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Report to Governors on the  
World Development Report 2018: LEARNING to Realize Education’s Promise 

Main Messages 
1. Schooling is not the same as learning. Some countries have discovered this, when they have taken 
the bold decision to get more serious about measuring student learning. In Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda, 
when grade 3 students were asked recently to read a sentence such as “The name of the dog is Puppy” in 
English or Kiswahili, three-quarters did not understand what it said.1 In rural India, nearly three-quarters of 
students in grade 3 could not solve a two-digit subtraction such as “46 – 17”—and by grade 5, half still 
could not do so.2 Although the skills of Brazilian 15-year-olds have improved, at their current rate of 
improvement they will not reach the rich-country average score in math for 75 years. In reading, it will take 
263 years.3 Without learning, children—and their societies—are accumulating too little human capital.   
2. Schooling without learning is not just a wasted opportunity, but a great injustice: the children 
whom society is failing most are the ones who most need a good education to succeed in life.  Without 
learning, education fails to deliver fully on its promise as a driver of poverty elimination and shared 
prosperity. Within countries, learning outcomes are almost always much worse for the disadvantaged. In 
Uruguay, poor children in grade 6 are assessed as “not competent” in math at 5 times the rate of wealthy 
children.4 Moreover, such data are for children and youth lucky enough to be in school. Some 260 million 
aren’t even enrolled in primary or secondary school, with members of disadvantaged groups—poor 
children, girls, children with disabilities, ethnic minorities—most likely to be out of school.5 
3. There’s nothing inevitable about low learning in low- and middle-income countries:  when 
improving learning becomes a priority, great progress is possible. Starting in the early 1950s as a war-
torn society with very low literacy rates, the Republic of Korea by 1995 had achieved universal enrollment 
in high-quality education through secondary school—with its young people performing at the highest levels 
on international learning assessments. Vietnam surprised the world when the 2012 results from PISA 
showed that its 15-year-olds performed at the same level as those in Germany—even though Vietnam was 
a lower-middle-income country. Between 2009 and 2015, Peru achieved some of the fastest growth in 
overall learning outcomes—due to concerted policy action. In several countries (such as Liberia, Papua 
New Guinea, and Tonga), early grade reading improved substantially within a very short time, thanks to 
focused efforts based on evidence.  
4. The crisis has three main dimensions. First is the learning crisis itself, which manifests itself in 
low levels of learning, high inequalities (across income, gender, and other characteristics), and slow 
improvements in learning.  The second dimension is the immediate causes of the crisis, seen in the various 
ways that the teaching and learning relationship breaks down—for example, when children arrive 
unprepared to learn, or when teachers lack the skills or motivation to teach effectively.  Third, the WDR 
2018 emphasizes that these breakdowns are themselves driven by deeper system-level factors that pull the 
various actors away from a focus on learning. 
5. To do better, a nation must: assess learning, make schools work for learners, and reform the 
system to make it work for learning.   
First, assess learning, so it can become a serious goal.  

• Only half of all countries have metrics to measure learning at the end of primary and lower 
secondary school—indicators required to monitor progress toward SDG4. Fewer still the ability to 
track learning over time.  

• Countries need to put in place a range of well-designed student assessments to help teachers guide 
students, improve system management, and focus society’s attention on learning. These measures 
can spotlight hidden exclusions, inform policy choices, and track progress. 

Second, make schools work for learners. 
• Great schools are those that build strong teaching-learning relationships in the classroom. As 

educators have innovated and brain science has advanced, knowledge of how students learn most 
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effectively has exploded. But what countries do in their schools and communities often diverges 
sharply from what evidence identifies as the most promising approaches to learning.    

• Countries can use the evidence to make schools work better. The best place to start is these three 
key areas:   
o Prepared learners: Reduce stunting and promote brain development through early nutrition 

and stimulation (as in Chile) so children can learn. Support disadvantaged children with grants 
to keep them in school (as in Cambodia). 

o Skilled, motivated teachers: Attract great people into teaching (as in Finland). Use repeated, 
specific teacher training reinforced by mentors (as in some African settings) instead of the 
ineffective one-off methods that are more common. 

o Inputs and management focused on teaching and learning: Deploy technologies that help 
teachers teach to the level of the student (as in Delhi, India). Strengthen the capacity and powers 
of school management (as in Indonesia), including principals.  

Third, reform the system, to make it work for learning.  
• All this innovation in classrooms is unlikely to have much impact if system-level technical and 

political factors prevent a focus on learning. Many interventions have failed because key actors are 
focused on non-learning goals (such as political or personal gain), and they lack implementation 
capacity even when they do target learning. These factors lead to the poor service delivery—absent 
teachers, missing or inappropriate textbooks, ineffective technologies—that drives low learning.  

• Countries can escape low-learning traps by acting on three fronts as they implement reforms: 
o Deploy information and metrics to make learning politically salient (as the NGO-led ASER 

and Uwezo programs have done in India and East Africa) 
o Build coalitions to shift political incentives toward learning for all (as Chile did early in its 

decades-long education reforms, and as Malaysia and Tanzania did recently with collaborative 
society-wide ‘labs’ to design reform programs) 

o Use innovative and adaptive approaches to find out which approaches work best in their context 
(as Burundi did when it iterated and adjusted its approach while rebuilding its education sector 
after conflict).   

6. These three sets of policy actions are necessary to ensure that a society’s investments in 
education pay off fully. Given the many returns to human capital—financial and non-financial, for both 
individuals and societies—some countries clearly need to invest more in education, especially as more 
youth complete primary and secondary school and go on to higher education. At the same time, virtually 
all countries should spend more effectively. Across countries, the relationship between public spending on 
education and learning outcomes is weak, but the right investments can pay off.  Used in conjunction with 
the actions outlined here, financing for education can give a boost out of low-learning traps and expand 
opportunity.   
7. Delivered well, education drives growth and development. For individuals, it promotes 
employment, earnings, health, and poverty reduction. For societies, it drives long-term economic growth, 
spurs innovation, strengthens institutions, and fosters social cohesion. In short, it is our most powerful tool 
for eliminating poverty and promoting shared prosperity.  But these benefits depend largely on learning: 
mounting evidence shows that the skills acquired are what drives growth and equips individuals for work 
and life. With learning, education boosts growth. Even a relatively modest improvement in learning—one 
that lifts all students to the level of the average student in Brazil—could increase long-term annual growth 
rates in a middle-income country like Mexico or Turkey by around 2 percentage points.6  Rapid 
technological change makes these foundational skills even more important, because it is those skills that 
enable workers and citizens to adapt rapidly to new opportunities. Countries have already made a start by 
getting so many children and youth into school. Now it is time to realize education’s promise—and make 
much better use of financial and human resources—by accelerating learning with equity.  
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Report to Governors on the  
World Development Report 2018: LEARNING to Realize Education’s Promise 

Diagnosis and policy priorities 

8. The WDR 2018 lays out an agenda for ensuring that schooling leads to learning and skills. 
This agenda requires first diagnosing the problem in a clear-headed way, and then tackling it with a set of 
policies built on metrics, evidence-based interventions, and system-level reform. Confronting this challenge 
successfully is essential for economies to accumulate the human capital they need for sustained growth and 
development.  

Diagnosis:  Three dimensions of crisis 

9. Education should equip students with the skills they need to lead healthy, productive, 
meaningful lives. Different countries will define skills differently, but all share some core aspirations, 
embodied in their curriculums. Students everywhere must learn how to interpret many types of written 
passages—from medication labels to job offers, from bank statements to great literature. They have to 
understand how numbers work so that they can make transactions in markets, set family budgets, interpret 
loan agreements, or write engineering software. They require the higher-order reasoning and creativity that 
builds on these foundational skills. And they need the socioemotional skills—like perseverance and the 
ability to work on teams—that help them apply what they have learned.7 But the learning that one would 
expect to happen in schools—whether expectations are based on formal curriculums, needs of employers, 
or just common sense—is often not occurring, especially for the already marginalized.8  
10. This WDR focuses on how to build the foundational skills that are essential to productive 
work and citizenship, both now and in the future. The focus of the Report is on foundations acquired 
from birth through primary and secondary school, with some discussion as well on skills for labor markets. 
A growing body of research shows that these foundations (for examples, the literacy, numeracy, and 
reasoning skills) influence everything from individual productivity and earnings to health to economic 
growth. These skills also allow adaptability and lifelong learning, meaning that they are essential to taking 
advantage of rapid technological change in what has been called the Fourth Industrial Revolution.9  To 
allow a focused message, the WDR does not discuss other areas such as tertiary or adult education—which 
does not mean that these areas are unimportant, but signals how crucial it is to get these foundations right. 
The Report’s main messages all have implications for these other sectors as well.   

Dimension 1:  The learning crisis—low levels, high inequality, slow progress 
11. The recent expansion in education is impressive by historical standards. In many developing 
countries, net enrollment in education has greatly outpaced the historic performance of the today’s high-
income countries. It took the United States 40 years—from 1870 to 1910—to increase girls’ enrollments 
from 57 percent to 88 percent. By contrast, Morocco achieved a similar increase in just 10 years.10 The 
number of years of schooling completed by the average adult in the developing world more than tripled 
from 1950 to 2010, from 2.0 to 7.2 years.11 By 2010 the average worker in Bangladesh had completed more 
years of schooling than the typical worker in France in 1975.12 This progress means that most enrollment 
gaps in basic education between high- and low-income countries are closing. By 2008 the average low-
income country was enrolling students in primary school at nearly the same rate as the average high-income 
country. 
12. But in many education systems around the world, children learn very little: even after several 
years in school, millions of students lack basic literacy and numeracy skills. Recently, in Ghana and 
Malawi more than three-fifths of students at the end of grade 2 were unable to read a single familiar word 
such as “the” or “cat”.13 In Peru, a middle-income country, that share was half before the recent reforms.14 
When grade 3 students in Nicaragua were tested in 2011, only half could correctly solve 5 + 6.15 In urban 
Pakistan in 2015, three-fifths of grade 3 students could correctly perform a subtraction like '54 – 25'; in 
rural areas, just over two-fifths could.16 
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13. This slow start to learning means that even students who make it to the end of primary school 
do not master basic competencies. In 2007, the most recent year for which data are available, less than 50 
percent of grade 6 students in southern and East Africa got beyond the level of “reading for meaning,” and 
less than 40 percent got beyond “basic numeracy.”17 Among grade 6 students in West and Central Africa 
in 2014, less than 45 percent reached the “sufficient” competency level for continuing studies in reading or 
mathematics—for example, the rest could not answer a math problem that required them to divide 130 by 
26.18 In rural India in 2016 only half of grade 5 students could fluently read text at the level of the grade 2 
curriculum, which included sentences (in the local language) such as "It was the month of rains” and “There 
were black clouds in the sky.”19 These severe shortfalls constitute a learning crisis. 
14. While not all developing countries suffer from such extreme shortfalls, many fall far short of 
levels they aspire to. Leading international assessments on literacy and numeracyProgress in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS)show that the average student in low-income countries performs worse than 95 percent of the 
students in high-income countries—meaning that the student would be singled out for remedial attention in 
a class in those countries.20 Many high-performing students in middle-income countries—young men and 
women who achieve in the top quarter of their cohorts—would rank in the bottom quarter in a wealthier 
country. In Algeria, the Dominican Republic, and Kosovo, the test scores of students at the cutoff for the 
top quarter of students (the seventy-fifth percentile of the distribution of PISA test-takers) are well below 
the cutoff for the bottom quarter of students (twenty-fifth percentile) of OECD countries (figure 1). Even 
in Costa Rica, a relatively strong performer in education, performance at the cutoff for the top quarter of 
students is equal to performance at the cutoff for the bottom quarter in Germany. 

15. The learning crisis amplifies inequality: it severely hobbles the disadvantaged youth who 
most need the boost a good education can offer. For students in many West African countries, differences 
by income level are stark (figure 2). In a recent assessment administered at the end of the primary cycle 
(the PASEC 2014 assessment), only 5 percent of girls in Cameroon from the poorest quintile of households 
had learned enough to continue further in schooling, compared with 76 percent of girls from the richest 
quintile. Learning gaps by income in several other countries—Benin, Republic of Congo, Senegal—were 
nearly as wide. Moreover, income is not the only dimension that matters: learning outcomes are often highly 
unequal along disability, gender, and ethnic lines, and displaced children and youth typically fare worse 
even when they are in school. Rather than narrowing gaps, education systems often exacerbate them.  In 

Figure 1:  In some countries the 75th percentile on PISA performs below the 25th percentile of the OECD average 
Performance at the 25th, 50th, and 75th percentiles in the 2015 PISA Mathematics Assessment, selected countries 

 
Source: WDR Team with data from OECD (2016). 
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New Delhi, India, the average grade 6 student performed at a grade 3 level in math; by grade 9, the average 
had reached only a grade 4 level, with the gap between the better and worse performers growing over time. 
Costa Rica and Qatar have the same average score on one internationally benchmarked assessment 
(TIMSS)—but the gap between the top and bottom quarters of students is 138 points in Qatar, compared 
with 92 points in Costa Rica. The gap between the top and bottom quarters in the United States is larger 
than the gap in the median scores between Algeria and the United States.  

Figure 2:  Children from poor households typically learn much less  
Percentage of grade 6 PASEC test-takers who score above (blue) and below (red) the sufficiency level on reading 
achievement by sex and poorest and richest quintiles 

 
Source: PASEC “Country Report Cards” 2017. 
Note: Quintiles are nationally defined. Not competent refers to levels 0-2 in the original coding, and is considered 
below the sufficiency level for school continuation; low competency refers to level 3; and high competency refers 
to level 4. 

16. While some countries are making progress on learning, that progress is typically slow. Even 
the countries that are catching up to top performers are doing so very slowly. Indonesia has registered 
significant gains on PISA over the past 10–15 years. Yet even assuming it can sustain its 2003–15 rate of 
improvement, Indonesia will not reach the OECD average score in mathematics for another 48 years; in 
reading, for 73. For other countries, the wait could be even longer: on current trends, it would take Tunisia 
over 180 years to reach the OECD average for math. 
17. Millions of youth remain out of school—the ultimate barrier to learning. In 2016, 61 million 
children of primary school age—10 percent of all children in low- and lower-middle-income countries—
were out of school, along with 202 million children of secondary school age.21 Children in fragile and 
conflict-affected countries accounted for just over a third of these, a disproportionate share. In the Syrian 
Arab Republic, which achieved universal primary enrollment in 2000, the war had driven 1.8 million 
children out of school by 2013.22 Almost all developing countries still have pockets of children from 
excluded social groups who do not attend school. Poverty most consistently predicts failing to complete 
schooling, but other characteristics such as gender, disability, caste, and ethnicity also frequently contribute 
to school participation shortfalls.  
18. But it’s not just poverty and conflict that keep children out of school; the learning crisis does 
too. When poor parents perceive education to be of low quality, they are less willing to sacrifice to keep 
their children in school—a rational response, given the constraints they face.23 Though parental perceptions 
of school quality depend on various factors, from the physical condition of schools to teacher punctuality, 
parents consistently cite student learning outcomes as a critical component.24 These outcomes can affect 
behavior: holding student ability constant, students in Egypt who attended poorer-performing schools were 
more likely to drop out.25  
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19. Learning shortfalls during the school years eventually show up as weak skills in the 
workforce—so when people in countries around the world debate the job-skills problem, they’re really 
talking about the learning crisis. Because education systems have not prepared workers adequately, many 
enter the labor force with inadequate skills. Recent initiatives have assessed a range of skills in the adult 
populations of numerous countries. They find that even foundational skills such as literacy and numeracy 
are often low, let alone more advanced skills. The problem is not just a lack of trained workers; it is a lack 
of readily trainable workers. Accordingly, many workers end up in jobs that require minimal amounts of 
reading or math.26 A lack of skills reduces job quality, earnings, and labor mobility.  
20. Tackling the learning crisis gaps requires diagnosing its causes—both the immediate causes 
at the school level and their deeper systemic drivers. The manifestations of the learning crisis vary across 
countries and contexts, but some common drivers recur across settings. The WDR therefore examines how 
schools are failing learners, and then how systems are failing schools. 

Dimension 2:  Immediate causes of the learning crisis  

21. Struggling education systems lack one or 
more of four key school-level ingredients for 
learning: prepared learners, effective teaching, 
learning-focused inputs, and the skilled management 
and governance that pulls them all together (figure 3).  
22. First, children often arrive in school 
unprepared to learn. Malnutrition, illness, low parental 
investments, and the harsh environments associated with 
poverty all undermine early childhood learning.27 
Severe deprivations—whether in terms of nutrition, 
unhealthy environments, or lack of nurture by 
caregivers—all have long-lasting effects because they 
impair infants’ brain development.28 Thirty percent of 
children under 5 in developing countries are physically 
stunted, meaning  they have low height for age, typically 
due to chronic malnutrition.29 The poor developmental 
foundations and lower levels of preschool skills 
resulting from deprivation mean many children arrive at 
school unprepared to benefit from it.30 Even in a good 
school, deprived children learn less. Moreover, breaking 
out of lower learning trajectories becomes harder as 
these children age, because the brain becomes less malleable. Thus, education systems tend to amplify 
initial differences. Moreover, many disadvantaged youth are not in school, further widening gaps in 
outcomes. 
23. Second, teachers often lack the skill or motivation to be effective. Teachers are the most 
important factor affecting learning in schools. In the United States, students with great teachers advance 
1.5 grade levels or more over a single school year, compared with just 0.5 grade levels for those with a poor 
teacher.31 In developing countries teacher quality can matter even more than in wealthier countries.32 But 
most education systems do not attract applicants with strong backgrounds. Fifteen-year-old students who 
aspire to be teachers score below the national average on the PISA assessment in nearly all countries.33 
Beyond that, weak teacher education results in teachers’ lacking subject knowledge and pedagogical skills. 
In 14 Sub-Saharan African countries, the average grade 6 teacher performs no better on reading tests than 
do the highest-performing students from that grade.34 In many developing countries substantial amounts of 
learning time is lost because classroom time is spent on other activities or because teachers are absent. Only 
a third of the available time was used for instruction in Ethiopia, Ghana, and Guatemala.35 In seven Sub-

Figure 3:  Why learning doesn’t happen: Four 
immediate factors that break down  

 

Source: WDR 2018 team. 

LEARNING
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Saharan countries, one in five teachers were absent 
from school on the day of an unannounced visit, with 
another fifth absent from the classroom even though 
they were at school (figure 4).36 The problems are 
more severe in remote communities, amplifying the 
disadvantages already facing rural students. Such 
diagnostics are not intended to blame teachers. Rather, 
they call attention to how systems undermine learning 
by failing to support them 

24. Third, inputs often fail to reach classrooms 
or to affect learning when they do. Public discourse 
often equates problems of education quality with 
inadequate resources. But input shortages explain only 
a small part of the learning crisis. First, looking across 
systems and schools, similar levels of resources are 
often associated with vast differences in learning 
outcomes.37 Second, increasing inputs alone has small 
effects on learning outcomes.38 Part of the reason is 
that inputs often fail to make it to the frontlines. In 
Sierra Leone, for example, textbooks were distributed 
to schools—but follow-up inspections found most of 
them locked up in cupboards, unused.39 In Brazil, a 
One Laptop per Child initiative in several states faced 
years of delays. Even a year after the laptops finally 
made it to classrooms, more than 40 percent of teachers reported having never or rarely used them in 
classroom activities.40  
25. Fourth, poor management and governance undermine schooling quality. Though effective 
school leadership doesn’t raise student learning directly, it does so indirectly by improving teaching quality 
and ensuring effective use of resources.41 Across eight countries a 1 standard deviation increase in an index 
of management capacity—based on the adoption of 20 management practices—is associated with a 0.23–
0.43 standard deviation increase in student outcomes. But school management capacity tends to be lowest 
in the countries studied with the lowest income levels, and management capacity is substantially lower in 
schools than in manufacturing (figure 5).42 Ineffective school leadership means school principals who are 
not actively involved in helping teachers solve problems, do not provide instructional advice, and do not 
set goals that prioritize learning. School governance—particularly the decision-making autonomy schools 
have, along with the extent of oversight provided by parents and communities—provides the framework 
for seeking local solutions and being accountable for them. In many settings schools lack any meaningful 
autonomy, and community engagement fails to affect what happens in classrooms.43 
26. Because these quality problems are concentrated among disadvantaged children, they 
amplify social inequalities. In low-income countries, on average, stunting rates among children under 5 
are almost three times higher in the poorest quintile than the richest.44 Problems with teacher absenteeism, 
lack of inputs, and weak management are typically most severe in communities that serve the poorest 
students. Not only do spending patterns typically disadvantage marginalized communities, but resources 
are used less effectively there, exacerbating the problem. Public policy thus has the effect of widening social 
gaps, rather than narrowing them. 

Figure 4:  Teachers are often absent from school 
and from classrooms while at school 
Percentage of teachers absent from school and 
from class on the day of an unannounced visit 

 
Source: Bold and others 2016.  
Note: “Absence from class” combines absences 
from school with absences from class among 
teachers who are at school. 
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Dimension 3:  Systemic causes of the learning crisis 
27. Viewed from a systems perspective, the low level of learning and skills should come as no 
surprise. Technical complexities and political forces constantly pull education systems out of alignment 
with learning (figure 6). Reorienting towards learning is hard. 
 
 

 Figure 6: Technical and political factors divert schools, 
teachers, and families from a focus on learning    

 
Source: WDR 2018 team. 

LEARNING
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Technical challenges 

28. Complexity and limited management capacity make it 
hard to get all parts of an education system to work for 
learning. First, the various parts of the system need to be 
aligned toward learning. But actors in the system have other 
goals. Promoting learning is only one of these—and not 
necessarily the most important. Sometimes these other goals 
can be harmful, such as when construction firms and 
bureaucrats collude to provide substandard school buildings 
for their financial gain. Other times these goals may be 
laudable, such as nurturing shared national values. But if 
system elements are aligned toward these other goals, they will 
sometimes be at cross-purposes with learning. 
29. Even when countries want to prioritize learning, they 
often lack metrics to do so. Every system assesses student 
learning in some way, but many systems lack reliable, timely 
assessments needed to provide feedback on performance. Is a 
new teacher training program making teachers more effective? 
If the system lacks reliable information on the quality of 
teaching and the learning of primary students—comparable 
across time or classrooms—we may never know.  
30. To be truly aligned, parts of the education system also 
have to be coherent with one another. Imagine that a country 
has set student learning as a top priority, and has in place 
reasonable learning metrics. It still needs to leap a major 
technical hurdle: ensuring that system elements mesh. If a 
country adopts a new curriculum that increases emphasis on 
active learning and creative thinking, just changing the 
curriculum will not change much. Teachers need to be trained 
so that they can use more active learning methods, and they 
need to care enough to make the change—because teaching to 
the new curriculum may be much more demanding than old 
rote learning methods. Even if teachers are on board with 
curriculum reform, students could weaken its effects if an 
unreformed examination system creates misaligned incentives. 
In the Republic of Korea, the high-stakes exam system for 
university entrance has weakened efforts to reorient secondary 
school learning. The curriculum has changed to build students’ 
creativity and socioemotional skills, but many parents still 
send their children to private “cram schools” for test 
preparation.45   
31. The need for coherence makes it risky to borrow 
system elements from other countries. Policymakers often 
scrutinize systems with better learning outcomes to identify 

what they could borrow. The search for the secret behind Finland’s admirable record of learning with equity 
led to a swarm of visiting delegations in what the Finns have dubbed “PISA tourism.” Finland’s system 
gives considerable autonomy to its well-educated teachers, who can tailor their teaching to the needs of 
their students. But lower-performing systems that import Finland’s teacher autonomy are likely to be 
disappointed: if teachers are poorly educated, unmotivated, and loosely managed, then giving them even 

Figure 5:  Management is generally 
worse in lower-income countries, and 
worse in schools than in manufacturing 
School management capacity within and 
across selected countries: education and 
manufacturing 

 
Source: Bloom and others 2015, Bloom 
and others 2014, Lemos and Scur 2016 
with updates. 
Note: Smoothed kernel density is shown as 
an overlay to the education data for each 
country. The indexes are constructed from 
9 items. Data on manufacturing are not 
available for Haiti.  
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more autonomy will likely make matters worse. South Africa discovered this in the 1990s and 2000s, when 
it adopted a curriculum approach that set goals but left implementation up to teachers.46 The approach failed 
because it proved to be a poor fit for the capacity of teachers and the resources at their disposal.47  
32. Successful systems combine alignment and coherence. Alignment means that learning is the goal 
of the various components of the system. Coherence means that the components reinforce each other in 
achieving the goal. When systems achieve both, they are much more likely to promote student learning. 
Misalignment or incoherence leads to failure to achieve learning, though the system might achieve other 
goals. 

Political challenges 

33. Political challenges compound technical ones. Many education actors have different interests, 
beyond learning. Politicians act to preserve their positions in power, which may lead them to focus benefits 
on particular groups (geographic, ethnic, or economic). Bureaucrats may focus more on keeping politicians 
and teachers happy than promoting student learning, or may simply try to protect their own positions. Some 
private suppliers of education services—whether textbooks, construction, or schooling—pursue profit, 
which can lead them to advocate policy choices not in the interest of students. Teachers and other education 
professionals—even when motivated by a sense of mission—also fight to maintain secure employment and 
to protect their incomes. Upper- and middle-class urban families often press for investments in parts of the 
system that most benefit their children, even when this diverts funding from poorer communities that most 
need it. In many cases, families have exited a poorly functioning public system for private schools, which 
makes them less willing to work to improve public schools. And various actors, public and private, use 
education to promote particular ideologies. None of this is to say that education actors don’t care about 
learning, but that—especially in poorly managed systems—competing interests may loom larger than their 
learning-aligned interests (table 1).  
34. Misalignments aren’t random. Given these competing interests, the choice of a particular policy 
is rarely determined by whether it improves learning. More often, the choice is made by the more powerful 
actors at the decision-making table. Agents are accountable to one another for different reasons, not just 
learning. Given these interests, it should come as no surprise that little learning often results.  
35. One problem is that activities to promote learning are difficult to manage. Teaching and 
learning in the classroom involve significant discretion by teachers, as well as regular and repeated 
interactions between students and teachers.48 These characteristics, coupled with a dearth of reliable 
information on learning, make managing learning more difficult than pursuing other goals.49 For example, 
improvements in access can be monitored by looking at simple, easily collected enrollment data. Similarly, 
school construction, cash transfer, teacher hiring, and school grant programs intended to expand access are 
all highly visible, easily monitored investments. 
36. Potential beneficiaries of learning—students, parents, and employers—often face difficulties 
in organizing themselves or acquiring the information needed to push for better learning. Parents are 
usually not organized to participate in debates at the system level, and they may lack knowledge of the 
potential gains from different policies to improve learning.50 They may also worry about the potential 
ramifications on their children or themselves of opposing interests such as teachers, bureaucrats, and 
politicians. Students have even less power—except sometimes in higher education, where they can threaten 
demonstrations—and, may be unaware of how little they have learned until they start looking for work. 
Finally, the business community, even if it suffers from a shortage of skilled graduates to hire, often fails 
to advocate for quality education, instead lobbying for lower taxes and spending. By contrast to these 
potential beneficiaries of reform, potential losers tend to be more aware of what is at stake for them and, in 
many cases, better organized to act collectively. 
37. As a result, many systems are stuck in low-learning traps, characterized by low accountability 
and high inequality. These traps bind together key stakeholders through informal contracts that prioritize 
other goals such as civil service employment, corporate profits, or reelection—perpetuating the low-
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accountability equilibrium. In better-run systems, bureaucrats and teachers can devote much of their energy 
to improving outcomes for students. But in low-learning traps those same actors lack either the incentives 
or the support needed to focus on learning. Instead they are constantly pressured to deliver other services 
for more powerful players. As actors juggle multiple objectives, relying on each other in an environment 
of uncertainty and low social trust, it is often in the interest of each individual to maintain the status quo—
even if society, and many of these individuals, would be better off if they could shift to a higher-quality 
equilibrium. 

Table 1: Multiple interests govern the actions of education stakeholders 

 Examples of: 

Stakeholders Learning-aligned interests Competing interests 

Teachers Student learning, professional ethic Employment, job security, salary, 
private tuitions 

Principals Student learning, teacher 
performance 

Employment and salary, good relations 
with staff, favoritism 

Bureaucrats Well-functioning schools Employment, salary, rent-seeking 

Politicians Well-functioning schools Electoral gains, rent-seeking, patronage 

Parents and students Student learning, employment of 
graduates 

Family employment, family income, 
outdoing others 

Judiciary  Meaningful right to education Favoritism, rent-seeking 

Employers Skilled graduates Low taxes, narrowly defined self-
interest 

Non-government schools 
(religious, NGO, for-profit) 

Innovative, responsive schooling Profit, religious mission, funding 

Suppliers of education inputs 
(e.g., textbooks, IT, buildings) 

High-quality, relevant inputs Profit, influence 

International donors   Student learning Domestic strategic interests, taxpayer 
support, employment  

Source: WDR 2018 team. 

Reasons for hope 
38. Even in countries that seem stuck in low-learning traps, some teachers and schools manage 
to promote student learning. These examples may not be sustainable, and they are not likely to spread 
system-wide without efforts to reorient the system toward learning. But systems willing to learn from these 
outliers can benefit. On a larger scale, some regions within countries are more successful in promoting 
learning, as are some countries at each income level. These examples show that higher-level system 
equilibriums exist. But is it possible for a whole system to escape the low-learning trap—moving to a better 
one? 
39. There are at least two reasons for optimism. First, as countries innovate to improve learning, 
they can draw on more systematic knowledge than ever before about what can work at the micro 
level—the level of learners, classrooms, and schools. A number of interventions, innovations, and 
approaches have resulted in substantial increases in learning. These promising approaches come in many 
flavors—new pedagogical methods, ways to ensure that students and teachers are motivated, approaches to 
school management, technologies to enhance teaching learning—and may not pay off in all contexts. But 
the fact that it is possible to improve learning outcomes should provide hope. These interventions can 
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provide substantial improvements in learning: almost one or two grade-equivalents for some students.51 
Though successful interventions cannot be imported wholesale into new contexts, countries can use them 
as starting points for their own innovations.  
40. Second, some countries have implemented reforms that have led to sustained system-wide 
improvements in learning. Starting in the early 1950s as a war-torn society with very low literacy rates, 
the Republic of Korea by 1995 had achieved universal enrollment in high-quality education through 
secondary school—so that its young people performed at the highest levels on international learning 
assessments. Finland’s major education reform in the 1970s famously improved the equity of outcomes 
while also increasing quality, so that by the time of the first PISA in 2000, Finland topped the assessment. 
More recently, Chile, Peru, Poland, and the United Kingdom have made serious, sustained commitments 
to reforming the quality of their education systems. In all these countries, learning has improved over time—
not always steadily, but enough to show that system-level reforms can pay off. Shanghai, China and 
Vietnam today show that it is possible to perform far better than income levels would predict, thanks to a 
sustained focus on learning with equity. Brazil and Indonesia have made considerable progress despite the 
challenges of reforming large, decentralized systems. 
  

Three policy actions 

41. Learning outcomes will not change unless education systems take learning seriously and use 
learning as a guide and metric. This implies three complementary strategies:  

• Assess learning: Measure and track learning better, so systems can make it a serious goal  
• Make schools work for learners: Use evidence to guide innovation and practice  
• Reform the system: Tackle technical and political barriers to align actors toward learning 

42. These three strategies depend on one another. Adopting a learning metric without any credible 
way to achieve learning goals will simply lead to frustration. School-level innovations without a learning 
metric could lead schools off course, and without the system-level support they could prove ephemeral. 
And system-level commitment to learning without school-level innovation, and without learning measures 
to guide the reforms, is unlikely to amount to more than aspirational rhetoric. But together, the three 
strategies can create change for the better. 
43. The potential payoff is huge. Countries already devote considerable effort to educating their 
children and youth, supporting it with public and household spending. Education can claim up to a fifth of 
the overall government budget, and education personnel make up the largest share of government 
employees. Figuring out how to use these resources more effectively should be among government’s 
highest priorities, especially given the many returns to education.  One overarching priority should be to 
end the hidden exclusion of low learning. This is not just the right thing to do; it is also the surest way to 
reap education’s full rewards for society as a whole.  

Policy response 1:  Assess learning 
44. “What gets measured gets managed.” “Just weighing the pig doesn’t make it fatter.” There is 
some truth in both of these sayings. Lack of measurement makes it hard to know where things are, where 
they are going, and what actions are making any difference. Knowing these things can draw focus and 
stimulate action. But measurement that is too removed from action can lead nowhere. The challenge is 
striking a balance—finding the right measures, for the right purposes, and implementing them in a nuanced 
way within an appropriate accountability framework. 

Using measurement to shine a light on learning 

45. The first step is to put in place good metrics for monitoring whether programs and policies 
are delivering learning. Credible, reliable information can shape the incentives facing politicians. Most 
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notably, information on student learning and school performance—if presented in a way that makes it 
salient and acceptable—fosters healthier political engagement and better service delivery. Salient 
information helps parents, employers, and others understand the problems in the system and gives them the 
tools to lobby for change. Information also helps policymakers manage a complex system. 
46. Measuring learning can improve equity by revealing hidden exclusions. As the first part of this 
paper emphasized, the learning crisis is not just a problem for the society and economy overall; it’s also a 
fundamental source of inequities and widening gaps in opportunity. But because reliable information on 
learning is so spotty in many education systems, especially in primary and lower secondary school, the way 
the system is failing disadvantaged children is a hidden exclusion.52 Unlike exclusion from school, a lack 
of learning is often invisible, making it impossible to inform families and communities of their right to 
quality education.  
47. These measures of learning will never be the only guide of educational progress, nor should 
they be. Education systems should have ways of tracking progress toward any goal they set—not just 
learning. But learning metrics are an essential starting point for improvement in lagging systems.  

There is too little measurement of learning, not too much 

48. The recommendation to 
start tackling the learning crisis 
with more and better 
measurement of learning may 
seem jarring. Many education 
debates focus on overtesting or 
overemphasis on tests. In the United 
States two decades of high-stakes 
testing have led these concerns.53 
Teachers have been found to focus 
on test-specific skills instead of 
untested subjects, and schools have 
engaged in strategic behavior to 
ensure that only better-performing 
students are tested, such as 
assigning students to special 
education that excuses them from 
testing.54 In the extreme, there have been convictions for systemic cheating at the level of a school district.55 
At the same time, media coverage of education in many low- and middle-income countries (and some high-
income ones) is often focused on high-stakes national examinations that screen candidates for tertiary 
education—raising concerns about an overemphasis on testing. 
49. But in many systems, the problem is too little focus on learning. Many countries lack 
information on even basic reading and math competencies. An assessment of capacity to monitor progress 
toward the Sustainable Development Goals found that of 121 countries studied, a third lack the data required 
to report on levels of reading and mathematics proficiency of children at the end of primary school.56 Even 
more lack it for the end of lower secondary (see figure 7). Even when countries have these data, they are 
often from one-time assessments that don’t allow systematic tracking over time. In short, education systems 
are often flying blind—without even agreement on the destination.  

A range of metrics with one ultimate goal  

50. Different learning metrics have different purposes, but each contributes to learning for all. 
Teachers assess students in classrooms every day—formally or informally. But using metrics properly to 
improve learning system-wide requires a spectrum of types of assessment that, together, allow educators 
and policymakers to use the right combination of teaching approaches, programs, and policies. 

Figure 7:  Many countries lack information on learning outcomes  
Percent of countries with data to monitor progress toward the SDG learning 
goals (end of primary, lower secondary) 

 
Source: UNESCO 2016c. 
Note: Regional groupings follow UNESCO definitions.  
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51. Assessment by teachers in classrooms helps guide instruction and tailor teaching to the needs of 
students. Knowing how students are doing allows teachers to adjust their teaching accordingly and to give 
students learning opportunities they can handle. Singapore has successfully used this approach—identifying 
lagging students in the first grade through screening tests, then giving them intensive support to bring them 
to grade level.57  
52. National and subnational learning assessments provide system-level insights that classroom 
assessments by teachers cannot. To guide an education system, policymakers need to understand whether 
students are learning, which population groups are lagging, and which factors are associated with better 
student achievement. Classroom-level assessment by teachers alone cannot deliver this type of reliable 
system-level information. Therefore, systems need assessments of representative samples of students across 
countries or provinces. These assessments can be an especially important part of tracking system-wide 
progress, because they are anchored in a system’s own expectations for itself.   
53. International assessments also provide information that helps improve systems. Globally 
benchmarked student assessments like PISA, as well as regionally benchmarked ones like PASEC in Africa 
and LLECE in Latin America, provide an additional perspective on what students are learning. They allow 
comparisons across countries, providing a check on the information that emerges from national 
assessments. And international assessments can be powerful tools politically: because country leaders are 
concerned with national productivity and competitiveness, international benchmarking can raise awareness 
of how a country is falling short of its peers in building human capital.  
54. Other types of learning metrics can be used to strengthen the quality and equity focus of 
assessment systems. Grassroots accountability movements—led by civil society organizations like ASER 
in India and UWEZO in East Africa—have deployed citizen-led assessments, recruiting volunteers to 
measure the foundational learning of young children in their communities. These organizations then use 
their learning data to advocate for education reform. Some multipurpose household surveys also collect 
learning data, enabling researchers to analyze how learning outcomes correlate with income and community 
variables. Because they are administered in people’s homes, not schools, they allow measurement of 
learning of out-of-school children, and they also serve as a check on the results of school-based assessments.  

Measurement can be hard 

55. Why isn’t there more and better measurement of learning? As with system barriers to learning, 
barriers to better measurement are both technical and political. From a technical perspective, conducting 
good assessments is not easy. At the classroom level, teachers lack the training to assess learning 
effectively, especially when assessments try to capture higher-order skills—through project-based 
assessment, say—rather than rote learning. And at the system level, education ministries lack the capacity 
to design valid assessments and implement them in a sample of schools. But political factors also intrude. 
To paraphrase an old saying, policymakers may decide that it is better to avoid testing and be assumed 
ineffective than to test students and remove all doubt. And even when they do participate in assessments, 
governments sometimes decline to release learning results to the public, as happened with the 1995 TIMSS 
in Mexico.58 Finally, if assessments are poorly designed or inappropriately made into high-stakes tests, 
administrators or educators may have an incentive to cheat on them, making the assessment results 
worthless as a guide to policy.  

Measurement doesn’t need to detract from broader education objectives  

56. A stronger focus on learning does not mean that other education outcomes don’t matter; in 
fact, it will often support those other outcomes.  Formal education and other opportunities for learning 
have many goals, only some of which are captured by the usual assessments of literacy, numeracy, and 
reasoning. Other goals include helping learners develop higher-order cognitive skills, socioemotional skills, 
and citizenship behaviors. But increasing the focus on measurable learning—and on the educational quality 
that drives it—is more likely to “crowd in” than crowd out these other goals. Conditions that allow children 
to spend two or three years in school without learning to read a single word, or to reach the end of primary 
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without learning to do two-digit subtraction, are not conducive to reaching the higher goals of education. If 
foundational learning isn’t happening—because students cannot focus due to deprivation, teachers lack the 
pedagogical skills and motivation to engage students, or poor management prevents materials from reaching 
the classroom—then it is highly unlikely that students are developing higher-order thinking or 
socioemotional skills. It is more likely these conditions undermine the quest for higher goals—and that 
conversely, improving the learning focus would accelerate progress toward those goals as well. Shining a 
light on learning by using measurement in a nuanced way is therefore a crucial step toward ensuring that 
schooling builds human capital, in all its dimensions.   

Policy response 2:  Make schools work for learners 
57. Measurement of learning shortfalls doesn’t provide clear guidance on how to remedy them—
but fortunately, there is now a lot of experience on ways to improve outcomes at the student, 
classroom, and school level that can guide practice. Cognitive neuroscience has evolved dramatically in 
the past two decades, providing insights on how children learn.59 This work has shown the crucial nature 
of the first several years for child brain development.60 At the same time, schools and systems around the 
world have innovated in many ways: by deploying novel approaches to pedagogy, using new technologies 
to enhance teaching and learning in classrooms, or increasing the accountability, and sometimes autonomy, 
of various actors in the system. And the number of systematic evaluations of whether these interventions 
improved learning has increased 10-fold, from just 32 in 2000 to 352 in 2016.61 
58. Many interventions have succeeded in improving learning outcomes. The learning gains from 
effective interventions translate into the equivalent of additional years of schooling, higher earnings, and 
lower poverty. For example, programs to improve pedagogy have an impact greater than half a year of 
business-as-usual schooling and an 8 percent increase in the present discounted value of lifetime earnings.62 
So while tackling the learning crisis is hard, the fact that there are interventions that improve learning 
suggests ways forward. 
59. This evidence highlights viable policies that make schools work better for learners. There are 
no global solutions in education, and it is therefore not possible us to identify what works in all contexts. 
But the WDR’s careful review identifies three sets of promising entry points for policy:  prepared learners, 
effective teaching, and school-level inputs and management that actually affect the teaching and learning 
process. Each of these priority areas is founded on evidence from multiple contexts showing that it can 
make a real difference for learning—evidence not only on what has worked, but also on why, drawing on 
models of human behavior to explain the results in different contexts.63 The key is to use these as starting 
points for local innovation, monitoring their effects on learning measures to evaluate what works in a given 
school setting.    

Preparing children and youth for learning 

60. Getting children ready and motivated to learn is a first step; without it, other policies and 
programs will have minimal effect. There are three key entry points to addressing learner preparation. 

• Set children on high-development trajectories through early child nutrition, stimulation, and care. 
In Jamaica, a program to improving cognitive and socioemotional development led to lower crime 
rates, better mental health, and earnings that were 25 percent higher 20 years later.64 Working 
through parents is essential for these early-care programs to succeed, and so is working across 
ministries.   

• Lower school costs to get children into school, but then use other tools to boost motivation and 
effort—because cost-reducing interventions don’t usually lead to learning on their own. Fee 
reductions and conditional cash transfers have been very effective at getting children to school, 
even in fragile contexts, but they have required add-ons (such as framing to induce more effort in 
Cambodia) to affect learning.65  
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• To make up for the fact that so many youth leave basic education lacking skills, provide remedial 
education before further education and training.66 For example, the National Autonomous 
University of Mexico (UNAM) and the University of San Sebastián (USS) in Chile have both 
developed structured programs to assist students in their transition to higher education.67  

Making teaching more effective 

61. Effective teaching depends on teacher skills and motivation. Teacher salaries are the largest 
single budget item in education systems, taking up an average three-quarters of the budget at the primary 
level in developing countries. Yet many systems struggle to attract strong candidates into teaching and to 
provide a solid foundation of subject or pedagogical knowledge before they start teaching. As a result, new 
teachers often find themselves in classrooms with little mastery of the content they are to teach.68 Once 
teachers are in place, the professional development they receive is often inconsistent and overly theoretical. 
In some countries, the cost of this training is enormous, reaching $2.5 billion a year in the United States.69 
Moreover, education systems often have few effective mechanisms in place to mentor, support, and 
motivate teachers—even though teachers’ skills do nothing for learning unless teachers choose to apply 
them in the classroom.70 Fortunately, teacher skills and motivation can be strengthened, with three main 
promising principles emerging: 

• To be effective, design teacher training to be individually targeted and repeated, with follow-up 
coaching—often around a specific pedagogical technique.  

• To keep learners from falling behind to the point where they cannot catch up, target teaching to the 
level of the student. Effective strategies to target teaching to the level of the student include using 
community teachers to provide remedial lessons to the lowest performers as was done in Ghana,71 
reorganizing classes by ability as proved effective in India and Kenya,72 or using technology to 
adapt lessons to individual student needs which produced large impacts on learning in Delhi, 
India.73  

• Use pecuniary and nonpecuniary incentives to improve teacher motivation, ensuring that the 
incentivized actions are within teachers’ capacity. Linking teacher pay or career progression to 
student has been effective at improving learning outcomes in settings as diverse as Brazil, India, 
Israel, Kenya, and Peru—although design details matter.74 

Focusing everything else—such as inputs, management, or governance—on improving teaching and 
learning 

62. School inputs, management, and governance need to affect the learner-teacher relationship—
but often do not. Many debates on improving education outcomes focus on increasing the inputs available 
in classrooms or the infrastructure of schools. But too often the question of why these might actually 
improve learning is overlooked. The evidence on successful use of inputs and school leadership and 
management suggests three main principles: 

• Provide additional inputs, including new technologies, in ways that complement rather than 
substitute for teachers.75 When a computer-assisted learning program in India was implemented as 
an add-on to regular lessons, it increased learning, especially for initially poorer performing 
students. When it was instead of regular lessons, it decreased learning.76 

• Ensure that new information and communication technology (ICT) is implementable in current 
systems. Many education technology interventions fail because they are ill-adapted to the setting 
they are being deployed in—because complementary infrastructure or the knowledge on how to 
use the technology effectively are often missing—as experience in Brazil and Haiti showed.77 But 
when implemented well (either by government itself or in close partnership with the private sector), 
ICT can be useful on various fronts, including assessing learning, improving teacher skills, and 
managing service delivery better.78      
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• Improve the management capacity of school leaders, and focus school management and governance 
reforms on improving teacher-learner interaction. In countries ranging from Brazil and India to 
Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United States, school management capacity is significantly 
and robustly related to student performance, even after controlling for student and school 
characteristics.79 Moreover, experiments show that improving school management can have a large 
impact on student learning.80 Involving parents and communities in school governance—supported 
by metrics that allow them to track investments and outcomes—can complement efforts to build 
management capacity.   

63. The key is to use robust evidence of effectiveness to guide innovations in the local context. In 
some cases, evidence comes from experimentation within the public system. In others, it may come from 
new approaches in NGO or other private schools, which often have more flexibility to innovate.       

Policy response 3:  Reform the system 
64. But deploying effective programs at the school level is not enough. The concept of “scaling up” 
in education implies taking interventions that have been shown to be effective at a pilot or experimental 
scale and replicating them across hundreds or thousands of schools. This approach often fails because the 
key actors are human beings, operating with human aspirations and limitations in a politically charged 
arena. When the Cambodian government tried to scale up early child development centers and preschools—
programs that had worked in some parts of the country when implemented by nongovernmental 
organizations (NGOs)—low demand from parents and low-quality services led to no impacts on child 
development, and even slowed it for some.81 When the Kenyan government tried to lower student-teacher 
ratios by hiring contract teachers—an intervention that had improved student outcomes when implemented 
by an NGO—the results were negligible because of both implementation constraints and political-economy 
factors.82 When the Indonesian government tried to increase teacher capacity by nearly doubling the salaries 
of certified teachers, political pressures watered down the certification process and left only the pay increase 
in place. The result: much larger budget outlays on salaries, but no increase in teacher skills or student 
learning.83  
65. Better interventions at the school level will improve learning only if countries take on the 
stubborn system-level technical and political barriers to change. Technical barriers include the 
complexity of the system, the large number of actors, the interdependence of reforms, and education 
systems’ slowness to change. Political barriers include the competing interests of different players and the 
difficulty of moving out of a low-quality equilibrium, especially in low-trust environments where risks 
predominate. All of these pull actors away from learning, as discussed above. Systems that surmount these 
barriers and align actors toward learning can achieve remarkable learning outcomes. Shanghai, China 
topped the 2012 PISA rankings, partly thanks to policies that ensured every classroom had a prepared, 
supported, motivated teacher.84 
66. To shift the system toward learning, technically and politically, reformers can use three sets 
of tools:  

• Information and metrics. Better information and metrics can promote learning in two ways: by 
catalyzing reforms and by serving as an indicator of whether reforms are working to improve 
learning with equity. Thus, they can improve both the political and technical alignment of the 
system.  

• Coalitions and incentives. Good information will have a payoff only if there is enough support for 
prioritizing learning. Politics is often the problem, and politics must be part of the solution. This 
requires forming coalitions to advocate for broadly based learning and skills and rebalance the 
political incentives.  

• Innovation and agility. Schools and societies have achieved high levels of equitable learning in a 
variety of ways, and figuring out what approaches will work in a given context requires innovation 
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and adaptation. This means using evidence to identify where to start, then using metrics to iterate 
with feedback loops.  

Information and metrics 

67. Better information and measurement—starting with learning metrics—are critical for 
creating political space for innovation, and using that space to achieve continuous improvement. As 
emphasized, the absence of good information on learning prevents stakeholders from judging system 
performance, designing appropriate policies, and holding politicians and bureaucrats to account. So 
improving learning metrics is crucial for drawing attention to problems and building the will for action. In 
Germany, the “PISA shock” created by mediocre scores and large achievement gaps on the first PISA 
assessment in 2000 led to reforms, resulting in a turnaround over the ensuing decade that improved both 
equity and average learning levels.  
68. This agenda needs to go beyond just measuring learning to tracking its determinants as well. 
Understanding these determinants can lead to grappling with the deeper causes, if there is a system-wide 
commitment to improving learning. Take the issue of learner preparedness. When indicators reveal that 
poorer children already lag far behind by the time they start primary school, this finding can build political 
will not only to expand preschool in low-income areas, but also to combat stunting and educate parents 
about early stimulation of children. When indicators show that many teachers lack a strong command of 
what their students are meant to learn, this can spark efforts to improve the quality of teacher education—
especially if continuous monitoring shows that just ramping up current training doesn’t improve teaching.85  
69. Of course, information and metrics can also be misleading, irrelevant, or politically 
unsustainable, so they need to be designed and used wisely. Metrics may fail to capture important 
dimensions of the outcomes the education system is trying to promote. For example, the Millennium 
Development Goal of universal primary education by 2015 embodied a crucial goal—equitable access—
but it did not represent universal acquisition of foundational literacy and numeracy, let alone other life 
skills. (The SDGs have filled this gap by including several measures of learning and skills as indicators.) 
Another risk is if potential beneficiaries can game the indicators. Thus, systems will need different measures 
for different purposes.86 Even if technically sound, metrics may prove politically unsustainable if they 
highlight too many problems and do not provide any reason for hope. One way to address this problem is 
to focus not on levels of learning, which may be very low, but on progress over time.  

Coalitions and incentives 

70. Mobilizing everyone who has a stake in learning has been an important strategy in efforts to 
improve learning. Many countries have used wide-ranging consultations to bring in all interest groups to 
build support for proposed changes in education policy. Malaysia used a “lab” model to bring together 
coalitions of stakeholders and involve them in all stages of reform, from design to implementation.87 
Mobilizing citizens through regular information and communication campaigns can also be an important 
strategy. In Peru reformers in the government used information on poor learning outcomes and performance 
of the education system to mobilize public support for reforms that strengthen teacher accountability. That 
information also catalyzed action by the business community, which funded a campaign highlighting the 
importance of quality education for economic growth. In parts of Peru, parents used this entry point to 
protest teacher strikes that had disrupted schooling.88 Another tool for building coalitions is to bundle 
reforms, so that each actor achieves a top priority of theirs. For example, a commitment to modernize 
vocational training—a reform that could help employers immediately—could buy their support for broader 
education reforms.    
71. Where feasible, a negotiated and gradual approach to reform can provide a more promising 
alternative to direct confrontation. Where coalitions can be built among system actors that foster 
collaboration and trust around shared goals, the chances of successful reform are likely to be higher. In 
Chile successive negotiations between the government and teachers’ union built broad support for a series 
of reforms that adjusted the working conditions of teachers, while at the same time linking pay and career 
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development more closely to performance.89 One approach that has been used by several countries has been 
to compensate actors who might lose out from reforms. In other cases, dual-track reforms have been 
introduced to phase in changes in a way that protects incumbent actors from their effects; in Peru and 
Washington, D.C. pay-for-performance schemes were initially voluntary.90 
72. Building strong partnerships between schools and their communities is also important for 
sustaining reforms. In cases where political and bureaucratic incentives for reform are weak, action at the 
local level can act as a substitute. In South Africa, the political and economic context constrains efforts to 
improve education performance at the national level. Yet progress was made in improving outcomes at 
some local levels through strong partnerships between parents and schools.91 Even where broader incentives 
exist to improve learning, community engagement at the local level is important and can complement 
national or subnational change efforts.92 

Innovation and agility  

73. To develop effective learning approaches that fit their contexts, education systems need to 
encourage innovation and adaptation. In many education systems, schools and other education 
institutions regularly adapt to changing circumstances. Through these adaptations, innovative solutions to 
education challenges often emerge. Exploring well-performing parts of any education system can reveal 
technically and politically feasible approaches to the problems systems face in improving learning. In 
Misiones Province in Argentina, high student dropout rates were widespread, but some schools seemed to 
buck the trend. Looking more closely at these “positive deviants” revealed very different relationships 
between teachers and parents. When other schools adopted the more constructive approach to parent-
teacher relations, dropouts fell significantly.93 As Burundi recovered from civil war, it used an adaptive 
approach to find the right way to get textbooks to schools, reducing delivery times from over a year to sixty 
days—and then replicated that approach in other areas.94 
74. Incentives determine whether systems innovate and adopt emerging solutions at scale. 
Systems that are closed, limit the autonomy of teachers and schools, and judge performance by the extent 
of compliance with rules over resource use often provide little room for innovation. By contrast, more open 
systems that have a greater focus on overall outcomes and reward progress in raising outcomes are more 
likely to see greater innovation and diffusion of new approaches across the education system.95 Given that 
financing can provide a major incentive, financing modalities that focus more on results than on inputs can 
support innovation, by allowing recipients greater flexibility to improve outcomes. 
75. To make a difference at system level, such innovations needs to be packaged with good 
metrics and with system-level coalitions for learning. Without metrics and coalitions for learning, any 
improvements from innovation are likely to prove short-lived or limited to local areas. But with such 
support, a virtuous cycle becomes possible, as systems follow these steps:  

• Set learning as a clearly articulated goal and measure it. 
• Build a coalition for learning that gives the political space for innovation and experimentation.  
• Innovate and test approaches that seem most promising for the given context, drawing inspiration 

from the evidence base and focusing on areas that promise the biggest returns from improvements 
on current practice. 

• Use the measure of learning, as well as the other metrics of delivery, as a gauge of whether the 
approach is working. 

• Build on what works and scale back what doesn’t, to deliver short-term results that strengthen the 
long-term resolve of the coalition for learning. 

• Repeat. 
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76. The payoff to doing what needs to be done is 
a system in which the elements are coherent with each 
other, and everything aligns with learning (figure 8). 
This alignment should cover all the major actors that 
affect learning, including the private, religious, and 
other non-government education providers that are a 
growing segment of the education system in many 
countries.  
77. Increased financing can support this 
learning-for-all equilibrium, if the various key 
actors behave in ways that show learning matters 
to them. This is a big “if”, given that higher levels of 
public spending are not associated statistically with 
higher completion or even enrolment rates in 
countries with weak governance.96 And there is little 
correlation between spending and learning after 
accounting for national income. It is easy to see why 
this is, given the many ways that financing can leak 
out—whether because money never reaches the 
school, or because it pays for inputs that don’t affect 
the teaching-learning relationship, or because the 
system doesn’t prioritize learning for disadvantaged children and youth. More financing for business as 
usual will just lead to the usual outcomes. But where countries seriously tackle the barriers to learning for 
all, spending on education is a critical investment for development. More children staying in school longer 
will undoubtedly require more public financing for education, especially in those countries that are currently 
investing little in education. An injection of financing—either from domestic or international sources—can 
help countries escape the low-learning trap, if they are willing to take the necessary steps laid out here. 
 

Call to action 

78. By showing that learning really matters to them, countries can realize education’s full 
promise as a driver of poverty elimination and shared prosperity. Beyond being a basic human right, 
education—done right—improves social outcomes in many spheres of life. For individuals and families, 
education boosts human capital, improves economic opportunities, promotes health, and expands the ability 
to make effective choices. For societies, education expands economic opportunities, promotes social 
mobility, and makes institutions function more effectively. In measuring these benefits, research has only 
recently focused on the distinction between schooling and learning. But the evidence confirms the intuition 
that these benefits often depend on the skills that students acquire, not just the number of years in the 
classroom. Economies with higher skills grow faster than those with schooling but mediocre skills; higher 
literacy predicts better financial knowledge and health of individuals, beyond the effects of schooling; and 
poor children are more likely to rise in the income distribution when they grow up in communities with 
better learning outcomes.  
79. Taking learning seriously will not be easy. It’s hard enough to work through the technical 
challenges of figuring out what will promote learning at the level of the student and school in any context, 
let alone to tackle the political and technical challenges of working at scale. Many countries struggling with 
the learning crisis may be tempted to continue with business as usual. After all, they may reason, 
development will eventually improve learning outcomes: as households escape poverty and schools take 
advantage of better facilities, more materials, and better-trained teachers, better learning outcomes should 
follow.  

Figure 8:  Coherence and alignment towards 
learning 

 
Source: WDR 2018 team. 

LEARNING



21 

80. Waiting out the learning crisis is not an option. Even though income and learning are somewhat 
correlated at lower levels of development, higher incomes do not invariably lead to better learning 
outcomes. And to the extent that development does bring better learning and skills, it is partly because 
development has been accompanied by a willingness to tackle the political impasses and governance 
challenges that hamper learning—so those challenges ultimately aren’t avoidable. Furthermore, there’s no 
need to wait for learning. At every level of income, there are countries that not only score better on 
international assessments than others, but also show from the quality of education and their policy-making 
that they are committed to learning. 
81. Ending the learning crisis—so schools can build the human capital that drives sustained 
growth and development—is possible with the right policies. Whether the future inspires excitement or 
trepidation, the best response is to adopt policies focused on learning like those laid out here. Foundational 
learning skills throughout a population allow a country to take advantage of new opportunities when they 
arise, whether because of technology or integration—and by the same token, they make the country more 
resilient. Experience has shown that this vision of a learning society is attainable—it just requires 
commitment. 
 

Questions for discussion 

82. The policy agenda laid out in the WDR 2018 suggests four questions for discussion by the 
Governors:   

Question #1: Are you convinced that in many countries a learning crisis is undermining the 
accumulation of human capital? If so, what dimensions of the learning challenge resonate the most, 
based on your own experience? 

• The crisis itself:  Low levels of learning and skills, high inequality in learning outcomes, the slow 
improvement over time 

• Direct causes of low learning, such as children who are unprepared to learn because of poverty or 
other dimensions of exclusion, teachers who lack skills or motivation, or inputs that never make it 
to the classroom   

• Deeper system-level causes, such as political factors that worsen governance and undermine 
institutions, resulting in a lack of alignment with learning  

Question #2: When the education ministry makes its annual budget request, what should it be based 
on?  Would better learning metrics (used wisely) help make the case for investing in education—and if 
metrics aren’t enough, what else would bolster the case? 

Question #3: What can the finance ministry and President/Prime Minister do to build political support 
and align incentives for a focus on learning?   

Question #4: What should the World Bank do differently from what it is doing now? 

• To mobilize finance to tackle immediate and systemic causes of learning deficit?  
• To partner with governments, the private sector, civil society, and other development institutions 

to promote learning?  
• To support fragile and conflict-affected countries in promoting schooling with learning?   



22 

Annex 1 

Making education work:  What national governments and the World Bank can do 

83. The agenda laid out in the WDR requires that countries place learning for all at the center of 
their efforts in education—and that they support this focus with concomitant investments and 
reforms in other sectors as well. This kind of realignment will require efforts by many actors, from 
policymakers and educators to families to employers. Given the audience at the Development Committee, 
this section lays out what national governments and the World Bank will need to do to support the learning 
agenda.   

The first step:  Acknowledging the crisis 
84. Countries that are featured in the WDR should be congratulated for shining a light on the 
problem—and for pointing the way toward solutions. It is tempting to see some of the examples in the 
report as “naming and shaming” certain countries, but the truth is the opposite. Many of the countries 
featured in the report have taken the crucial first step:  doing careful assessment of student learning. Only 
by doing that have they been able to shine a light on low levels, high inequality, and slow progress of 
learning. Many of these same countries have encouraged careful research to identify causes of these 
patterns. And when they have implemented programs to improve education, many countries have evaluated 
their programs. Such evaluations are crucial to continuous improvement of education, but any serious 
evaluation comes with risks because its findings are unpredictable.   
85. The education sector also deserves credit for taking on the issues of spending effectiveness, 
which are hardly unique to education. The problems identified in the WDR—too little use of evidence, 
and too little attention to how systemic problems undermine service delivery—undermine outcomes in other 
sectors as well. In many cases, the education sector has taken a lead in identifying them.  One indication of 
this is the ramp-up in rigorous impact evaluations of program effectiveness in the developing world over 
the past ten to fifteen years:  the education sector has accounted for the largest share of those evaluations, 
often by leading researchers.      

What can national governments do to promote this agenda?   
86. This WDR provides an agenda for education ministries in each of the three areas of action:  

• Assessing learning: Ministries need to put in place credible, system-wide assessments of 
learning—regional, national, international—that allow them to spotlight problems and benchmark 
progress. At the same time, they need to build the capacity of teachers and schools to do their own 
assessments—“assessments for learning”, as they have been called. 

• Acting to make schools work for learners:  Ministries can make much better use of knowledge 
that exists about how to promote learning, drawing on the many areas identified above where there 
is a wide gap between current practice and promising interventions.   

• Aligning actors to make the system work for learning:  Education ministries have the primary 
responsibility for building technical alignment between the many parts of the education system, 
such as curriculum, teacher education, learning assessment, and teacher evaluation. But they can 
also help improve political alignment, by encouraging all the key players, including those elsewhere 
in government and in civil society, to focus on equitable learning as the goal of education.   

87. But education ministries will not be able to do promote this agenda alone. They will need 
strong oversight and support from finance ministries.  

• Oversight and accountability:  In some cases, the Finance Ministry will need to encourage the 
Education Ministry to sharpen its focus on learning, by asking incisive questions as they allocate 
budgets:  What do we know about the learning achievement of the most disadvantaged children 
and youth? What is the evidence that school leaders are using the most promising techniques to 
promote learning? Are the key components of the education system coherent and aligned toward 
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learning? What skills are paying off in labor markets, and are schools building those skills?  
Ensuring there are key metrics to monitor the effectiveness of spending—which means tracking 
student learning, but also the intermediate steps that affect it—will be an important foundation for 
this relationship. 

• Financing:  Even the most learning-oriented education ministries need strong support, including 
adequate financing, to make learning for all happen. Finance Ministries play a central role here, 
beyond providing oversight and encouraging a focus on outcomes. Where education ministries (and 
other related ministries) show commitment to promoting learning for all, finance ministries need 
to devote the budgets necessary to support those efforts. The many returns to education—pecuniary 
and non-pecuniary, for individuals and societies—justify increased investment in education in 
many settings, even given the competing development priorities, when those investments can be 
used effectively.   

88. This agenda laid out in this Report also requires leadership from the president or prime 
minister. As the WDR emphasizes, the broader system in which schools and learning are embedded extends 
far beyond the education ministry and its budgetary oversight mechanisms. Achieving learning for all 
requires top-level leadership: 

• Setting learning for all as a clear goal:  The president or PM needs to build consensus around the 
idea that the major goal of the education system is to build learning and skills. This sounds 
uncontroversial, but many decisions are taken as if it were not the case. To build consensus, the 
president or PM needs to acknowledge where the country is falling short in building learning and 
skills—and at the same time, to celebrate the regions or schools that stand out in achieving learning 
for all. 

• Convening power and political cover:  Many of the actions to promote learning require action 
beyond the education sector:  for example, critical early-years investments that determine children’s 
readiness to learn in primary school are the responsibility of the health and social protection sectors. 
The president or PM needs to ensure that different ministries work together toward the learning 
goal. She also should be willing to provide political cover for ministries when they need to take 
difficult decisions to improve learning with equity, for example by shifting budget from one area 
to another.   

How can the World Bank help?   
89. The Bank is already well on its way to implementing this learning agenda. This is no accident:  
The World Development Report 2018 grows out of the Bank’s operational experience and analytical 
work, as well as those of its partners. It focuses on the learning crisis because once Bank staff started 
assessing student learning during their operational engagement with client countries, they were often 
startled by what they found. The Bank’s current education sector strategy, Learning for All, made tackling 
this challenge central to its work in the sector. The importance of assessing learning arose because too often 
Bank staff, like their government counterparts, have lacked reliable, actionable data on learning to guide 
interventions. The solutions proposed here—programs to support students, families, teachers, and 
schools—draw heavily from innovative approaches that the Bank has helped governments explore and 
evaluate. And when the WDR describes challenges of making learning happen system-wide, it is because 
Bank staff have confronted those barriers as they work with governments. Here too, the proposed solutions 
draw on the successful experience of countries the Bank has worked with.  
90. But there is still more that can be done. In the coming months, the Education Global Practice 
and other parts of the World Bank Group will build on the WDR to develop further operational 
implications. Regional companion studies to the WDR are exploring in more detail the parts of the WDR 
agenda that most resonate in their regions, with deep dives into issues such as fragility and conflict, 
displaced populations, and higher education. Together with the WDR, these will inform the 
operationalization agenda; the table below gives some examples of what this agenda might include. 
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Priority for action What the WBG is already doing 
(examples) 

What the WBG can do to deepen these 
efforts (examples) 

Assess learning to 
make it a serious 
goal 
 

Capacity-building and support: Helping 
countries to build comprehensive 
student assessment systems and 
generate robust data on learning and its 
determinants 
Operations and research: Incorporating 
student learning measures in analytical 
work and indicators of operational 
progress 
 

New learning metrics:  Develop and deploy new 
metrics (e.g., measures of socioemotional skills, 
or measures that work better in low-skill 
settings) 
Summary indicators:  Develop salient summary 
indicators of learning and human capital, to 
inform debates and track progress (e.g., simple, 
easily understandable measures like Learning-
Adjusted Years of Schooling proposed in the 
WDR 2018)  
Link between assessment and financing:  Ensure 
that good learning metrics are in place (or at 
least in development) before ramping up 
financial support for education 

Act on evidence to 
make schools work 
for learners  

Evidence and analysis: Carrying out 
rigorous evaluations and research on 
many education interventions (programs 
and policies) 
Operations: Sharing this evidence with 
countries and helping them experiment 
with context-specific innovations to 
promote learning 

Evidence in new settings:  Expand the evidence 
base on what works to promote learning in 
under-researched, high-priority settings (e.g., 
fragile contexts, refugees)  
Rapid feedback loops: Be more agile in 
assessing how projects are affecting outcomes, 
by leveraging administrative data systems and 
building mechanisms allowing them to inform 
action 

Align actors to 
make the whole 
system work for 
learning 

System analysis: Using a suite of tools 
(e.g., SABER) to analyze the key 
elements of an education system 
Operations:  Supporting governments 
with analysis and financing as they 
build all elements of education, from 
early years through tertiary and lifelong 
learning 
Financing instruments: Using results-
based financing to focus attention on 
outcomes  

Expanded system analysis: Strengthen and 
integrate the suite of tools, so that governments 
can track policies and processes all along the 
results chain from budget allocation to student 
outcomes (to promote technical coherence and 
alignment toward learning)  
Operational use of political economy analysis:  
Use political economy analysis more 
systematically in strategic planning, as well as 
in the design of operations, especially in 
countries stuck in low-learning traps (to 
promote political alignment toward learning)  
Financing instruments to promote flexibility: 
Continue to increase use of results-based 
financing, with a sharper focus on learning and 
its drivers; ensure that authorities can use 
flexibility to align key actors and adapt 
programs continuously  
Deeper cross-sectoral collaboration: Work 
closely with the Governance GP to 
operationalize the 2017 and 2018 WDRs 
together in education; take advantage of public-
sector reforms to improve system functioning in 
education  
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