

reports an overall positive impact of the grant on parents’ contributions and participation in 

schools, including increased financial contributions and greater involvement in school 

meetings and managing supplies. Whether or not the grants were anticipated was not 

explored but this study suggests that grants can incentivise increased household investment 

in education, particularly in contexts where parents themselves are more educated.  

Three studies (Björkman, 2003 [P&E; QEX; ↑]; Björkman, 2006 [P&E; QEX; ↑]; (Reinikka and 

Svensson, 2011 [P&E; QEX; ↑]) examine the relationship between the Government of 

Uganda’s per capita school grants and results in the primary school leaving exam. When the 

government introduced per capita grants in 1997, there had been significant leakage, over 

the years, in terms of central government funding not reaching schools. A 1996 public 

expenditure tracking survey (PETS) found that the average school only received 20% of 

central government funds. Most schools received negligible amounts with public funds 

captured by local district officials and politicians for purposes unrelated to education 

(Reinikka and Svensson, 2011 [P&E; QEX; ↑]). In response, when the Government of Uganda 

abolished primary school fees and introduced per capita grants in 1997, it also introduced a 

national newspaper campaign. The main component of the information campaign was 

publications in the national newspapers on the monthly transfers of capitation grants to 

schools. The aim was to boost schools’ and parents’ ability to monitor the local officials in 

charge of disbursing funds to the schools and therefore to strengthen accountability. A 

repeat PETS in 2002 found the campaign to be successful with leakage levels reduced from 

80% in 1995 to less than 20% in 2001 (Reinikka and Svensson, 2011 [P&E; QEX; ↑]).23  

Using quasi-experimental methods and taking account of a six-year cumulative effect, the 

studies conclude that students in districts highly exposed to the public information 

campaign, scored 0.4 standard deviation (SD) better in the primary leaving exam. There are 

methodological challenges in terms of the quality of the newspaper data used as well as 

time variant factors that may have affected schools exposed to the media campaign 

differently to those not affected. The studies are, however, suggestive of a positive 

relationship between the school grants and learning achievement (as measured by primary 

leaving exams). The school grants evaluated in Uganda are implemented at national scale by 

government. These factors suggest a case for wider applicability of the findings can be made. 

However, the strength of Uganda’s decentralisation reform, which was implemented at the 

                                                           
23 One cannot attribute all of the dramatic drop in the percentage of funds being diverted from 

Uganda’s primary schools, to the success of the information campaign (as is often said). This would 

ignore the concurrent major decentralisation reforms that accompanised the introduction of the 

school grants and the media campaign. For a discussion, see Hubbard (2007) “Putting the Power of 

Transparency in Context: Information’s Role in Reducing Corruption in Uganda’s Education Sector” 

http://www.cgdev.org/files/15050_file_Uganda.pdf
http://www.cgdev.org/files/15050_file_Uganda.pdf
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same time as the information campaign, suggests the need for caution. Strong local 

government structures with accountability mechanisms for local officials may be a necessary 

accompaniment to the accountability-focused information campaign. Schools were free to 

spend the grants on unspecified non-wage items but there is no data on how the grants 

were actually spent nor the mechanisms that may link the grants to improved learning 

achievement.  

A small-scale (273 schools) randomised controlled trial (RCT) in The Gambia explores the 

relationship between school grants and a range of learning outcomes (including test scores) 

with or without a comprehensive school-based management programme (Blimpo and Evans, 

2011 [P&E; EXP; ↑]). The comprehensive package included school management training to 

head teachers, teachers and community representatives. Three to four years into the 

programme (medium run impacts), there is no effect of the grant-only intervention on test 

scores or on teacher/student absenteeism. The comprehensive programme (including 

grants) suggests a positive effect on absenteeism (21% reduction for students, 23% 

reduction for teachers) but no effect on learning achievement.  

The authors caution against firm conclusions on the grant-only results as there may have 

been issues around the time taken for disbursement and implementation which may make 

the effects difficult to gauge at the time of the study. The results suggest that the 

comprehensive programme effects are strongly mediated by the baseline local capacity in 

the community as measured by adult literacy. The authors suggest an indicative minimum 

threshold of a 45% level of adult literacy is needed for the programme to start showing 

effects on learning outcomes. This result suggests that in villages with high literacy, the 

comprehensive programme may yield gains in learning achievement. However, in villages 

with low literacy, it could potentially have a negative effect. These negative effects could 

result from the negative consequences of shifting from one set of practices to a new set 

which are then not properly implemented. The authors conclude by suggesting that a 

combination of low baseline local capacity, the complexity of the intervention and the 

inadequacy of other educational inputs (e.g. management, teacher quality and content 

knowledge) may help explain the intervention’s observed lack of impacts. It also suggests 

that small variations in the design of grant programmes may lead to substantial differences 

in outcomes – see Banerjee et al (2010 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) for further discussion.  

In his review of the experimental literature, McEwan (2013 [S; SR; ↑]) includes four studies 

that look at the school grant/learning relationship, studies from China and Indonesia, in 

addition to The Gambia and India/Zambia studies described above. Only the India/Zambia 

study reports a statistically significant effect of grants on learning (Das et al 2011 [P&E; EXP; 

↑]). The McEwan (2013 [S; SR; ↑]) review confirms that the body of evidence looking at the 

relationship between school grants and learning is limited. More research is needed to 

understand the mechanisms that may or may not link school grants with improved learning 

and to differentiate between the effect of additional financial resources at the school level 

and the mechanism by which those resources are delivered. 

In both the Uganda and India/Zambia studies, it appears that the effect on learning 

achievement is more attributable to additional financial resources rather than any 
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associated indirect effects (e.g. community empowerment, greater school autonomy). 

Interestingly, however, the positive impact of the newspaper campaign in Uganda, where 

the anticipation of school grants protected them from embezzlement, somewhat contradicts 

the significance of unanticipated grants in India.  

2.2.3 What are the identified contextual factors that mediate the 

relationship between school grants and learning achievement? 
A number of contextual and mediating factors are suggested in the section above which, 

together with findings from the range of studies reviewed, are summarised below. Taken 

together these explore both the direct and indirect channels between school grants and 

learning achievement and suggest a series of important factors that mediate the strength of 

the relationship.  

School-based management/school autonomy 

School grants are often introduced to promote school-based management (SBM) reform 

(Boissiere, 2004 [S; OR; ↓]). The effect of school grants may therefore operate through the 

indirect channel of SBM. The concept of SBM is defined by Caldwell (2005:1): “school-based 

management is the systematic decentralisation to the school level of authority and 

responsibility to make decisions on significant matters related to school operations within a 

centrally determined framework of goals, policies, curriculum, standards, and 

accountability”. Bruns et al (2011) comment that there are few rigorously evaluated SBM 

programmes compared with the number of such reforms being carried out. Analysing OECD-

PISA data, Fuchs and Woessmann (2004 P&E; OBS – survey data analysis; →]) find an 

association between increased school autonomy and better student performance in 

contexts with a strong accountability mechanism, either through standardised assessments 

or some form of exit exam. However, school autonomy in areas that allow for strong 

opportunistic behaviour (e.g. setting school standards or budget setting) may be detrimental 

to student performance.  

Community empowerment/participation 

The introduction of school grants is often associated with aims to increase community 

participation in terms of management and oversight. The purpose of school grant initiatives 

as reviewed in 37 World Bank-supported programmes was to improve the school 

environment, which sometimes included the aim of ‘improving school outcomes’ (including 

learning) (Nielsen, 2007 [S; OR; ↓]). The mechanism to improve school outcomes, facilitated 

by school grants and school improvement plans, was through the ‘short-route’ of 

accountability with communities empowered through the ability to shape school 

programmes and oversight.  

In an experimental study in Niger, a school grant programme reports a positive effect on 

parents’ contributions in schools both in terms of contributing more money as well as going 

to meetings and managing school supplies (Beasley & Huillery, 2013 [P&E; EXP; ↑]). Where 

the community has more power (measured by the level of education of community 

committee members), they make more contributions. It is also these communities with 

more authority that are more likely to take charge of monitoring teacher attendance or 

sanctioning teachers for absenteeism in response to the grant. The authors also observe a 
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small significant decrease in teacher effort in response to the grant, which they attribute to 

the fact that some teachers may be reluctant to collaborate with parents.   

In general, school grants/community empowerment appear to have larger effects on school 

enrolment/attendance, teacher attendance and school construction than on learning 

outcomes (Nielsen, 2007; Beasley & Huillery, 2013).  A study from Honduras, however, 

suggests evidence that identifies an association between improved teaching and learning 

engendered by community-based school management (Nielsen, 2007 [S; OR; ↓]). A review 

of Direct Support to Schools (in the form of school grants) suggests the importance of 

community participation and community capacity in the successful implementation of Direct 

Support to Schools (Ayako, 2006 [P&E; OBS; ↓]).24 The study suggests that communities 

need to understand their roles and responsibilities as one important factor.  

Accountability 

The evidence suggests that school grants should be implemented in conjunction with an 

accountability mechanism. The ‘short-route’ of accountability (parents/community 

members holding schools to account for the services they provide) is evoked above. It is also 

a theme from the broader literature on school autonomy and SBM as well as being central 

to the suggested success of Uganda’s school grant policy. Assessing the impact of school 

capitation grants on school access in Ghana, accountability procedures together with the on-

time delivery of grants are suggested as important factors to maximise the effectiveness of 

school grants (Akyeampong, 2011 [P&E; OBS – survey data analysis; ↑]).  

Local capacity constraints 

The effectiveness of school grants and their associated reform may depend on the capacity 

(e.g. literacy level) of the school and its community. Reviewing experiences in a range of 

sub-Saharan African contexts, De Grauwe (2004 [S; OR; ↓]) suggests a concern that SBM can 

exacerbate inequalities with the most functional schools able to take advantage of it and the 

less functional schools potentially getting worse. This echoes the finding from The Gambia 

study where the authors suggest a required literacy threshold in the community to enable 

the school to benefit from the school grant and training programme intervention. A study by 

Taylor (2009 [P&E; OBS – quantitative analysis; ↓] suggests that the success of 

accountability reform (in this case standards-based accountability) depends on the extent to 

which schools have the capacity to respond effectively. Here, capacity may refer both to 

financial resources as well as the leadership and skills of the school staff and its community. 

Access 

School grants have an effect on access to school in certain contexts. There is some 

suggestive evidence from Ghana that the school capitation grant policy improved school 

access and drew a large group of children back into school (Akyeampong, 2011 [P&E; OBS – 

survey data analysis; ↑]; Thompson and Casely-Hayford, 2008 [P&E; OBS – survey data 

analysis; →]). These studies do not explore the relationship between grants and learning 

outcomes directly but suggest that, while grants do appear to have a positive impact on 

enrolment, they do not appear to have the effect of reducing or eliminating subsequent 

                                                           
24 The study covered Kenya, Mozambique, Tanzania and Uganda.  
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drop-out. The Gambia study (Blimpo and Evans, 2011 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) also suggests an effect 

on attendance, although does not explore enrolment and drop-out.  

If school grants do have a positive effect on school access, we should note that there is likely 

to be a trade-off between improved access and improved measured learning achievement 

(at least in the short run). The additional children who enrol or attend school as a result of 

the grants are likely to come from more disadvantaged backgrounds. We would therefore 

expect increased access to lead to decreased measured average learning outcomes. 

Although one would expect that this would still entail an increase in overall learning 

achievement in the population. Some caution on the ‘access effect’ is needed in contexts 

where per capita school grants incentivise schools to inflate their enrolment to attract more 

finance. The observed school grant effect on access may be manipulated rather than real.  

Household behaviour 

Households may alter their household expenditure in response to the government 

provision of school grants. The findings from India and Zambia suggest that school grants 

anticipated by households may crowd out household education spending (Das et al, 2011 

[P&E; EXP; ↑]). This may have a positive effect on access but does not result in additional 

finance to education in contexts where the school grant substitutes what was previously 

financed by households. If the main mechanism through which school grants affect learning 

is additional finance, then the substitution effect on household expenditure will negate the 

additional school resource. In Ghana, the introduction of school grants in 2005 reduced 

direct costs to households by replacing the various levies that schools imposed on parents 

for extra-curricular activities. This led to a 17 per cent increase in primary enrolments 

nationwide (with GER rising to 86) in 2005/6 (Thompson and Casely-Hayford, 2008 [P&E; 

OBS – survey data analysis; →]). 

2.2.4 Conclusion 
There is a limited evidence base that analyses the causal relationship between school grants 

and learning achievement. The direct relationship is unclear and where there is one (India, 

Uganda and Zambia), it is weak. To better understand the relationship, data on how grants 

are actually used in schools would be instructive. Studies currently analyse school grants 

based on what they are intended for rather than how they are actually spent. The studies 

suggest that the effect of school grants is more attributable to the additional finance at the 

school level rather than policy reform associated with the implementation of school grants. 

There are, however, various indirect channels and contextual factors associated with the 

introduction of school grants that may mediate the school grant/learning relationship as 

well as having a direct effect on learning and access. Of these, school grants’ effect on 

parental involvement appears to be the most important. 
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2.3 DELIVERY SYSTEMS 

Related DFID-commissioned research 

Systematic reviews 

A systematic review of the evidence of the impact in the medium-longer term of the 

abolition of school fees in low-income developing countries 

A systematic review of the evidence of the impact of school voucher programmes in 

developing countries 

What is the evidence of the impact of increasing salaries on improving the performance 

of public servants, including teachers, nurses and mid-level occupations, in low- and 

middle-income countries: Is it time to give pay a chance? 

How effective are different approaches to higher education provision in increasing 

access, quality and completion for students in developing countries? Does this differ by 

gender of students? 

 

DFID Rigorous Literature Review 

The Role and Impact of Private Schools in Developing Countries 

It is difficult to draw conclusions about the impact of private schools given their diversity, 

the small evidence base and limited generalizability of research undertaken on the subject.  

The review considered questions of quality, equity and cost effectiveness of private schools.  

The strongest evidence found that private schools have better performing teachers (with 

respect to attendance, activity and approaches to teaching more likely to lead to improved 

outcomes).  There is moderate evidence of increased performance of pupils overall in 

private schools but most studies do not fully account for pupil background.  There was also 

moderate evidence showing that the cost of education delivery is lower in private schools, 

there are negative gender equity issues in accessing private schools, that perceived quality is 

a priority for users in selecting schools and users participate in operational decision making 

in private schools.  There is also moderate evidence that that state systems do not have the 

capacity and legitimacy to implement regulatory frameworks.   

 

http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/School-fees-2012-Morgan-report.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/School-fees-2012-Morgan-report.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/systematicreviews/VoucherProgrammes2013Morgan.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/systematicreviews/VoucherProgrammes2013Morgan.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Increasing_salaries_2011Carr.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Increasing_salaries_2011Carr.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Increasing_salaries_2011Carr.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Increasing_salaries_2011Carr.pdf
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=3420
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=3420
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=3420


2.4 SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT 
 

D. What is the relationship 

between school leadership 

and learning outcomes?  
 

Key findings 

School leaders’25 contribution to student 

learning is indirect. Quantitative evidence 

of a direct relationship between school 

leadership and learning outcomes in 

developing countries is limited. 

Nevertheless, effective leadership has 

been identified in international literature 

as a factor critical for raising the 

achievement of learners both in high- and 

low-income settings. 

The key task for school leadership is to 

improve teacher performance as the most 

direct means of improving student 

learning. This can be achieved through 

focus on a common set of leadership 

behaviours identified in the literature as 

having an effect on student learning. 

This involves:  

• Ensuring that basic conditions are in 

place, for example: there is a safe and 

secure learning environment; teachers 

and students attend class and discipline is 

enforced; and, necessary resources are 

secured.  

• Placing strong emphasis on improving 

teaching by promoting and participating 

in professional development, teacher 

supervision and evaluation.  

                                                           
25 ‘School leaders’ refers primarily to head 

teachers unless otherwise specified.  

• Mobilising community support to secure 

financial support or support pupil learning 

outside of school. 

• Building a vision which establishes clear 

goals and expectations for students and 

teachers. 

• Sharing leadership responsibilities, 

although head teachers remain the main 

source of leadership within a school.  

• Focusing on curriculum development 

and enrichment. 

Successful leadership is sensitive to 

context. Leaders can improve student 

outcomes through a combination of who 

they are (values, attributes and 

competencies), the strategies they use, 

and the specific combination, sequencing 

and management of these strategies in 

response to the contexts in which they 

work. 

2.4.1 Brief statement on the 

evidence reviewed  
There is a large body (30 studies) of 

evidence of variable quality which looks at 

the relationship between school 

leadership in both primary and secondary 

schools and variations in learning 

outcomes. These studies employ a range 

of research designs and methodologies 

including: experimental studies; 

observational studies (i.e. non-

experimental studies), both quantitative 

and qualitative; and secondary analysis 

(literature reviews, systematic reviews 

and meta-analysis).    



Figure 5: Methodological approach of studies 

reviewed 

 

This literature primarily focuses on evidence from 

developing countries: nearly half the studies (14) 

focus on Africa26; two focus on Asia (Pakistan and 

Nepal); four studies look across a range of 

developing countries. However, some evidence 

(10 studies) from developed countries is included 

for broader context and to provide further 

quantitative evidence of the relationship between 

leadership and learning outcomes. 

The external validity of individual studies is 

variable. A number of studies took place in 

‘exceptional’ school settings or suffered from 

relatively small, non-random samples, which 

reduces the extent to which findings can be 

generalised more widely. However, other studies 

looked across a range of settings (i.e. different 

countries, regions or urban/rural settings), 

triangulated findings from different sources and 

provided rich descriptions of the contexts in 

which studies were undertaken. This enables 

some comparison to be made across different 

settings to identify common themes. While these 

have not been fully tested in a wide range of 

developing country contexts and do not provide 

conclusive evidence, they may point to promising 

leadership behaviours or practices. 

 

                                                           
26 South Africa, Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, The Gambia and Nigeria. 

Supporting school leaders 

Programme Design 

Have you considered? 

a. Improving school leaders’ core 
capabilities  
How can your programme include 

improving school leaders’ 

capabilities as one of several 

‘moving parts’? Are there 

particular capabilities that should 

be prioritised? 

b. Improving teacher performance 
What elements of your 

programme would support school 

leaders in improving teacher 

performance? Promoting and 

participating in teacher learning 

and development? Focusing on 

teacher supervision and 

evaluation? Do school leaders have 

the necessary skills to make such 

efforts work? 

c. Ensuring basic conditions are in 
place 
To what extent can your 

programme help leaders ensure 

that fundamental resources  are in 

place to facilitate effective 

learning? 

Evaluation 

Have you considered? 

a. Examining the impact of 

leadership training programmes. 

How will you measure leadership? 

b. Identifying the enabling factors for 

successful school leadership? 



2.4.2 Quantitative measures of leadership  
There is a paucity of well-tested quantitative measures of leadership that can be applied 

consistently across different contexts. To explore how leaders influence student outcomes, a 

number of studies attempt to identify ‘dimensions’ of leadership – clusters of behaviours – 

that are common to successful school leaders.27 Where leadership behaviours are identified, 

for example ‘goal setting’, these tend to be measured differently across various studies, 

leaving room for ambiguity in interpretation (Hallinger and Heck, 1996 [S; OR; ↑]). Attempts 

have been made to re-analyse and synthesise earlier research to draw more robust 

conclusions as to the links between leadership and student outcomes (e.g. Leithwood et al 

2006 [S; OR; →]; Robinson et al, 2009 [S; OR; ↑]; DCSF, 2009 [P&E; OBS – survey, qualitative 

case studies and S; OR; ↑]). 

There is consensus in the literature that the impact of successful school leaders is indirect, 

mediated by the “level of expectations, aspirations and wellbeing of staff, the improvement 

of teaching and learning conditions, and the wellbeing” of pupils.28 Yet only a small body of 

research in either developed or developing country contexts adequately explores the links 

between the work of effective heads and changes in student outcomes (DCSF, 2009 [P&E; 

OBS – survey, qualitative case studies and S; OR; ↑]).  

Quantitative evidence identified in the literature tend to be derived from research in a 

developed country context and with this comes an assumption that the minimum 

requirements of a functioning school are in place: a secure environment, skilled teachers, 

and learning resources. Further research is needed to explore school leadership in 

developing country settings. 

2.4.3 What evidence is there of a relationship between leadership 

and learning outcomes?  
As previously noted, quantitative evidence of a direct relationship between school 

leadership and learning outcomes in developing countries is limited. Only one high-quality 

study in The Gambia (Blimpo and Evans, 2011 [P&E; EXP; ↑]) provides evidence of a strong 

positive correlation between leadership practices (measured using a constructed index 

around setting goals, monitoring progress and putting incentives in place) and test scores in 

primary schools. Although only correlational, this evidence suggests that leadership 

practices are a potential factor affecting test scores. However, it is not possible to 

disaggregate the relative effect of different elements of the measurement index on learning 

outcomes.  

In a meta-analysis of 76 randomised experiments in primary schools in a range of developing 

countries, McEwan (2013 [S; SR; ↑]) found that treatments to improve school management 

                                                           
27 DCSF (2009) identifies eight dimensions of leadership; Leithwood et al (2006) consider four ‘core 

practices’ of leadership; Robinson et al (2009) identify eight dimensions of leadership practices and 

activities. 
28 Day (2010), p.3. 
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and supervision had small mean effect sizes on learning (0.04-0.06),29 but these effects may 

be “largely explained by [other] effective (and overlapping) components such as teacher 

training, computer-assisted instruction, class size reduction and small-group instruction”.30 

Looking at studies from developing countries published between 1990 and 2010, Glewwe et 

al (2011 [S; OR; ↑]) conclude that, taken in isolation, most basic school and teacher 

characteristics31 do not have a statistically significant effect on learning. The few variables 

that do (e.g. availability of desks, teacher knowledge and absence) are unsurprising and so 

do not provide much guidance for policymakers. They conclude that this may be because it is 

the ways that schools are organised that matter most.  

Although there is no evidence of a clear-cut causal relationship between school leadership 

and learning outcomes in developing countries, Ngcobo and Tikly (2008 [P&E; OBS – 

qualitative case studies; ↑]) observe that effective leadership has nevertheless been 

identified in international literature as a factor critical for raising the achievement of 

learners both in high- and low-income settings. Recent qualitative evidence from South 

Africa supports this: Sailors et al (2007 [P&E; OBS – qualitative case study; ↑]) set out to 

identify the qualities of seven high-performing primary schools serving low-income learners 

and found strong leadership to be one of the five characteristics common to these successful 

schools.  

By comparison, there is more quantitative evidence from developed countries which shows 

that school leadership has an effect on learning outcomes. For example, reviews of literature 

largely from North America (Leithwood et al 2004 [S; OR; →]; Leithwood et al 2006 [S; OR; 

→]) conclude that leadership is second only to classroom instruction among all school-

related factors that contribute to what students learn at school, when both the direct and 

indirect effects of leadership are taken into account.32 A 2009 report (DCSF, 2009 [P&E; OBS 

– survey, qualitative case studies and S; OR; ↑]) draws on reviews of quantitative evidence 

to support this conclusion.  

However, evidence of the size of leadership effect is inconsistent. While a review of more 

than 40 studies concludes that school leaders have a measureable influence on learning 

outcomes (Pont et al 2008 [S; OR; →]), effect sizes in the studies reviewed ranged from non-

existent to very significant. Similarly, DCSF (2009 [P&E; OBS – survey, qualitative case studies 

and S; OR; ↑]) found evidence of consistent positive effects on student learning, although 

evidence for the size of effect varied. 

A notable thread running through many of the studies reviewed (Pont et al 2008; Leithwood 

et al 2004; DCSF, 2009; Robinson et al 2009; Hoadley and Ward, 2009) is the conclusion that 

the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes is largely indirect and 

                                                           
29 ‘Effect size’ conveys the estimated magnitude of a relationship (e.g. the change in an outcome 

following an intervention). Effect size is from 0 to 1, with 0 being no effect. 
30 McEwan (2013), p.33. 
31 Basic school characteristics include a range of factors, for example, desks, electricity or provision of 
meals. Teacher characteristics include, for example, education level and experience. 
32 Pont et al (2008) note that student background characteristics (social, economic and cultural) 
frequently emerge in the literature as having the greatest impact on student outcomes. 



39 
 

mediated through other factors such as teacher quality and classroom practices which may 

have a more direct impact on student learning. Instead, leaders have a vital role in “helping 

to create the conditions for effective teaching and learning”.33 The challenge for leaders is to 

identify the parts of their organisation on which to focus their attention in order to 

effectively facilitate student learning.  

2.4.4 Leadership practices associated with improved learning  
Looking across studies, it is possible to identify a number of leadership dimensions which 

appear to be important in improving student learning. The relative importance of these 

dimensions will depend on the specific context of the school. Leaders will want to prioritise 

certain behaviours and strategies depending on the particular challenges and needs of the 

school.  

a. Get the basics right 

There is a small (4 studies) body of high-quality evidence that consistently highlights the 

need for school leaders to focus on the basics. This involves ensuring that fundamental 

resources and conditions are in place to facilitate effective teaching and learning: creating a 

safe and secure environment; ensuring attendance and enforcing discipline (both for 

teachers and students); and securing necessary resources. These elements may be 

particularly important for schools in more challenging contexts.34 

A review of 27 studies from developed countries shows that ensuring an orderly and 

supportive environment has a small mean effect size (0.27) on student outcomes (Robinson 

et al 2009 [S; OR; ↑]). This relationship is supported by qualitative evidence from both 

developed (DCSF, 2009 [P&E; OBS – survey, qualitative case studies and S; OR; ↑]) and 

developing country contexts. For example, case study evidence from South Africa (Sailors et 

al 2007 [P&E; OBS – qualitative case studies; ↑]; Ngcobo and Tikly, 2008 [P&E; OBS – 

qualitative case studies; ↑]) shows that head teachers in high-performing primary schools 

focus on staff and student discipline and set clear expectations for appropriate behaviour on 

the part of students and teachers.  

These case studies note that head teachers in sample schools spend a significant amount of 

time and energy balancing spending with limited funds and hence act as organisational and 

financial leaders. This involves ensuring that learning materials, textbooks and other 

essential equipment is available, as well as fulfilling schools’ staffing needs and funding 

shortfalls. Indeed, Ngcobo and Tikly (2008) argue that school leaders in low-income 

countries spend more time and effort on ‘the basics’ than Western literature recognises. It is 

worth noting that Pont et al (2008 [S; OR; →]) warn that increased autonomy could lead to 

role overload, increase administrative tasks and deflect head teachers’ attention away from 

the basics.  

b. Improve teaching  

Improving teaching is the most direct means that a head teacher has to improve student 

learning. A small (9 studies) body of evidence from both developed and developing 

                                                           
33 Pont et al (2008), p.34. 
34 DCSF (2009), p.187. 
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countries highlights the importance of this relationship. These studies range from high 

quality (4), moderate quality (2) and low quality (3).  

Robinson et al (2009 [S; OR; ↑]) undertook a meta-analysis of 27 studies of school 

leadership effects on student outcomes. They synthesised available data from developed 

countries to explore the direct and indirect links between leadership and student outcomes. 

Among the dimensions of leadership practice and activities linked to student outcomes, they 

identify: “promoting and participating in teacher learning and development” (effect size 

0.84); and, “planning, coordinating and evaluating teaching and the curriculum” (effect size 

0.42).35 

The extent of the effects varied from low to medium depending on the leadership practice 

being examined. The strongest effect was found to be on promoting and participating in 

teacher learning and development. This corroborates the conclusion made by Leithwood et 

al (2004 [S; OR; →]; 2006 [S; OR; →]) that supporting professional development, particularly 

when linked to school priorities, is one of the ‘core practices’ of successful school leadership. 

It also reinforces one of the key assumptions underpinning DCSF analysis (2009 [P&E; OBS – 

survey, qualitative case studies and S; OR; ↑]) – that the key task for school leadership is to 

improve teacher performance as the most direct means of improving student learning.  

Specific activities that leaders undertake to improve teacher performance vary. While 

professional development is an important theme in the literature, another common theme 

is around teacher supervision and evaluation, for example, ensuring effective use of time 

and monitoring lesson planning. For example, a sample of high performing secondary 

schools (i.e. those with higher test scores) in Vihiga District, Kenya (Musunu and Nasongo, 

2008 [P&E; OBS – survey, depth interviews; →]) were characterised by much higher levels of 

internal supervision of teachers (e.g. checking lesson books, records of work) than average- 

or low-performing schools.  

c. Engage the community  

A small (7 studies) body of evidence consistently asserts that leaders should focus on 

involving parents and/or the wider community in school activities as a means of improving 

learning. This evidence includes studies of high quality (4), moderate quality (1) and low 

quality (2) and are focused on developed countries or South Africa.  

Leithwood et al (2004 [S; OR; →]) argue that “the evidence [from developed country 

settings] is quite strong in identifying … relationships with parents and the wider community 

as potentially powerful determinants of student learning” 36 and suggest that this should be 

a key area of focus for school leaders. Although not evidence of a causal relationship, survey 

data from 200 secondary schools in South Africa show that test scores were higher for pupils 

in schools where leaders reported higher levels of parental support and involvement 

(Hoadley and Ward, 2009 [P&E; OBS – survey and S; OR; ↑]). 

                                                           
35 ‘Effect size’ conveys the estimated magnitude of a relationship (e.g. the change in an outcome 

following an intervention). Effect size is from 0 to 1, with 0 being no effect. 
36 Leithwood et al (2004), p.13. 
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Ngcobo and Tikly (2008 [P&E; OBS – qualitative case study; ↑]) stress the important role 

that parents and the wider community can play in terms of mobilising financial support, 

security and/or discipline and supporting pupil learning outside of school.37 Head teachers 

in high-performing schools in South Africa were all characterised by being particularly 

effective working with the surrounding community (Ngcobo and Tikly, 2008 [P&E; OBS – 

qualitative case study; ↑]; Sailors et al, 2007 [P&E; OBS – qualitative case studies; ↑]). 

d. Build a vision  

A small (4 studies) body of high- to moderate-quality evidence argues that setting a vision is 

an important means by which school leaders can influence learning outcomes. In their meta-

analysis of 27 studies of school leadership effects in developed countries, Robinson et al 

(2009 [S; OR; ↑]) find evidence that ‘establishing goals and expectations’ for students and 

teachers affects student outcomes (effect size 0.35).38 This supports the conclusion made by 

Leithwood et al (2004 [S; OR; →]) that building a vision and setting directions is one of the 

‘core practices’ of successful leadership.  

An important finding from case studies in South African schools (Ngcobo and Tikly, 2008 

[P&E; OBS – qualitative case study; ↑]) is the significance of developing a vision to gain 

support for change. DCSF (2009 [P&E; OBS – survey, qualitative case studies and S; OR; ↑]) 

notes that ‘building vision and setting direction’ is particularly important for schools in 

challenging circumstances which require stabilisation to help motivate and focus collective 

efforts of staff.  

e. Share leadership  

A small (5 studies) body of high- or moderate-quality evidence refers to distributed or 

shared leadership (where leadership functions are shared among different levels and roles) 

as a mechanism by which school leaders can enhance school performance and student 

outcomes. DCSF (2009 [P&E; OBS – survey, qualitative case studies and S; OR; ↑]) note that 

leadership distribution is common in schools, although patterns of distribution vary 

according to local context and head teachers remain critical in this process.  

Ngcobo and Tikly (2008 [P&E; OBS – qualitative case study; ↑]) note that “distributed 

leadership is increasingly seen as a feature of effective leadership within the international 

literature”39 and highlight the distributed nature of leadership in their sample of South 

African schools. Evidence from developed countries supports this observed relationship: a 

DCSF survey (2009 [P&E; OBS – survey, qualitative case studies and S; OR; ↑]) of head 

teachers in English primary and secondary schools shows that more than 80 per cent of 

primary heads think that sharing responsibility for decision making has a substantial impact 

on pupil attainment. Leithwood et al (2006 [S; OR; →]) argue that leadership appears to 

have greater impact on the school and students when it is widely distributed. 

                                                           
37 Note that the effect of community involvement on learning may be complex and unclear (e.g. 

Barnett, 2013). A detailed exploration of this relationship was outside the scope of this paper. 
38 ‘Effect size’ conveys the estimated magnitude of a relationship (e.g. the change in an outcome 

following an intervention). Effect size is from 0 to 1, with 0 being no effect. 
39 Ngcobo and Tikly (2008), p.11. 
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f. Enrich the curriculum  

Of less fundamental importance than the other leadership behaviours, there is a small (4 

studies) body of high-quality evidence which suggests that active engagement in the 

curriculum by leaders could have an effect on learning. Once other conditions are in place 

and urgent matters such as teacher quality have been managed, school leaders are able to 

focus on innovation and can enrich the curriculum to make it more creative and enjoyable 

for students and teachers (e.g. by encouraging independent and flexible learning). 

Sailors et al (2007 [P&E; OBS – qualitative case studies; ↑]) report that in six of the seven 

high-performing primary schools included in their South African study, head teachers or 

leadership teams are highly involved in developing the curriculum, setting academic 

standards and supporting instruction. On the other hand, Hoadley and Ward (2009 [P&E; 

OBS – survey and S; OR; ↑]) failed to establish a correlation between head teachers’ focus 

on curriculum and instruction and student test scores. Although conclusions from these two 

studies about the importance of leaders’ involvement in developing the curriculum are 

inconsistent, evidence from developed countries appears to suggest that there may be a 

positive relationship: Robinson et al (2009 [S; OR; ↑]) conclude that leaders in high-

performing schools are actively involved in the coordination and oversight of the curriculum.  

2.4.5 Conceptualising leadership 
The concept of leadership is complex and diverse, with multiple and competing models 

through which leadership can be understood. A number of studies (e.g. Bush and Glover, 

2003 [S; OR; ↑]) set out typologies to differentiate these various models of leadership. For 

example: 

 Managerial leadership is associated more with managing existing activities 

successfully than developing a new vision for the school (Bush, 2007 [S; OR; ↓]). A 

distinction is often made in the literature between ‘school management’ and ‘school 

leadership’, although these terms sometimes overlap (e.g. Bush and Glover, 2003 [S; 

OR; ↑]; Blimpo and Evans, 2011 [P&E; EXP; ↑]).  

 Instructional leadership defines the head teacher as the main source of knowledge 

for the improvement of teaching and learning. While instructional leadership is a 

critical function, there are numerous barriers, such as a lack of sufficient knowledge 

of teaching, which can prevent single individuals from fulfilling this capacity (Bush, 

2007 [S; OR; ↓]).  

 Transformational leadership is based on the assumption that the school is the “unit 

responsible for the initiation of change, rather than implementing change conceived 

by others”.40 In this model, school leaders develop the instructional leadership 

abilities of classroom teachers, thereby improving the standard of teaching and 

learning.41  

                                                           
40 Bush and Glover (2003), p.32. 
41 Transformational leadership is closely related to the idea of school-based management (SBM). 

Section 2.2, which looks at the relationship between school grants and learning achievement, includes 

some analysis of the possible mediating effect that this management model may have on the impact 

of school grants. 
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 Distributed leadership is where leadership functions are shared among different 

levels and roles, such as department heads, management teams, governing boards, 

parents and students. While leadership can be distributed, Leithwood et al (2006 [S; 

OR; →]) note that in successful schools, head teachers are still perceived by staff, 

governors and parents as the main source of leadership.  

Central to most definitions of leadership is that it involves a process of intentional influence 

on other people’s attitudes, motivations and behaviours. The impact of school leaders on 

student outcomes is mediated by changes in classroom practices; the role, therefore, of a 

school leader is to shape the internal processes and pedagogies that result in improved pupil 

outcomes.42 Beyond the classroom, research from developing countries shows that school 

leaders act as intermediaries between the school, the community and the wider education 

system (Ngcobo and Tikly, 2008 [P&E; OBS – qualitative case studies; ↑]), adapting schools 

to changing external environments, and mediating between internal school improvement 

processes and externally initiated reform (Onderi and Croll, 2008 [P&E; OBS – survey, 

qualitative interviews; ↓]). 

2.4.6 Leadership contexts 
Research from both developed and developing country contexts shows that leadership styles 

are highly specific to context, a function of the level of development of the country, 

organisation of the education system, school size and complexity, and levels of student 

performance. In reviewing the evidence of the impact of school context on leadership, Bush 

and Glover (2003 [S; OR; ↑]) note that the most important variable may be that of culture, 

both societal and organisational.  

A school leader will have more or less decision making power and control over resources, 

depending on the level of autonomy granted to schools within an education system.43 A 

survey of OECD education systems notes a trend towards greater autonomy at school level, 

with more accountability given to school leaders for outcomes (Pont et al, 2008 [S; OR.; →]). 

Mourshed et al (2010 [P&E; OBS – survey, qualitative interviews; ↑]) argue that school 

autonomy may be more appropriate for education systems that are moving from ‘good’ to 

‘great’, while poor performing systems benefit from more centralised accountability. 

However, there is some evidence from analysis of Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) data (discussed in further detail in Section 2.2) that increased school 

autonomy can encourage better student performance where there is a strong accountability 

mechanism (e.g. standardised assessments or exit exam). Further research is required to 

understand this relationship in a developing country context. 

                                                           
42 Day et al (2010), p.3. 
43 Hanushek et al (2011 [OBS – survey analysis; ↑]) identifies six autonomy areas across three 

categories: academic content (courses offered, course content, textbooks used); personnel decisions 

(hiring teachers, establishing starting salaries); and budget allocations. 
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2.4.7 Conclusion 
School leaders’ contribution to student learning is indirect. The key task for school 

leadership is to improve teacher performance as the most direct means of improving 

student learning.  

The literature has identified a number of leadership practices and behaviours that can affect 

learning outcomes. This includes ensuring that basic conditions are in place, for example: 

there is a safe and secure learning environment; teachers and students attend class and 

discipline is enforced; and necessary resources are secured. This also involves a strong 

emphasis on improving teaching by promoting and participating in professional 

development, teacher supervision and evaluation. Mobilising community support, building a 

vision to establish clear goals and expectations for students and teachers, and sharing 

leadership responsibilities can also have a positive effect on learning outcomes. Once urgent 

matters have been managed, there is some evidence to suggest value in focusing on 

curriculum development and enrichment as a means of improving learning. 

Successful leadership is sensitive to context. Leaders can improve student outcomes through 

a combination of who they are (values, attributes and competencies), the strategies they 

use, and the specific combination, sequencing and management of these strategies in 

response to the contexts in which they work.44  

  

                                                           
44 DCSF (2009), p.1. 



45 
 

Related DFID-commissioned research 

Systematic reviews 

What impact does the provision of separate toilets for girls at schools have on their 

primary and secondary school enrolment, attendance and completion? A systematic 

review of the evidence. 

What works to improve teacher attendance in developing countries? A systematic 

review 

What are the impacts of approaches to increase the accessibility to education for people 

with a disability across developed and developing countries and what is known about 

the cost effectiveness of different approaches? 

 

DFID Rigorous Literature Review 

Interventions to Enhance Girls’ Education and Gender Equality 

The literature review finds that a mixture of interventions which aim to change institutions 

are more effective than any single “silver bullet” intervention aimed at providing resources, 

improving quality, or shifting norms. The evidence on resource interventions finds that 

conditional cash transfers or in-kind support can be effective but depend on careful 

targeting of girls most at risk. Complementary in-kind health interventions enhance 

enrolment and there is evidence of learning gains for girls and boys. Infrastructure based 

interventions (e.g. sanitation), are effective when linked with pupil learning.  Interventions 

focused on training teachers and developing/supporting gender equitable attitudes and 

approaches in schools are associated with institutional change.  The review found that 

interventions to shift gender norms are under-researched but promising interventions 

include girls’ clubs, engaging faith communities, working with boys, and strategies to include 

marginalised girls and women in decision-making. The review also found that the 

relationship between the expansion of girls’ education, social change and empowerment is 

under-researched.  Although expanded educational opportunities for girls and women are 

beginning to challenge some aspects of unequal gender power relations, it is a necessary but 

not sufficient condition for empowerment. 

  

http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Birdthistle_et_al_2011.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Birdthistle_et_al_2011.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Birdthistle_et_al_2011.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/systematicreviews/Q39Teacher_attendance_2012Guerrero.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/pdf/outputs/systematicreviews/Q39Teacher_attendance_2012Guerrero.pdf
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=G4OmSWb9tic%3d&tabid=3419
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=G4OmSWb9tic%3d&tabid=3419
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=G4OmSWb9tic%3d&tabid=3419
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2.5 HOME ENVIRONMENT 

Related DFID-commissioned research 

DFID Rigorous Literature Review 

Early Childhood Development and Cognitive Development in Low and Middle 

Income Countries 

This review considered how, why and under what conditions ECD interventions are effective 

in promoting cognitive development in LMICs.  There is a small evidence base showing large 

effect sizes for comprehensive programmes including parenting support, nutrition, health 

and education.  There is a medium sized evidence base which finds small positive effects for 

parenting support programmes on cognitive development and the evidence suggests that 

parent-alone information-based interventions are less effective than interventions in which 

the change agent worked with both the parent and the child. There is a larger evidence base 

for child focused interventions in pre schools and child care centres, with generally 

consistent positive effects and larger impacts from well trained change agents. There is a 

small evidence base showing small to medium sized positive effects for income 

supplementation programmes  although it is hard to isolate the impact of the income 

supplementation from the conditions for payment (e.g. taking children  for health checks).  

Very few studies reported on the costs of the interventions precluding cost effectiveness 

analysis.  
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2.6 POLITICAL ECONOMY 

Related DFID-commissioned research 

Systematic reviews 

What is the empirical evidence of the relationship between education, skills and 

economic growth in low-income countries? 

Post-basic Technical and Vocational Education and Training (TVET) Interventions to 

Improve Employability and Employment of TVET Graduates in Low- and Middle-income 

Countries. 

DFID Rigorous Literature Reviews 

The Impact of Tertiary Education on Development 

Despite the large body of literature it is difficult to draw firm conclusions on the impact of 

tertiary education on macroeconomic development. The study however finds evidence of a 

stronger impact of tertiary education on economic growth than previously assumed. There is 

strong evidence on returns to tertiary education for graduates, with some evidence of 

impact on workforce productivity, although significant barriers to impact remain. There is 

also evidence of wider non-monetary returns to education for graduates, including health, 

gender and democratic outcomes. Research outputs from tertiary institutions in LICs are 

generally low and there is limited transfer of technology to local industries.  The research 

does however indicate that having a higher proportion of workers with a tertiary education 

increases the likelihood of technological uptake. There is evidence that tertiary education 

strengthens institutions and supports the development of key professional sectors including 

health and education.  

The Political Economy of Education Systems in Developing Countries 

The review of the literature found that research is under-developed in geographical scope, 

robustness of methods utilised and in theoretical richness. Large parts of the world - 

especially most countries of Africa and South East Asia - remain virtually untouched by 

research on the ways in which political-economy forces affect their education-sector 

decisions, processes and outcomes.  Where research does exist, the findings are very 

context specific and non-generalizable.  The main findings of the review include that 

teachers have greater political power than parents due to their ability to influence electoral 

outcomes and organise an effective collective voice. Rent-seeking and patronage politics are 

found to be rife in educational systems, with the literature identifying elite capture in 

several educational decisions. At the macro level, international agencies are shown to be 

playing an increasingly important role in educational decision-making and the inter-country 

differences in outcomes have been attributed to institutional factors rather than differences 

in resources.  Implementation of educational policies have been shown by the evidence to 

be  hindered by a low state capacity, poor administration, poor delivery system, poor 

community information, and corruption/ leakages. The literature identifies several drivers of 

change including political will, regime type and openness to democracy.  

http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Q2-Education-skills-growth-2012Hawkes-report.pdf
http://r4d.dfid.gov.uk/PDF/Outputs/SystematicReviews/Q2-Education-skills-growth-2012Hawkes-report.pdf
http://campbellcollaboration.org/lib/download/2977/
http://campbellcollaboration.org/lib/download/2977/
http://campbellcollaboration.org/lib/download/2977/
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2.7 ASSESSMENT 

Related DFID-commissioned research 

Systematic review 

The impact of national and international assessment programmes on educational policy, 

particularly policies regarding resource allocation and teaching and learning practices in 

developing countries. 

  

http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=3418
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=3418
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Default.aspx?tabid=3418
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Assignment of a particular ‘grade’ to a study was a matter of judgement for the appraiser. It 

was based on consideration of the criteria outlined in Table B to ensure consistency of 

approach. Note that assessment of study quality using the full set of criteria applies to 

primary and empirical studies; a sub-set of criteria (indicated by an asterisk [*]) were 

identified as particularly relevant for assessing the quality of secondary analysis.  

Table B: Principles of quality 

Principles of quality Associated principles Rating 

Conceptual framing 
Does the study acknowledge existing research? Y/N 

Does the study pose a research question?* To what extent is the 

research question explicit, inferred or not referred to? 

Y/N 

Openness and 

transparency 

Does the author recognise limitations/weaknesses in their work? Y/N 

Appropriateness 

and rigour 

 

Is there a clear research design/method?* Y/N 

Does the study demonstrate why the chosen design and method are 

good ways to explore the research question? 

Y/N 

Validity 
To what extent has the study demonstrated measurement validity?  

 Is the indicator (or indicators) well suited to measure the 

concept(s) in question? 

 For qualitative research: Also consider the extent to which the 

sample reflects the diversity of the target population. How were 

participants selected? 

H/M/L 

To what extent is the study internally valid?  

 To what extent can observed changes be attributed to the 

H/M/L 
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intervention? 

 For qualitative research: To what extent does the explanation 

offered by the researcher have credibility?45 

To what extent is the study externally valid? To what extent can it be 

generalised to other contexts and populations? 

H/M/L 

Reliability 
Has the study demonstrated measurement reliability?  

 Are measurements taken consistently and accurately? 

 Does the measurement technique take into account the variety 

of contexts? 

 For qualitative research, also consider whether another 

researcher would have seen and interpreted the observations in 

the same way using the same method? 

H/M/L 

Has the study demonstrated that its selected analytical technique is 

reliable?46 

H/M/L 

Cogency Are the conclusions clearly based on the study’s results?*  

*These questions are relevant for assessing the quality of secondary research. 

Table C sets out the guidance given to critical appraisers to inform their judgement about 

the overall quality of a piece of evidence. 

Table C: Overall quality 

Study 
quality 

 Definition 

High ↑ Demonstrates adherence to principles of appropriateness/rigour, validity 
and reliability; likely to demonstrate principles of openness/transparency 
and cogency 

Moderate → Some deficiencies in appropriateness/rigour, validity and/or reliability, or 
difficulty determining these; may/may not demonstrate principles of 
openness/transparency and cogency 

Low ↓ Major and/or numerous deficiencies in appropriateness/rigour, validity and 
reliability; may/may not demonstrate openness/transparency and cogency 

 

 

 

                                                           
45 For qualitative research, appraisers could look for strategies that enhanced the study’s internal 

validity, for example: inclusion of negative cases; peer examination; verbatim accounts; multiple 

researchers. 
46 For qualitative research, appraisers could look for elements that enhanced the study’s analytical 

reliability, for example: construction of an analytical framework; description of coding procedures, 

including inter-coder reliability checks; multiple perspectives; interim data analysis; clear description 

of data collection process. 


