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Foreword

Very few topics command as much attention in the development fi eld as 
school effectiveness. Schooling is a basic service that most citizens expect 
from their governments, but the quality available is quite variable, and the 
results too often disappointing. What will it take for schools in developing 
countries to deliver good quality education? Making Schools Work: New Evi-
dence on Accountability Reforms seeks to answer this question.

The 2004 World Development Report developed a conceptual framework to 
analyze the kind of government and market failures in service delivery that 
exist in a large number of developing countries: weak accountability leading 
to poor motivation and inadequate incentives for performance. That report 
proposed a set of approaches to remedy those failures that rely on stronger 
accountability mechanisms. But the empirical evidence supporting those 
approaches was limited—and uncomfortably so.

Over several years, World Bank researchers and project staff have 
worked with academic researchers and their counterparts in government 
and civil society to remedy this evidence gap. Their studies isolate and 
measure the impacts of reforms and expand the evidence base on the best 
methods for improving school effectiveness, especially through better 
information, devolution of authority, and stronger incentives for teachers.

This volume is a systematic stock-taking of the evidence on school 
accountability reforms in developing countries. It provides a measured and 
insightful review and assessment of the results of a variety of approaches 
that developing countries are experimenting with in their quest for better 
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schools. It is not the fi nal word on the subject, but will hopefully contribute 
to better policy choices, grounded in the evidence currently available. 

The Human Development Perspectives series presents research fi ndings 
on issues of critical strategic importance for developing countries. Improving 
the effectiveness of social service delivery is clearly one such issue. Making 
Schools Work sets a standard for future efforts to assess the effectiveness of 
policy reforms.

Ariel Fiszbein
Chief Economist for Human Development
Chair, Editorial Board, Human Development 
 Perspectives series
World Bank
Washington, D.C.

Elizabeth King
Director for Education
World Bank
Washington, D.C.



xi

Acknowledgments

This study was managed by Barbara Bruns, Deon Filmer, and Harry 
Anthony Patrinos, who jointly authored chapters 1 and 5. Deon Filmer 
authored chapter 2 with inputs from Marta Rubio-Codina; Harry Anthony 
Patrinos authored chapter 3; and Barbara Bruns co-authored chapter 4 
with Lucrecia Santibañez. The study grew out of a cross-country research 
program launched in 2006 with generous support from the government of 
the Netherlands through the Bank–Netherlands Partnership Program. That 
research program expanded with the launch of the Spanish Impact 
Evaluation Fund (SIEF) in 2007 and the establishment of a formal cluster 
of work on education reforms aimed at strengthening accountability. This 
book is above all a stocktaking of evidence emerging from the wave of new 
impact evaluations that the World Bank and partner countries have been 
able to launch thanks to this global funding support. 

For the initial inspiration to step up knowledge generation from World 
Bank operations through rigorous evaluation, the authors are grateful to 
Paul Gertler, former World Bank chief economist for human development 
(HD). For the idea of focusing on education reforms in developing countries 
that tested the accountability framework of the 2004 World Development 
Report, the authors are grateful to current HD chief economist, Ariel Fiszbein.   

This book is underpinned by signifi cant contributions, including 
background papers, by Marta Rubio-Codina and Lucrecia Santibañez. We 
also thank Debora Brakarz, Katherine Conn, Margaret Koziol, and Martin 
Schlotter for excellent research assistance. Bruce Ross-Larsen provided 



xii�|�Acknowledgments

excellent editorial advice. The team was guided and supervised by Elizabeth 
King and Ariel Fiszbein.

We also benefi tted from valuable comments from our peer reviewers, 
Luis Benveniste, Shantayanan Devarajan, Philip Keefer, and Karthik 
Muralidharan, and comments from colleagues Helen Abadzi, Felipe Barrera, 
Nick Manning, and Halsey Rogers. Helpful guidance received at earlier 
stages included comments from Sajitha Bashir, Isabel Beltran, Francois 
Bourguignon, Jishnu Das, Pascaline Dupas, Claudio Ferraz, Francisco 
Ferreira, Paul Gertler, Paul Glewwe, Robin Horn, Emmanuel Jimenez, Stuti 
Khemani, Arianna Legovini, Reema Nayar, Ritva Reinikka, Carolyn 
Reynolds, Sofi a Shakil, Lars Sondergaard, Connor Spreng, Miguel Urquiola, 
Emiliana Vegas, and Christel Vermeersch. Any and all errors that remain in 
this volume are the sole responsibility of the authors. 



xiii

About the Authors

Barbara Bruns is lead economist in the Latin America and Caribbean region 
of the World Bank, responsible for education. She is currently co-managing 
several impact evaluations of teacher pay for performance reforms in Brazil 
and is lead author of Achieving World Class Education in Brazil: The Next Agenda 
(2010). As the fi rst manager of the $14 million Spanish Impact Evaluation 
Fund (SIEF) at the World Bank from 2007 to 2009, Barbara oversaw the 
launch of more than 50 rigorous impact evaluations of health, education, 
and social protection programs.  She has also served on the Education Task 
Force appointed by the UN Secretary General in 2003, co-authored the 
book A Chance for Every Child: Achieving Universal Primary Education by 2015 
(2003), and headed the Secretariat of the global Education for All Fast Track 
Initiative from 2002 to 2004. She holds degrees from the London School of 
Economics and the University of Chicago.

Deon Filmer is lead economist in the Research Department of World Bank. 
His research has spanned the areas of education, health, social protection, 
and poverty, and he has published extensively in these areas. Recent 
publications include papers on the impact of scholarship programs on 
school participation in Cambodia; on the roles of poverty, orphanhood, and 
disability in explaining education inequalities; and on the determinants of 
fertility behavior. He was a core team member of the World Development 
Reports in 1995 Workers in an Integrating World and 2004 Making Services 
Work for Poor People. His current research focuses on measuring and 
explaining inequalities in education and health outcomes and evaluating 



xiv�|�About the Authors

the impact of interventions that aim to increase and promote school 
participation among the poor (such as conditional cash or food transfers) 
and interventions that aim to improve education service provision (such as 
policies to improve the quality of teachers in remote areas). He received his 
Ph.D. in economics from Brown University.

Harry Anthony Patrinos is lead education economist in the Education 
Department of the World Bank. He specializes in all areas of education, 
especially school-based management, demand-side fi nancing, and public-
private partnerships. He manages the Benchmarking Education Systems 
for Results program and leads the Indigenous Peoples, Poverty, and 
Development research program. He manages impact evaluations in Latin 
America focusing on school-based management, parental participation, 
compensatory education, and savings programs. Previous books include 
Indigenous Peoples, Poverty and Human Development in Latin America (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2006), Lifelong Learning in the Global Knowledge Economy (2003), 
Policy Analysis of Child Labor: A Comparative Study (St. Martin’s, 1999), 
Decentralization of Education: Demand-Side Financing (1997), and Indigenous 
People and Poverty in Latin America: An Empirical Analysis (Ashgate, 1997). He 
received a doctorate from the University of Sussex.



xv

Abbreviations

AGE  Support to School Management Program (Apoyo a la 
Gestión Escolar) [Mexico]

BOS  School Operational Assistance Program (Bantuan 
Operasional Sekolah) [Indonesia]

CERCA Civic Engagement for Education Reform in Central America 
DD difference-in-differences [econometric method] 
EDUCO   Education with Community Participation (Educación con 

Participación de la Comunidad) 
EGRA Early Grade Reading Assessment [Liberia] 
EMIS Education Management Information System
EQIP Education Quality Improvement Project [Cambodia]
ETP Extra Teacher Program [Kenya]
FUNDEF  Fund for Primary Education Development and Maintenance 

and Enhancement of the Teaching Profession (Fundo de 
Manutenção e Desenvolvimento da Educação Básica e de 
Valorização dos Profi ssionais da Educação) [Brazil]

GDP gross domestic product
GM  grant-maintained [school-based management model, United 

Kingdom]
IDEB  Index of Basic Education Development (Índice de 

Desenvolvimento da Educação Básica) [Brazil]
IV instrumental variables [econometric method]
NCLB No Child Left Behind [U.S. law]
NGO nongovernmental organization



xvi�|�Abbreviations

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PDE  School Development Plan (Plano de Desenvolvimiento da 

Escola) [Brazil] 
PEC  Quality Schools Program (Programa Escuelas de Calidad) 

[Mexico] 
PEC-FIDE   Program of Strengthening and Direct Investment in Schools 

(Programa de Fortalecimiento e Inversión Directa a las 
Escuelas) [Mexico]

PIRLS Progress in International Reading Literacy Study
PISA Programme for International Student Assessment
PREAL Partnership for Educational Revitalization in the Americas 
PTA parent-teacher association
RCT ramdomized control trial [experimental method]
RDD regression discontinuity design [experimental method]
SBM school-based management
SD standard deviation
SDMC school development and monitoring committee [India]
SIMCE  National System for Measuring the Quality of Education 

(Sistema Nacional de Medición de la Calidad de la 
Educación) [Chile]

SNED  National System for Performance Evaluation of Subsidized 
Educational Establishments (Sistema Nacional de Evaluación 
del Desempeño de los Establecimientos Educativos 
Subvencionados) [Chile]

TIMSS Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
VEC Village Education Committee [India]
$ All dollar amounts refer to U.S. dollars



1

Motivation and Framework

1

How can it be that a teacher sleeps in a classroom in the middle of a school 
day while students wait patiently outside? That grants intended for schools 
arrive with most of the funds siphoned off by intermediate layers of 
administration? That classrooms in slum areas teem with students, graffi ti, 
and broken windows while schools in richer districts enjoy ample 
resources? That national school systems function without the periodic 
tests that would reveal how little students are learning over time and 
across districts?

These are not the only problems facing education systems in the devel-
oping world, but they are some of the most egregious—and in some sense, 
puzzling. While inadequate funding may be the biggest challenge that 
developing countries face, the proximate cause of the phenomena observed 
above is not a lack of resources. The teacher is in the classroom, his salary 
paid. The school grants program was funded by the central ministry. A fi xed 
pot of resources may be distributed more or less equally across schools. 
While not simple or costless, the technology for tracking learning progress 
is readily available to developing countries, and many have started to 
implement it while others have not.

This book is about the threats to education quality that cannot be 
explained by lack of resources. It focuses on publicly fi nanced school sys-
tems and the phenomenon of service delivery failures: cases where programs 
and policies that increase the inputs to education fail to produce effective 
delivery of services where it counts—in schools and classrooms. It docu-
ments what we know about the extent and costs of service delivery failures 
in public education in the developing world. And it further develops aspects 
of the conceptual model posited in the World Development Report 2004: that 
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a root cause of low-quality and inequitable public services—not only in 
education—is the weak “accountability” of providers to both their supervi-
sors and their clients (World Bank 2003).

The central focus of this book, however, is a new story. It is that devel-
oping countries are increasingly adopting innovative strategies to attack 
these issues. In more and more of the developing world, education results 
are improving because, among other reasons, education systems are 
becoming more accountable for results. A highly encouraging part of the 
new story is growing willingness by developing-country policy makers to 
subject new reforms to rigorous evaluations of their impacts and cost-
effectiveness. Impact evaluation itself strengthens accountability because it 
exposes whether programs achieve desired results, who benefi ts, and at 
what public cost. A willingness to undertake serious impact evaluation is a 
commitment to more effective public service delivery. 

In just the past fi ve years, the global evidence base on education reforms 
to improve accountability has expanded signifi cantly. While still not large, 
the wave of accountability-oriented reforms in developing countries that 
have been, or are being, rigorously evaluated now includes several differ-
ent approaches and a diverse set of countries and regions. This book looks 
across this growing evidence base to take stock of what we now know and 
what remains unanswered. Although similar reforms have been adopted in 
many developed countries, it is beyond the scope of this book to review 
that policy experience in equivalent depth. Wherever possible, we do com-
pare the emerging evidence from developing-country cases with the 
broader global evidence, particularly where the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) experience is robust enough to 
support meta-evaluations and more general conclusions, or where devel-
oped-country cases appear to differ in important ways from outcomes in 
the developing world. 

Our goal is to use evidence to distill practical guidance for policy makers 
grappling with the same challenges and considering the same types of 
reforms. In many areas, the current evidence base does not support clear 
answers. But by synthesizing what is supported by current evidence and by 
framing the issues where further research is needed, we hope to contribute 
to more effective policy design today and encourage further experimenta-
tion and evaluation tomorrow. 

This initial chapter provides an overview and context for the rest of the 
book. It reviews the motivation and global context for education reforms 
aimed at strengthening provider accountability. It provides a rationale for 
the focus on the three key lines of reform that are analyzed in detail in 
chapters 2, 3, and 4: 

• Chapter 2 drills into the global experience with information reforms—
policies that use the power of information to strengthen the ability of 
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clients of education services (students and their parents) to hold provid-
ers accountable for results. 

• Chapter 3 analyzes the experience with school-based management reforms—
policies that increase schools’ autonomy to make key decisions and con-
trol resources, often empowering parents to play a larger role. 

• Chapter 4 reviews the evidence on two key types of teacher incentive 
reforms—policies that aim to make teachers more accountable for results, 
either by making contract tenure dependent on performance, or by offer-
ing performance-linked pay. 

The fi nal chapter summarizes what we know about the impact of these 
types of reforms, draws cautious conclusions about possible complemen-
tarities if they are implemented in tandem, and considers issues related to 
scaling up reform efforts and the political economy of reform. Finally, we 
suggest directions for future work.

Service Delivery Failure in the Developing World 

Between 1990 and 2010, the share of children who completed primary 
school in low-income countries increased from less than 45 percent to 
more than 60 percent (World Bank 2010)—a substantially faster rate of 
improvement than the standard set by the now high-income countries 
(Clemens, Kenny, and Moss 2007). Despite this progress, two swaths of the 
developing world—South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa—will likely not 
achieve the United Nations Millennium Development Goal of universal 
primary completion by 2015. In many countries, the failure to achieve 
even this basic threshold of education development will come after having 
invested substantial national and donor resources in education—higher 
shares of gross domestic product (GDP) than high-income countries spent 
over the course of their development. 

The gap in education results between developing and developed coun-
tries is even greater when measured by learning outcomes, as fi gure 1.1 
illustrates. Among 15-year-olds tested in the OECD’s Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment (PISA) in 2009, only 7 percent of Korean stu-
dents and 22 percent of students across all OECD countries scored below 
400 points—a threshold that signals even the most basic numeracy skills 
have not been mastered. Yet 73 percent of students in upper-middle-income 
countries and 90 percent of students in lower-middle-income developing 
countries performed below this level. Among the 38 developing countries 
participating in the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS), even students in the highest-income quintile performed, on aver-
age, worse than test takers from the poorest 20 percent of OECD students. 
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The Costs of Service Delivery Failure

The implications are serious. Researchers over the past decade have gener-
ated increasing evidence that what students actually learn—not how many 
years of schooling they complete—is what counts for economic growth. 
Moreover, in a globalizing economy, the crucial yardstick is not learning 
measured by national standards but learning measured in comparison with 
the best-performing education systems internationally. 

Analyzing data on student performance on internationally bench-
marked tests (such as PISA, TIMSS, and the Progress in International 
Reading  Literacy Study [PIRLS]) from more than 50 countries over a 
40-year period, Hanushek and Woessmann (2007, 2010) have demon-
strated a tight correlation between average student learning levels and 
long-term economic growth. The relationship holds across high-income 
countries, across developing countries, across regions, and across countries 
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Figure 1.1  Comparative PISA Math Profi ciency, 2009
percentages of 15-year-old students scoring at “high,” 
“average,” and “below basic” levels

Source: OECD PISA 2009 database. 

Note: OECD = Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. PISA = Pro-
gramme for International Student Assessment. Bars are anchored to the below-400 
threshold. Percentages for the three performance bands in each bar add up to 100 per-
cent. Thresholds map to PISA standardized scores: 500 represents the mean score, and 
100 points is the score associated with 1 standard deviation.
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within regions: differences in average cognitive skills are consistently and 
highly correlated with long-term rates of per capita income growth. While 
the quantity of education (average years of schooling of the labor force) is 
statistically signifi cantly related to long-term economic growth in analyses 
that neglect  education quality, the association between years of schooling 
and economic growth falls to close to zero once education quality (mea-
sured by average scores on internationally benchmarked tests) is intro-
duced. It is the quality of education that counts for economic benefi ts from 
schooling.

The recent Commission on Growth and Development, which reviewed 
the factors associated with sustained economic growth around the world, 
included these two key conclusions in its 2008 report, The Growth Report: 
Strategies for Sustained Growth and Inclusive Development: 

• “Every country that sustained high growth for long periods put substan-
tial effort into schooling its citizens and deepening its human capital.” 

• [Rather than the quantity of education (years of schooling or rates of 
enrollment),] “it is the results (literacy, numeracy, and other cognitive 
skills) that matter to growth.” 

How Services Fail

Developing countries in 2010 spent an estimated 5 percent of GDP on public 
education. While this average obscures a slightly lower share in low-income 
countries and a higher share in middle-income countries, the salient point 
is that these levels of investment are not wildly different from average pub-
lic spending on education in OECD countries, which was 4.8 percent of GDP 
in 2010. 

Researchers have documented the weak correlation between spending 
and results in education that emerges from cross-country and within-
country analysis—whether measured in terms of aggregate spending as a 
share of GDP, spending per student, or trends over time (World Bank 
2003). The lack of correlation holds whether spending is compared to out-
puts (education attainment) or outcomes (learning), and it holds after 
controlling for incomes, as shown in fi gure 1.2a. 

This pattern is not restricted to the developing world. For example, per-
student U.S. spending on education doubled in real terms from 1970 to 
2000 but produced no increase in student performance on benchmarked 
tests (Hanushek 2006). For many years, this observed “failure of input-
based policies” was a core conundrum of education economics. 

The World Development Report 2004 broke new ground on this question 
by looking broadly at the ways in which public spending in developing 
countries failed to result in quality services for clients, particularly the 
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poorest clients (World Bank 2003). It documented key issues in the “service 
delivery chain,” including inequitable allocation to low-income groups, the 
“leakage” of funding en route from central ministries to front-line providers, 
and the failure of front-line providers such as teachers, doctors, and nurses 
to perform effectively—or even, in many cases, to show up. 

Inequitable spending 
The allocation of public education spending in developing countries often 
benefi ts the rich rather than the poor. Public expenditure studies in six 
different African countries, for example, have found that more than 
30 percent of education spending benefi ted the richest 20 percent, while 
only 8 to 16 percent benefi ted the poorest 20 percent (fi gure 1.3a). But as 
the case of Malawi illustrates, public policy choices can transform a highly 
regressive pattern of expenditures into an equitable one, as that country 
did between 1990 and 1998, shown in fi gure 1.3b.

Funding leaks
Public expenditure tracking studies have documented substantial “leakage” 
of public funding in the fl ow from central ministries to the front-line 
providers: schools. In one well-documented case, it took concerted gov-
ernment action over an eight-year period to raise the share of capitation 
grants that actually reached Ugandan schools from less than 20 percent to 
80 percent (Reinikka and Svensson 2005). Other studies have shown that 
“leakage” is a serious problem in many settings, as seen in table 1.1. Inno-
vative research by Ferraz, Finan, and Moreira (2010) exploited data from 
randomized government audits of municipalities in Brazil to take this anal-
ysis a step further and quantify how much the leaks can matter for educa-
tion quality. The 35 percent of municipalities where signifi cant corruption 
was uncovered were less likely than other municipalities to have adequate 
school infrastructure or to provide in-service training to teachers, and their 
student test scores were on average a 0.35 standard deviation lower—a 
large disparity by global standards. 

Teacher absence and loss of instructional time 
The most widespread losses and abuses in education systems occur on 
the front lines—teachers who are absent from their posts or who demand 
illegal payments for services that are legally free. A study that collected 
estimates of teacher absenteeism in nine developing countries (using 
surprise visits to a nationally representative sample of schools in each 
country) found, on average, 19 percent of all teachers absent on any 
given day. The lowest rate registered was 11 percent in Peru; the highest 
was 27 percent in Uganda (Chaudhury and others 2006). The estimated 
average for India was 25 percent, but in some states, it reached 40 percent 
(Kremer and others 2005). 
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Even when teachers are present at the schools, they are not always 
teaching. In India, several different studies have documented that teach-
ers present at schools spend only half of their time teaching; the rest may 
be spent on administrative tasks for the local government or congregating 
with other teachers for tea. Standardized classroom observations have 
found that the signifi cant loss of instructional time is a widespread phe-
nomenon in the developing world (Abadzi 2009). Of every instructional 
hour, as fi gure 1.4 shows, only about 80 percent is effectively used by 
teachers in Lebanon, the Republic of Yemen, Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, and Tunisia; as little as 63 percent in Pernambuco, Brazil; and 
39 percent in Ghana. (The good-practice benchmark for classroom obser-
vations in OECD countries is at least 85 percent of class time effectively 
used for instruction.) The implication for cost-effectiveness is staggering if 
the most expensive input in any education system—teacher salaries—
produces learning activity only 40 percent of the time. 

Why Services Fail

What explains these deep and sometimes pervasive failures of service 
delivery? What explains the substantial heterogeneity across settings in the 
extent to which education resources translate into results? 

Table 1.1 Percentage of School Grants Reaching Schools in Selected 
Countries

Country and grant year(s) Percentage received by schools
Brazil 2003 (FUNDEF capitation grant)a 45–87b

Ghana 1997–98 51

Kenya 2004 (secondary school bursary funds) 78

Madagascar 2002 88

Papua New Guinea (2001, 2002) 72, 93

Tanzania 2002–03 62

Uganda 1991–95, 2001 <20, 80

Zambia 2001 (discretion, rule)c 24, 90
Sources: Ferraz, Finan, and Moreira 2010 for Brazil; Ye and Canagarajah 2002 for Ghana; 
Republic of Kenya 2005; Francken 2003 for Madagascar; World Bank 2004 for Papua New 
Guinea; Ministry of Finance, Government of Tanzania 2005; Reinikka and Svensson 2005 
for Uganda; and Das and others 2005 for Zambia. 

a. FUNDEF = Fund for Primary Education Development and Maintenance and 
Enhancement of the Teaching Profession (Fundo de Manutenção e Desenvolvimento da 
Educação Básica e de Valorização dos Profi ssionais da Educação).

b. Range in degree of leakage found by auditors in diff erent municipalities.

c. Discretion-based grants are determined on an ad hoc basis by the ministry; rule-based 
grants are determined by a funding formula.
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That the effective use of resources hinges critically on the incentives faced 
by system actors is a core insight from economics. The World Development 
Report 2004: Making Services Work for Poor People focused on the incentives 
faced by the various actors involved in the delivery of public services in the 
developing world (World Bank 2003). 

Incentive systems in education face a challenge that is common to most 
sectors and fi rms: the principal-agent problem. The principal (a country’s 
ministry of education) would like to ensure that its agents (school direc-
tors and teachers) deliver schooling that results in learning. But achieving 
this is complex because of the nature of the service. If education were like 
producing pizzas or kebabs or samosas or empanadas, the delivery process 
could be reduced to a set of predefi ned tasks that agents are instructed to 
carry out. Quality could be monitored by ensuring that workers follow the 
predefi ned steps. 

But education services are complicated. At the point of delivery—the 
interaction of teachers with their students—the service provided is highly 
discretionary, variable, and transaction-intensive: 

• Discretionary, in that teachers must use their own judgment to decide 
what part of the curriculum to deliver and how 
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• Variable, in that in a single classroom a teacher must customize services 
to a large number of different students with different aptitudes, motiva-
tions, and learning styles 

• Transaction-intensive, in that producing learning results requires repeated 
and frequent interaction between teachers and individual students. 

These features make it diffi cult to predefi ne in suffi cient detail the actions 
teachers must take, either to specify a complete contract of what they are 
expected to do or to monitor that contract completely. 

The principal-agent problem is further complicated because ministries 
of education are themselves the agents of the citizenry. If the “consum-
ers” of education services were like restaurant patrons, repeat business 
and competition could be expected to ensure the restaurant’s quality or it 
would go out of business. But governments universally mediate the mar-
ket for education because the sector suffers from a set of market failures 
that government intervention can rectify. As a result, the users of educa-
tion services—parents and children—are also principals trying to ensure 
that their country’s ministry of education establishes a system that pro-
duces the high-quality education they demand. This sequential set of 
principal-agent problems demands a more complex system of incentives 
and accountability.

Figure 1.5 shows the set of actors and relationships that determine pub-
lic sector accountability. The sequence of principal-agent problems forms a 
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Figure 1.5 The Accountability Framework

Source: World Bank 2003.



12�|�Making Schools Work

long route of accountability between the users of services and front-line 
providers. In a fi rst step, the clients (parents and students) hold the state 
accountable. They do this by using their voice and votes, through the polit-
ical process, to try to ensure that politicians and policy makers deliver the 
services they demand. In a second step, the state holds providers (schools 
and teachers) accountable for their behaviors and their results through a 
compact or managerial relationship. This compact can be implicit, as in 
most countries where schools are managed mostly within a ministry of 
education. But the compact can also be explicit in the case of vouchers, 
charter schools, and other strategies for contracting out services. When the 
state turns over the delivery of services to a nonstate entity, it is forced to 
defi ne the terms of a specifi ed contract.

There is also a more direct route of accountability—a short route—
that runs directly from users to front-line providers. When a service is 
competitively provided and its quality is easy to monitor, as in a restaurant, 
client power is strong, and this short route is suffi cient to ensure satisfac-
tory service delivery. 

In education, the short route also has an important role to play. Just as 
there are market failures that create the rationale for government interven-
tion in a sector, there are also “government failures” whereby the long route 
breaks down, and the short route can compensate for those failures. Citi-
zens, and poor citizens in particular, may lack the voice or the political clout 
to hold politicians accountable through “long-route” electoral processes. 
Entrenched interests, or even just the inherent diffi culties of monitoring 
service delivery, may make it hard to defi ne or implement an effective com-
pact. Strengthening the short route—that is, giving parents and students a 
direct voice in their local school—can be an important way of improving 
service delivery.

Three Core Strategies for More Accountable 
Education Systems 

Our focus on accountability is in part motivated by the theory outlined 
above—that education results depend on the effective resolution of a series 
of principal-agent problems that characterize service delivery in this sector. 
But the focus also has an empirical foundation. Cross-country analysis of 
international tests such as PISA and TIMSS shows that countries with 
greater local decision-making authority and greater accountability have 
better learning outcomes (Fuchs and Woessmann 2007; Woessmann 2003). 
More compelling yet is the growing set of experiments with school account-
ability reforms in developed and developing countries that show causal 
impacts on student learning. 
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Although a variety of accountability reform strategies have been adopted 
in OECD, middle-income, and low-income countries over the past two 
decades, this book focuses on three widely used strategies that each have a 
clear rationale for how reforms might translate into improved learning out-
comes: 

• Information for accountability: generation and dissemination of informa-
tion about schooling rights and responsibilities, inputs, outputs, and out-
comes

• School-based management: decentralization of school-level decision 
 making—autonomy—to school-level agents

• Teacher incentives: policies that link pay or tenure directly to performance.

Information for Accountability

The notion that increased information in education can improve account-
ability and outcomes is not new. In the 1990s, the education sector in the 
United States experienced a large-scale increase in test-based accountability 
(Loveless 2005). By the end of the decade, most states had some form of 
statewide testing system in place, and this approach was entrenched at the 
federal level in 2001 as a part of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) law. 

Before NCLB, the implementation of school accountability systems varied 
extensively across states. In particular, the degree to which schools perform-
ing below standard would receive any “punishment” from state authorities 
varied. In some states, test-based accountability amounted to no more than 
information about average school (test) performance, commonly referred to 
as “school report cards.” Studies of this U.S. experience have typically found 
that the impact of accountability on test scores has been positive (Carnoy 
and Loeb 2002; Hanushek and Raymond 2003, 2005; and Loeb and Strunk 
2007). Intriguingly, the fi ndings suggest that simply reporting information 
about average school test scores led to increased performance (Hoxby 2001, 
Hanushek and Raymond 2003), although these fi ndings vary when alterna-
tive measures of the degree of sanction associated with accountability are 
used in the analysis (Hanushek and Raymond 2005).

Creating an information feedback loop to connect public service users, 
providers, and policy makers as a reform strategy cuts across sectors. In 
Bangalore, India, a civil society organization initiated the generation of 
“citizen report cards” that rated the quality of public services based on 
interviews with the users of these services (Paul 2002). These report cards 
were then disseminated through various media channels in ways that 
allowed service users to compare quality across services and across neigh-
borhoods. This initiative has been credited with management reforms 
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that contributed to improvements in service delivery (also see the discus-
sion about the “right to information” movement in India in Jenkins and 
Goetz 1999). Similar approaches are being tried in a variety of contexts—
for example, in the Ugandan health sector, where detailed “report cards” 
for health clinics were prepared and shared with villagers and health 
workers, followed by workshops to develop improvement plans for the 
clinics (Björkman and Svensson 2007).

When parents and students have little information about the perfor-
mance of their schools or about the inputs those schools are entitled to 
receive, their position relative to service providers and governments is 
weak. They have limited ability to hold schools and teachers accountable 
for either effort or effi ciency in the use of resources, and they have a lim-
ited empirical foundation to lobby local or national governments for greater 
(or better) public support to their schools. In terms of the accountability 
relationships illustrated in fi gure 1.5, lack of information weakens clients’ 
power to hold providers directly accountable and also weakens citizens’ 
voices relative to policy makers and politicians.

There are three main accountability channels through which informa-
tion could affect learning outcomes: increasing choice, participation, and voice. 

Increasing choice 
Providing parents with hard evidence about learning outcomes at alterna-
tive schools allows parents and students to optimally go to their preferred 
schools. In a context where there is a choice of schools and where school-
level resources are linked to attendance, the information about learning 
outcomes can have two effects. First, it can reduce the information asym-
metry between service providers (who know substantially more about 
what is going on in the schools) and service users. Second, the enhanced 
competitive pressure induced by more effective choice can induce provid-
ers to improve quality. Both of these effects increase client power in the pro-
vision of services.

Increasing participation 
By publicizing rights, roles, and responsibilities and by documenting service 
delivery shortfalls relative to other schools in the village, district, province, 
or country, information can be a motivator for action on the part of parents 
and other stakeholders. Lack of information could lead parents and other 
stakeholders to believe that performance is adequate—in turn leading to 
complacency. The provision of information can rebalance the relationship 
between users and providers and spur users to action, including increased 
or more effective oversight of schools—thereby also increasing client power. 
The logical chain is that provider effort increases as a result of this intensi-
fi ed oversight, thereby improving education quality.
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Increasing voice 
Providing credible information can allow parents and other stakeholders to 
lobby governments more effectively for improved policies, either at the 
local or national level. It provides content to feed the voice that citizens use 
to pressure governments and hold them to account. Information can expose 
shortcomings and biases, and its wide dissemination can overcome infor-
mation asymmetries that perpetuate inequalities (Keefer and Khemani 
2005; Majumdar, Mani, and Mukand 2004). Finally, information can 
become the basis for political competition (Khemani 2007).

School-Based Management

The highly decentralized nature of education services at the point of deliv-
ery makes them extremely demanding of the managerial, technical, and 
fi nancial capacity of governments. The requirements for effective, effi -
cient, and centrally produced and distributed education services are 
therefore stringent. There is an association across countries between good 
performance on international student achievement tests and local- and 
school-level autonomy to adapt and implement education content and to 
allocate and manage resources. Indeed, there is a trend in many countries 
toward increasing autonomy, devolving responsibility, and encouraging 
responsiveness to local needs, all with the objective of raising perfor-
mance levels. 

SBM defi ned
School-based management (SBM) is the decentralization of authority from 
the government to the school level. Responsibility for, and decision-making 
authority over, school operations is transferred to local agents. Many of 
these reforms also attempt to strengthen parental involvement in the 
schools, sometimes by means of school councils. 

These aspects of SBM form two important dimensions: (1) the extent to 
which schools are granted autonomy over decisions—an attempt at improv-
ing the compact between those who oversee service provision and those 
who deliver it; and (2) the extent to which parents are actively encouraged 
to participate in the decision making—an attempt at improving the voice 
parents have in the delivery of services.

The granting of autonomy in SBM programs usually works through the 
establishment of a school committee (which goes by various names such as 
school council or school management committee). The tasks of the council 
or committee can vary substantially across initiatives and can include the 
following functions: 

• Monitoring the school’s performance as measured by test scores or by 
teacher and student attendance
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• Developing curriculum 
• Procuring textbooks and other education material 
• Improving infrastructure and developing school improvement plans 
• Hiring and fi ring of teachers and other school staff 
• Monitoring and evaluating teacher performance and student learning 

outcomes
• Allocating budgetary resources 
• Approving annual budgets (including the development budget) and 

examining monthly fi nancial statements.

In programs that actively promote parental participation, the school com-
mittee (in the context of the fi gure 1.5 framework) becomes a middle point 
between users and front-line providers. As in the dimension of auton-
omy, there is a wide range in the extent to which SBM initiatives translate 
into effective parental involvement. In some cases, parents act merely as 
observers or volunteers; in others, parents take on responsibilities such as 
the assessment of student learning or fi nancial management. In cases with 
more intensive involvement, parents are directly involved in the school’s 
management by being custodians of the funds received and verifying the 
purchases and contracts made by the school. 

SBM objectives
School-based management is a form of decentralization. While decentral-
ization can involve the transfer of responsibilities from the central govern-
ment to lower levels of government (such as the regional, municipal, or 
district levels), this book is concerned with the school as the locus of deci-
sion making. The main thrust behind SBM is that it encourages demand, 
ensures that schools refl ect local priorities and values, and allows closer 
monitoring of the performance of service providers. In other words, SBM 
shortens the long route of accountability. By giving a voice and decision-making 
power to local stakeholders who know more about local needs than central 
policy makers do, it is argued that SBM will improve education outcomes 
and increase client satisfaction. 

SBM emphasizes the individual school (as represented by any combi-
nation of principals, teachers, parents, students, and other members of 
the school community) as the primary unit for improving education. Its 
redistribution of decision-making authority over school operations is the 
primary means by which this improvement can be stimulated and sus-
tained. Arguments in favor of SBM typically emphasize that it will lead to

• increased participation of local stakeholders in decision-making processes; 

• more effective and transparent use of resources (because of the ability to 
use local knowledge in allocating resources and the increased oversight 
role of parents);
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• more inputs and resources from parents, whether in cash or in-kind 
(because of the increased stake parents have in the provision of edu-
cation);

• more open and welcoming school environments (because of increased 
parental participation and communication with school authorities); and

• higher-quality delivery of education services, ultimately improving stu-
dent performance (as measured by lower repetition and dropout rates 
and by higher test scores).

SBM pioneers
In Australia, the 1967 Currie Report recommended the establishment of 
governing bodies for each school, consisting of teachers, parents, local 
community members, and students (Currie 1967). This report was imple-
mented in 1974, and by the late 1990s, all eight Australian school systems 
had enacted legislation to introduce reforms involving SBM. 

Other countries followed suit. Britain’s Education Reform Act, in 1988, 
empowered school communities by giving public secondary schools the 
option of leaving local-education-authority control and becoming autono-
mous, grant-maintained (GM) schools. GM schools were funded by a new 
agency but were owned and managed by each school’s governing body: a 
new 10- to 15-member entity composed of the head teacher and teacher 
and parent representatives. Control over all staff contracts and ownership 
of the buildings and grounds were taken from the local school districts and 
given to GM schools. Between 1988 and 1997, among almost 1,000 schools 
holding votes on the matter, most favored conversion to GM status. Else-
where, also in 1988, boards of trustees were introduced at each school in 
New Zealand, and the School Reform Act instituted mandatory school 
councils in the United States.

In the developing world, one of the fi rst countries to adopt SBM as part 
of an overall reform program was El Salvador. The reform began in 1991 
under the name Educación con Participación de la Comunidad (Education with 
Community Participation, or EDUCO). EDUCO schools were publicly 
funded schools where parents were expected to make contributions such as 
providing meals or volunteering their time and labor. The distinguishing 
feature of EDUCO schools was their management by local Associations for 
Community Education (ACEs), community-elected bodies that received 
funds directly from the Ministry of Education. ACEs were responsible for 
enacting and implementing all school-level education policies, including 
the hiring, fi ring, and monitoring of teachers (Sawada and Ragatz 2005). 

The main tenet of EDUCO’s philosophy was the need for parents to be 
directly involved in their children’s education. The program contributed to 
rebuilding the school system after a civil war and is credited with expanding 
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preprimary and primary enrollments in rural areas, particularly in the 
poorest areas with little access to existing education services (Di Gropello 
2006). Some evidence also shows positive effects on teacher effort, student 
retention, and reduced teacher absences as well as some limited evidence 
of improved learning outcomes (Jimenez and Sawada 1999, 2003; Sawada 
1999; Sawada and Ragatz 2005).

Teacher Incentives 

Many different monetary and nonmonetary factors motivate individuals 
to become and remain teachers, as fi gure 1.6 summarizes—ranging from 
base salaries, pensions, and benefi ts to the intrinsic satisfaction of help-
ing a child to learn. Yet the phenomena described earlier in this chapter 
(high rates of teacher absence and persistently low learning results) attest 
to failures of the education system in many developing countries to cre-
ate adequate incentives for teachers to deliver effective performance in 
the classroom. 

It is not only in developing countries that policy makers wishing to recruit, 
groom, or motivate “great teachers” confront a political reality of recruit-
ment and compensation systems with weak links, if any, between rewards 
and performance. Most education systems globally are characterized by 
fi xed salary schedules, lifetime job tenure, and fl at labor hierarchies, which 
create a rigid labor environment where extra effort, innovation, and good 
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results are not rewarded and where dismissal for poor performance is 
exceedingly rare (Weisberg and others 2009). Almost universally, teacher 
recruitment and promotion are based on the number of years of preservice 
training, formal certifi cates, and years of service. Yet an extensive body of 
research has documented the lack of correlation between these observable 
factors and teachers’ effectiveness in the classroom—measured by their abil-
ity to produce learning improvements in their students (Rivkin, Hanushek, 
and Kain 2005).

In this context, both OECD and developing countries are increasingly 
experimenting with two particular teacher policy reforms that aim to 
strengthen teachers’ accountability for performance: contract tenure reforms 
and pay-for-performance reforms. 

In terms of the accountability triangle in fi gure 1.5, these reforms tighten 
the managerial compact between policy makers and providers by defi ning 
expected results with more specifi city and establishing clearer rewards and 
sanctions. In those cases where contract teachers are directly hired and 
supervised by school-level committees with parent participation—a com-
mon formula—the reform also strengthens client power by giving parents 
and community members a degree of direct authority over teachers that 
they previously lacked. Contract tenure and pay-for-performance reforms 
work at the opposite ends of the incentives spectrum, one offering positive 
rewards and the other strengthening the threat of sanctions. But it is inter-
esting to note that they share a political advantage: they can both be intro-
duced alongside existing teacher policies without requiring wholesale 
reform of civil service rules regarding teacher salary scales, tenure, and 
recruitment processes. 

Contract tenure reforms
Teacher recruitment under contracts that do not grant civil service sta-
tus and tenure protection creates a parallel corps of “contract teachers” 
who work alongside the existing stream. Contract teachers are hired on 
fi xed-term (usually one-year) contracts and, in many cases, the locus of 
hiring is more decentralized (to the school or community level) than 
under the civil service. Entry standards (education level) and salaries 
for contract teachers are also often different. From an incentive stand-
point, the absence of job stability should make contract teachers more 
accountable for performance. More localized hiring also creates the 
potential for closer monitoring of teacher performance and additional 
accountability pressure.

Pay-for-performance reforms
Merit pay, performance-based pay, or teacher bonus schemes leave core 
salary policies intact but create an incentive at the margin with the offer of 
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a bonus (usually an annual bonus) based on some explicit measure of 
teacher performance. There are many different designs, but one core distinc-
tion is who is rewarded: individual teachers or the school as a whole (group-
based rewards). A second distinction is what is rewarded: bonuses can reward 
inputs (such as teacher attendance), outcomes (such as student learning and 
grade progression), or a combination. Given the expansion of standardized 
student testing, pay-for-performance programs are increasingly based on 
improvement in learning outcomes. From an incentive standpoint, pay-for-
performance programs are among the strongest possible levers to strengthen 
accountability for specifi c desired results. 

Accountability and Evidence

To improve student learning outcomes, school systems everywhere com-
monly employ a broad range strategies: teacher training, curriculum reform, 
textbook provision, school lunches, libraries and infrastructure, and many 
more. Each of these interventions has the potential to increase learning, 
but they typically rely on a technocratic approach to changing the level and 
mix of inputs. As discussed above, changing the level of inputs through 
increased resources is often ineffective (as fi gure 1.2 illustrated). Even if it 
is possible to establish a technically optimal mix of inputs in a given situa-
tion, the mix actually implemented is ultimately the result of accountability 
relationships and pressures. For example, the allocation of more resources 
to teacher-related inputs, as opposed to other inputs, often refl ects the 
political voice of teachers, who are typically the most organized group of 
education stakeholders (see Pritchett and Filmer 1999 for a discussion and 
empirical illustration of this). Underlying accountability relationships have 
the power to shape education outcomes by affecting the level and mix of 
education inputs that are available in an education system as well as the 
effectiveness of resource use. 

Among the possible strategies for strengthening accountability in educa-
tion, this book focuses on information for accountability, SBM, and teacher 
incentives because these particular reforms are increasingly being imple-
mented in developing countries. There is also a new wave of evidence 
regarding how these reforms work that has grown out of a concerted effort 
by the World Bank since 2005 to identify clusters of innovative developing-
country reforms in these three areas and to work with partner govern-
ments to support their rigorous evaluation.1 The three themes of this book 
mirror the clusters that were identifi ed for impact evaluation support.

This book does not address two additional approaches to increasing 
accountability, however, and these deserve mention. The fi rst approach 
involves greater use of the private sector to create a more competitive 
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market for education—for example, through the use of vouchers or public-
private partnerships. The theory of change underlying these strategies is to 
leverage public-private competition to induce quality improvements in the 
public sector. While the rigorous evidence in developing country contexts 
is currently limited (there has been more experience in OECD countries), it 
is growing, and the evidence base will be stronger in the years to come 
(Patrinos, Barrera-Osorio, and Guáqueta 2009).

A second approach is to strengthen the compact through administrative 
decentralization—reforms that shift powers or resources from the central 
government to the regional or district levels but do not change the degree 
of autonomy at the school level. These intergovernmental reforms, while 
they may also aim at strengthening accountability, are less amenable to 
the type of impact evaluation prioritized in this book. While there have 
been some attempts to identify impacts of these reforms using approaches 
that require more assumptions for identifi cation (Galiani, Gertler, and 
Schargrodsky 2008; Eskeland and Filmer 2007), even these are rare. Last, 
to the extent that these decentralization reforms merely shorten the long 
route of accountability (by replacing the “state” with “local government” 
in the fi gure 1.5 framework), basic accountability problems on the front 
lines of service delivery may remain (Khemani 2001).

Accountability Reforms in Context

Accountability-oriented reforms in education or in any other sector take 
place in a broader context of public sector policies and management. They 
are infl uenced by, and interact with, this context in several ways. 

Context of broad public sector reform
First, there can be a direct link between broader public sector reform efforts 
and specifi c applications in education. In Australia and New Zealand in the 
late 1980s, for example, information and SBM reforms similar in design 
and spirit to the cases reviewed in this book were implemented as part of 
high-profi le, government-wide efforts to make the public sector more 
results-focused, transparent, and responsive to citizens. A more recent case, 
the 2008 teacher pay-for-performance reform adopted in the state of Minas 
Gerais in Brazil (which closely parallels one of the cases discussed in this 
book) was an explicit part of a broad, statewide “management shock 
program” (choque de gestao) aimed at making the public sector more results-
focused and effi cient. 

Context of public sector dysfunction
Second, dysfunctions in the broader public sector context can create the 
latent or explicit demand for education accountability reforms. If schools 
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are not functioning because of a breakdown of the state, as in civil-war-
torn El Salvador in the early 1990s or Nepal in 2001, bottom-up demands 
from parents can generate a radical model of locally managed schools in 
response. If constrained public sector resources cannot fi nance universal 
primary schooling at the prevailing civil service teacher wage, local hiring 
of lower-wage contract teachers may emerge as an offi cial or unoffi cial 
education system response, as occurred in many parts of Africa and India 
in the 1990s. Indeed, as noted earlier, it is likely no coincidence that the 
two specifi c approaches to teacher incentive reforms reviewed in this book 
(contract tenure and pay-for-performance reforms) are attracting increasing 
interest from developing-country policy makers. Both can inject fl exibility 
into otherwise rigid civil service rules governing teachers’ pay levels and 
accountability for performance without requiring across-the-board reforms 
of those rules that would be resisted by teachers’ unions, or the civil service 
as whole. 

Context of political power
Third, the broader political context can delimit or undermine the impact of 
reforms adopted in the education sector to improve accountability. The 
power of a reform that gives parents information about school outcomes to 
promote systemwide improvement will be constrained if the ethnic minor-
ities or low-income communities whose schools are most disadvantaged 
are underrepresented in the political process. 

Context of infl uence on public sector accountability
Fourth, and conversely, accountability reforms in education also have the 
potential to wedge open a political space for broader public sector manage-
ment reforms. Increasing the information available to all stakeholders—the 
users of services, the overseers, and the providers—could change the debate 
about overall public sector effectiveness. Access to information can also 
provide tools for various stakeholders to hold each other to account. Like-
wise, SBM could change the relative power of the different stakeholders, 
with spin-off effects for performance management. And increasing the role 
of performance evaluation in the career management of public sector 
teachers could set the stage for more generalized public-sector pay reforms. 
From this perspective, each of these smaller-scale reforms may not be an 
end in itself but rather a contribution to a dynamic process that ultimately 
produces larger-scale change.

Use of Impact Evaluations

This book synthesizes results from 22 recent, high-quality impact evalua-
tions of accountability-focused reforms in 11 developing countries. These 
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evaluations represent only a small subset of the available studies on these 
topics, but they merit special attention because they meet a high bar for 
methodological rigor. In almost all cases, the studies were prospectively 
designed impact evaluations whose goal was to establish attribution: that 
the size and nature of the impacts observed were directly caused by the 
program. 

This focus on the identifi cation of causal impacts is one of the hall-
marks of rigorous impact evaluation. Rather than being satisfi ed with 
correlations—for example, that schools with management committees 
tend to have better learning outcomes—rigorous impact evaluations aim 
to quantify the extent to which observed increases in learning outcomes 
were the result of school committees, excluding the possible role of other 
observed and unobservable factors. 

Rigorous impact evaluations quantify causal effects by comparing what 
happened with the program to a credible estimate of what would have hap-
pened without it. The most robust method for this is a randomized control 
trial (RCT). When programs are implemented so that benefi ciaries (be they 
schools, communities, or individual students) are randomly selected from a 
larger group of potential benefi ciaries, the “treatment” and “comparison” 
populations will be statistically identical—in both observable and unob-
servable ways. Under these conditions, the impacts of a program on its 
benefi ciaries can be directly compared with the outcomes experienced by 
nonrecipients. The use of random assignment minimizes the threat of selec-
tion bias—that is, that the individuals benefi ting from a program are in 
some way different from those who do not benefi t and that these inherent 
differences, rather than exposure to the program, explain the different 
results. 

Evidence from RCT evaluations of accountability-oriented reforms fi g-
ures prominently in this book because these evaluations typically achieve 
the highest internal validity—or standard of proof that the observed results 
are attributable to the program. Fifteen of the 22 cases reviewed in this 
book are pilot programs whose experimental design was expressly devel-
oped to establish rigorous evidence of impact. They constitute excellent 
tests of the effi cacy of a new reform or program because they demonstrate 
whether the program can work under carefully controlled conditions and 
the size of the impacts that can result. 

While RCTs are often implemented on a pilot scale, it is relatively rare to 
fi nd systemwide reforms implemented through random assignment.2 But 
pilot programs are not necessarily a window into the reality of how these 
kinds of reforms would gestate or be implemented in a nonexperimental 
context or at scale. As such, they raise questions of the external validity of 
the results: to what extent can we expect the same impacts if these pro-
grams are implemented in different settings or systemwide? 
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Therefore, while evaluations that rely on quasi-experimental approaches 
such as regression discontinuity design (RDD) or difference-in-differences 
analysis (DD) require somewhat more stringent assumptions to generate 
credible estimates of causal impacts, they can play a valuable role in 
 deepening our understanding of how reforms work at larger scale. In 
this spirit, we also review studies that have been carried out with care-
ful, nonexperimental designs that attempt to overcome problems in 
causal inference by using statistical approaches such as instrumental 
variables (IV) or by controlling for observable characteristics through the 
use of regression or matching techniques. When carefully done, these 
studies can provide a window into the impacts of a reform program 
implemented at large scale and under real-world political and technical 
conditions. 

The availability of a critical mass of studies that rely on rigorous impact 
evaluation methods allows fi ndings in this book to be implicitly weighted. 
Evaluations with the highest internal validity weigh heavily in our overall 
conclusions, but we also consider external validity important. Results from 
a study that is well designed from a statistical standpoint but whose results 
are valid for only a small—and possibly unrepresentative—population may 
be of limited value for education policy makers. Evaluation results from a 
program that has been carefully monitored and “tended” but has little 
resemblance to what could be implemented on a large scale may also be 
less relevant than evaluations of programs implemented systemwide. Our 
synthesis attempts to balance these considerations.

The central research question in all 22 of the studies we review was 
“how much does the accountability-linked reform cause student learning 
to improve?” Thus, valid measurement of student learning was a key con-
cern across the studies. In the experimental-design (RCT) studies, student 
learning was measured by learning assessments specifi cally designed for 
the evaluation. In some cases, these instruments included innovative fea-
tures, such as the effort of researchers in Andhra Pradesh, India, to apply 
both a standard math and literacy test and “conceptual tests” that chal-
lenged students to apply the same material in new ways. The objective was 
to identify whether students’ improvements refl ected true mastery of con-
cepts or intensifi ed memorization and “teaching to the test.”

In other contexts, such as the evaluations in Brazil and Mexico, learning 
was measured by national assessments that can be linked to international 
assessments. Across programs and evaluations of this degree of heterogene-
ity, the only way to describe learning impacts in a uniform way is to present 
them in terms of standard deviations of the administered tests. 

It is important to keep in mind that a 1.0 standard deviation increase in 
learning measured on one test will not refl ect the same amount of actual 
learning improvement as a 1.0 standard deviation increase on another test. 
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What underlies the measure of a 1.0 standard deviation improvement in 
learning outcomes will differ across these studies. Yet the language and 
framework of what is evaluated remains comparable. In each setting, the 
student assessment instrument was devised to capture the range of learning 
performance that is appropriate and expected for children of that age and 
grade in that schooling context. In every context, a 0.3 standard deviation 
improvement in outcomes will represent signifi cant progress relative to the 
order of magnitude of learning improvements more typically observed in 
the education evaluation literature, in which a 0.2 standard deviation 
improvement is generally considered robust. Thus, with the caveat in mind 
that we cannot translate the actual content of a 0.2 standard deviation 
improvement in learning from one country context to another, we can 
certainly learn from the comparative evaluation of programs that aim to 
generate impacts of this size. The following chapters review this evidence 
and its implications for the design of accountability-based reforms to 
improve education results. 

Notes

 1. This comparative research program would not have been possible without the 
generous support of the Bank-Netherlands Partnership Program (BNPP) and 
the Spanish Impact Evaluation Fund (SIEF).

 2. A notable exception is Mexico’s Progresa-Oportunidades conditional cash transfer 
program, rolled out to the universe of eligible low-income districts over a fi ve-
year period, in which the order of districts’ incorporation in the program was 
randomly assigned.
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Recent decades have seen an exponential growth in the availability and use 
of information in the education sector. At the global level, data such as 
those compiled by the United Nations Educational, Scientifi c, and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) Institute for Statistics (UIS) are covering a greater 
number of countries with regular updates; coverage of 283 indicators com-
piled by the UIS increased from 45 percent in 1990 to over 64 percent in 
2009 (Porta Pallais and Klein 2010). 

Countries are increasingly carrying out national learning assessments, 
and more countries are participating in regionally and internationally 
benchmarked learning assessments. The number of low- and middle-
income countries participating in the Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS) increased from 15 to 38 between 1995 and 
2011, and the number participating in the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) increased from 18 to 37 between 2000 and 
2009. At the same time, Education Management Information Systems 
(EMISs) are becoming commonplace and are being used for planning and 
for programmatic purposes in many countries. 

All of these data have the potential to be turned into information—
information that can be used to leverage change for improved service 
delivery and better learning outcomes. A direct way that information can 
be used is as an input into management decisions, both at a national level 
and at the level of a particular school. An alternative approach—using 
information for accountability—aims to change the relationships of 
accountability among the various actors in the education system to change 
behaviors and thus improve outcomes. 
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While some approaches focus on generating national-level data to 
spur debate and motivate change (as described in box 2.1), this chapter 
focuses on approaches that have attempted to use information for 
accountability at the school level. These approaches include reforms 
or interventions that generate information on roles and responsibilities, 
school inputs, outputs, or outcomes and disseminate that information 
to local-level stakeholders. In the cases to date, there have been vari-
ants along a number of dimensions: the content, the level of aggrega-
tion, the data collection and compilation, and the way the information 
is disseminated. The interventions, however, also have common ele-
ments: they involve collecting representative data, compiling and ana-
lyzing those data, and disseminating them. 

The information disseminated varies from simply reporting test scores 
to more comprehensive reporting of students’ socioeconomic characteris-
tics; other measures of performance; students’ and parents’ satisfaction 
with the school; school fi nancing; audit fi ndings; and the school’s record 
of inputs, or expenditures. This information may be combined in different 
ways to produce a school report card, a ranking of schools within a geo-
graphic area, a regional or national report card, or simply an article in the 
newspaper. Some approaches have focused on simple, easy-to-understand 
measures, while others have tried to adjust for socioeconomic or other 
factors.

Once compiled, information can be disseminated directly through meet-
ings with parents and parent and teacher associations; through notes and 
reports sent to parents’ homes or, more broadly, through public events with 
the relevant government offi cials; and through public media (radio stations 
and newspapers, for example). 

To date, the specifi c purpose and audience for information campaigns 
have varied—with the concomitant variation in content, style, and chan-
nels of dissemination. The main stated goals typically have been to stimu-
late parental involvement and citizen demand for school performance 
and to motivate education reform at multiple levels—school, community, 
region, and country (Winkler and Sevilla 2004). 

An important defi ning feature of information-for-accountability inter-
ventions is that they focus on the use of information, in and of itself, as 
the instrument of change. This focus stands in contrast to approaches 
that use information as an input into a system of offi cial rewards and 
sanctions in an incentive-based scheme. These incentives systems are dis-
cussed at more length in chapter 4, “Making Teachers Accountable.” This 
chapter focuses instead on approaches that leverage information to affect 
the behavior of households, teachers, and school and local government 
offi cials directly.1 
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Using Aggregated Data for Accountability

Central and Latin America: National and Regional Report Cards

In 2001, the Partnership for Educational Revitalization in the Americas 
(PREAL) launched a report card initiative in several Central and Latin 
American countries (Ortega 2006). PREAL report cards use country-
level data on key education indicators and regional aggregates to pro-
vide reliable and detailed information on the state and progress of 
education in a country (or region) as a whole. The purpose is to remind 
governments that their work in education is being monitored and re-
ported to leaders outside the education sector; to give more control 
over education to civil society and create a demand for information; 
and to foster dialogue, set priorities, and identify and evaluate policies 
to improve schools.

PREAL report cards are short, nontechnical summaries that present 
information under three headings: results, reforms, and recommenda-
tions. The report cards present data in ranked order and include statis-
tical annexes with supplementary information. In addition, PREAL uses 
radio and television to disseminate fi ndings more widely and to reach 
parents and school staff  outside main cities. PREAL currently produces 
a Latin American report card, a Central American report card, and 
 national-level report cards in 10 countries. Common parameters are 
established for all report cards to ensure comparability. Anecdotal evi-
dence suggests that the PREAL report cards have increased public 
awareness about the performance of their countries’ education systems. 

Southern and Eastern Africa: Consortium for Monitoring Educational 
Quality

In the mid-1990s, the International Institute for Education Planning 
(IIEP) and a number of ministries of education in southern and eastern 
Africa launched an initiative known as the Southern and Eastern Africa 
Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ). The pur-
pose was to build the capacity of organizational providers and policy 
makers to monitor and evaluate basic education systems. Activities 
have concentrated on providing hands-on experience in applying 
modern survey research methodologies, collecting and analyzing data, 
producing data archives, and preparing and disseminating national 
evidence-based  education policy reports. To date, three large-scale, 
cross-national studies have been produced. Findings have been widely 
disseminated among policy makers in the member countries. The 

(continued next page)

BOX 2.1
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 reports have played an important role in national debates concerning 
policies to improve the quality of education. Moreover, SACMEQ has 
become an important source for training in quantitative research 
methods in the region (Ross 2006).

International Comparisons: TIMSS, PIRLS, and PISA

Over the past decades, a series of international assessments has been 
developed to allow participating nations to compare students’ educa-
tion achievements across borders and, hence, quality diff erentials 
across education systems worldwide. The International Association for 
the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) administers two of 
these standardized assessments: the Trends in International Mathe-
matics and Science Study (TIMSS), which tests knowledge of fourth- 
and eighth-grade students in math and science, and the Progress in 
International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS), which tests reading 
achievement of fourth graders. TIMSS was fi rst administered in 1995 
and conducted every four years thereafter, whereas PIRLS was fi rst 
administered in 2001 and conducted every fi ve years thereafter. Having 
their basis in the curricula of schools in tested countries, these tests 
aim to investigate three aspects: the intended curriculum, the imple-
mented curriculum, and the achieved curriculum.

A similar exercise, which emphasizes problem-solving skills rather 
than curriculum, is the Programme for International Student Assess-
ment (PISA). PISA was fi rst carried out in 2000 by an international 
consortium of research and education institutions led by the Australian 
Council for Educational Research (ACER). Since then, it has continued 
to be implemented every three years by the Organisation for Econom-
ic Co-operation and Development (OECD). The subject of focus in 
PISA is rotated in each cycle: fi rst, reading literacy; next, math and 
problem solving; and fi nally science literacy. Nevertheless, in each 
round, tests are administered in all subjects.

Outputs of these assessments are rankings of aggregate country 
performance and a series of reports, which typically receive consider-
able attention in the media and among educators and researchers. 
Overall, standardized international assessments provide an empirical 
base to hold organizational providers and policy makers accountable, 
as they present the relative performance of the education system they 
manage over time and with respect to other countries. As a result, the 
assessments increase transparency and give more control over educa-
tion to citizens/clients.

BOX 2.1 continued
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How Information Can Increase Accountability—and 
Outcomes

When parents and students have little information about the performance 
of the schools they have access to, or when they have little information 
about the inputs that schools are responsible for using, their position rela-
tive to service providers is weak. They have limited basis for selecting 
between schools; they have limited ability to hold schools and teachers 
accountable for either effort or effi ciency in the use of resources; and they 
have limited empirical foundation to lobby governments, both national and 
local, for improvements in public support to their schools. In the terminol-
ogy of the World Development Report 2004, lack of information weakens client 
power (to hold providers accountable), and it weakens citizens’ voice (rela-
tive to policy makers and politicians) (World Bank 2003). Figure 2.1 illus-
trates the accountability framework based on this dynamic. 

There are three main accountability channels through which information 
can be expected to affect learning outcomes: increasing choice, participation, 
and voice. An alternative channel for information to affect outcomes is 
through its use in management. 

Increasing Choice

In many—although certainly not all—school systems, students face a choice 
of schools. This choice may be between public schools, but it is often 
between public and private schools. Indeed, in some countries such as 

Figure 2.1 The Role of Information in the Accountability Framework
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Chile, Pakistan, and Zimbabwe, more than 50 percent of primary students 
attend private schools (Glewwe and Kremer 2006). When school perfor-
mance information was provided to low-income parents in one U.S. set-
ting, parents used this information to select higher-performing schools 
when faced with a choice of schools—and that translated into higher stu-
dent test scores (Hastings and Weinstein 2008). The extent to which such 
information is a factor will crucially depend on the degree of effective 
school choice in any particular setting.

In addition to optimal student-school matching, in contexts with school 
choice, information may work to increase competition among schools. To 
the extent that funding follows students—either through public funding 
formulas or through private fees—schools may compete to attract stu-
dents.2 Therefore, by making information readily available, schools may 
work to improve quality to draw in more students and thereby boost 
income. This improved quality would then be refl ected in measures of 
learning outcomes. 

Increasing Participation

School choice is only one mechanism by which information for account-
ability could lead to improved outcomes. Lack of knowledge about school 
performance may cause parents to believe that performance is adequate 
and prevent them from demanding improvements (Winkler and Herstein 
2005). By revealing shortfalls—relative to other schools in the village, 
district, province, or country—information can be a motivator for action 
on the part of parents and other stakeholders. Indeed, some information-
for-accountability interventions include social mobilization efforts to 
leverage the information for closer monitoring of school performance and 
service delivery.

One of the crucial roles for information in this channel is providing cred-
ible evidence on school performance. This evidence can underpin pressure 
for improvements in school quality and be one source of information for 
monitoring that quality. Parent participation and oversight potentially 
enables closer monitoring of resource allocation—ensuring alignment 
between what parents want (which may include higher test scores) and the 
way resources are deployed. Participation also enables closer monitoring of 
effort on the part of teachers and other educators.3 Both of these results—
better deployed resources and greater effort—are, in turn, inputs into 
higher learning outcomes.

There are also “softer” reasons why information might positively affect 
school processes and outcomes. Because information-for-accountability 
campaigns may promote dialogue and consultation among all actors, they 
can potentially alleviate information asymmetries and promote discussion 
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and communication, all of which might result in an environment more 
conducive to learning.

Increasing Voice

In the context of decentralized service delivery, the idea of access to infor-
mation as a critical element to reduce the extent to which the rich can 
“capture” services (that is, structure delivery systems such that the rich 
benefi t disproportionately) and thereby improve delivery for the poor has 
strong theoretical foundations (Bardhan 2002; Bardhan and Mookherjee 
2000, 2005). Information provides transparency to government actions 
and the political process, and that transparency may promote better poli-
cies and improve outcomes.

But there is a more general way in which information can work through 
local (and even national) governments to improve learning outcomes. By 
providing credible evidence, information could allow parents and other 
stakeholders to effectively lobby governments for improved policies. It pro-
vides content to the voice that citizens might use to pressure governments 
and enables them to hold those governments to account. While we focus 
in this chapter on school- and local-level approaches, one can also inter-
pret national-level information generation and dissemination as a way of 
leveraging information for accountability by strengthening voice. 

Internationally, regionally, or even nationally benchmarked assess-
ment systems—such as PISA, TIMSS, the Southern and Eastern Africa 
Consortium for Monitoring Educational Quality (SACMEQ), or the U.S. 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) all provide aggregate 
assessment data that can be used to promote the public accountability of 
education systems. Likewise, internationally comparable national “report 
cards” such as those developed in Latin America by the Partnership for 
Educational Revitalization in the Americas (PREAL) have leveraged sum-
maries of a variety of data to promote debate and pressure for reform, as 
described in box 2.1.

In addition to empowering citizens’ voice, information can be lever-
aged for political change through a competitive electoral process. Indeed, 
the political “market” is characterized by incomplete information, and 
the generation and provision of information can fi ll that void (Keefer 
and Khemani 2005). Moreover, systematic bias in the availability of 
information (for example, better information in urban areas than in 
rural areas) can lead to systematic bias in the provision of public ser-
vices (Majumdar, Mani, and Mukand 2004). To the extent that local (or 
even national) politicians might run on a platform of service delivery 
performance, credible information can potentially drive the political 
debate. Improvements in indicators thereby become both the basis for 
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political argument and a measure of administrative performance 
(Khemani 2007).

Using Information for Management 

The focus in this chapter is on the use of information per se as an 
accountability tool. However, perhaps one of the more straightforward 
uses of information is to enable better decision making by managers. In 
information-poor environments, access to better information could help 
direct resources where they are most needed and enable managers to bet-
ter understand whether the allocations they are making are achieving 
desired results. Being effective in this context does not involve informa-
tion to leverage accountability but rather information to be used as an 
input into technocratic decisions. Box 2.2 discusses two recent evalua-
tions that tested whether school-level and school-specifi c information 
provided to school administrations affected outcomes—with modest 
impacts in one case (Madagascar) and no impacts in another (Andhra 
Pradesh, India). 

Another way that information can be used for management is as an 
input into a strong accountability system. As discussed in more detail 
below, this is the way that information is used in the U.S. model under the 
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). In that system, detailed, school-specifi c 
information on the performance and performance gains of students and 
subgroups of students is measured. Schools that fail to meet performance 
targets are subject to various sanctions, depending on how far short of the 
targets they fall and how long they have failed to meet them. Sanctions 
range from a requirement to develop a school reform plan, to a require-
ment to allow students to transfer to other schools, to a requirement to 
completely restructure (that is, to close and reopen under new manage-
ment and staff). Information in this type of system is not being used for its 
intrinsic contribution to the promotion of accountability but rather as part 
of a strategy of incentives. 

From Information to Outcomes

Even though education interventions are typically justifi ed on the basis of 
just one of these channels leading from information to outcomes (increas-
ing choice, participation, or voice), any specifi c intervention probably 
works through multiple channels. For example, school-specifi c informa-
tion may promote more informed choice—but could also enable more, or 
more effective, participation and monitoring on the part of parents. Or 
credible information may enable parents to effectively pressure both schools 
and local governments.
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Using Information for Management

This chapter focuses on interventions that have aimed to leverage in-
formation for accountability, for change, and for improved outcomes. 
But another approach would be to view information as a management 
tool—as an input into school-level decision making without bringing to 
bear the accountability aspect. Two new fi eld experiments have evalu-
ated the potential for this approach, with mixed fi ndings.

The fi rst study is in Madagascar, where a set of tools was distrib-
uted to 909 randomly selected schools, including 303 randomly se-
lected control schools (Lassibille and others 2010). The intervention 
consisted of a management toolkit and guides, training, and “report 
cards” for school directors and subdistrict- and district-level offi  cers. 
The intervention ran for two school years, 2005 to 2007, and base-
line and follow-up data were collected, including test scores from 
standardized tests in three subjects. The program showed quite 
large impacts on behaviors: the share of teachers who completed all 
“key” tasks increased from 42 percent to 63 percent, and the share 
of schools in which all teachers performed all “key” tasks rose from 
22 percent to 43 percent. In addition, there were statistically signifi -
cant, albeit small, impacts on student attendance and repetition. How-
ever, the impact on student learning was small and not statistically 
signifi cant.

A second study focused on diagnostic feedback to teachers and 
low-stakes monitoring of classroom processes in the Indian state of 
Andhra Pradesh (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 2010).a A set of 100 
schools were randomly selected to receive the treatment, which con-
sisted of the following:

• An independently administered baseline test
•  A detailed, written diagnostic feedback report on the performance 

of students at baseline
•  A note on how to interpret the feedback report along with benchmarks
•  An announcement that students would be retested at the end of the 

year to monitor progress
•  Six low-stakes monitoring visits during the year to observe teaching 

processes and activity. 

An additional set of 300 schools were randomly selected to serve as 
control schools. These control schools received one unannounced 
visit during the school year in which data on teacher absenteeism 

BOX 2.2

(continued next page) 
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Information for Accountability in High-Income Countries

Reforms in the United States

In the 1990s, the education sector in the United States experienced a large-
scale increase in test-based accountability in which school- and teacher-level 
incentives were based on pupils’ test scores (Loveless 2005). By 2001, only 
two states did not have any measurement or accountability system in place 
in the education sector (Hanushek and Raymond 2003). Seventeen states 
had report cards at the school or district level, which provided limited 
information on school performance. The remaining states had imple-
mented systems with simple performance measures that rated performance 
as acceptable or unacceptable. In many states, these data systems were 
accompanied by explicit sanctions or rewards, but the extent to which 
schools performing below standard would receive any sanction from state 
authorities varied. In some states, the model was close to what is being 
described here as information for accountability—commonly referred to as 
“school report cards” in the U.S. system.

These early accountability systems paved the way for passage of federal 
legislation, the No Child Left Behind Act, in 2001. NCLB solidifi ed both the 
test-based information systems and the strong accountability measures that 
fl owed from them. The Act mandated state-approved student assessment 
in mathematics and reading skills as well as the production and distribution 
of school-level reports—broken down by student sociodemographic back-
ground.

and classroom behavior were collected. To minimize the potential for 
contamination, these schools received only one week’s notice before 
endline testing occurred in those schools. The study found substan-
tial impacts on behaviors—as observed during the visits—in the 
treatment schools: teachers were more likely to be observed actively 
engaged in teaching, using textbooks, engaging students, and using 
the blackboard. In addition, they were more likely to assign home-
work and to provide guidance on that homework. However, students 
in these schools did no better on independently administered tests 
than students in schools that did not receive the program.

a. This study was a corollary to a teacher incentives and school grant study, 
which is described in more detail in chapter 4, “Making Teachers Accountable.”

BOX 2.2 continued
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Much of the work on the effectiveness of these test-based accountabil-
ity approaches is based on the cross-state variation that existed before 
NCLB. Some national-level studies have found signifi cant improvements 
in student outcomes as a result of standardized-test-based accountability 
(Carnoy and Loeb 2002; Hanushek and Raymond 2005), although the 
limited number of observations these studies are based on introduces some 
uncertainty. State-specifi c analyses produce ambiguous results. While 
some analyses document positive short-run effects of accountability on 
student math scores (Figlio and Rouse 2006; West and Peterson 2006; 
Chakrabarti 2006), other results have been less compelling (Clark 2003; 
Haney 2000, 2002). 

Intriguingly, from the perspective of purely information-based approaches, 
some fi ndings suggest that simply reporting information about average 
school test scores led to increased performance (Hoxby 2001, Hanushek and 
Raymond 2003). The results, however, are sensitive to how sanctions are 
measured and are not robust across specifi cations (Hanushek and Raymond 
2005).

More recent work has begun to assess the impact of NCLB itself. Anec-
dotal reports have suggested that the NCLB report cards raise public aware-
ness and civic involvement when schools fall into one of the several “watch 
list” categories (Loveless 2005). More systematic work (based on national 
data exploiting the fact that some states in which NCLB was implemented 
already had similar programs in place whereas others did not) has docu-
mented signifi cant gains in math test scores (Dee and Jacob 2009). A recent 
paper that investigated principals’, teachers’, and students’ behavioral 
responses to the pressures introduced by Florida’s education accountability 
system showed that schools focused on low-performing students by reorga-
nizing teachers’ and students’ time and increasing the learning resources 
available to teachers (Rouse and others 2007). These responses have 
resulted in test score gains in reading and math.

Reforms in the United Kingdom

In the United Kingdom, the government introduced greater accountability 
into the government-funded school sector in 1988. Schools are required 
to publish information about their students’ performance on national test 
assessments at different ages in primary and secondary school. For exam-
ple, public junior high schools are required to make available the propor-
tion of students achieving a certain number of exam passes at a certain 
level. These data are compiled and published by the government and are 
also used by the media to rank schools in nationally published school 
“league tables.” 
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These rankings are then used by central government to sanction poorly 
performing schools. This sanction takes the form of “naming and shaming” 
but can also involve the replacement of school management—or even 
school closure, in extreme situations. In addition, the information can be 
used by parents in choosing a school for their child. Poorly performing 
schools may lose students (which leads to a reduction in resources because, 
to an extent, public funds follow the students), while high-performing 
schools may gain pupils. 

Moreover, since the early 1990s, all English state schools have been 
inspected by an independent government agency, the Offi ce for Standards 
in Education (Ofsted). There have been two rounds of inspection over the 
course of the fi rst 10 years of this policy, through which most schools 
have been inspected. Starting in 2000, Ofsted produced ratings of schools 
consisting of two elements: (1) test scores combined with background 
characteristics and (2) qualitative evidence from the inspector reports. A 
school report for each school is also produced and publicly released imme-
diately after the inspection.4 If a school fails the Ofsted standards, the local 
education authority can apply sanctions. These schools are also subject to 
repeat inspections and greater scrutiny. In turn, the governing board of 
the school can remove the school principal.

Assessments of the impact of these reforms suggest improvement in raw 
exam scores. However, it is not clear to what extent such apparent improve-
ments are due to a change in performance as opposed to either changes in 
the diffi culty of the tests (Goldstein 2001; Tymms and Fitz-Gibbon 2001) or 
other schools’ responses (some perhaps salutary such as extra focus on stu-
dents with diffi culties, some detrimental such as excluding weak students 
from examinations). Evaluation is also hampered by the fact that other 
reforms were implemented simultaneously, and it has been diffi cult to iso-
late which elements of the set of reforms introduced have had an impact on 
outcomes (Bradley and others 2000). 

One study that has attempted to address these issues focuses on the 
impacts of the accountability measures on the distribution of student 
achievement within schools (Burgess and others 2005). The analysis found 
that the performance of marginal students (those on the threshold of meet-
ing the performance benchmark that feeds into the information system) 
improved but only when schools faced competition for students. When 
there was no competition, these marginal students appeared to do no bet-
ter. Worryingly, the study found that low-ability students fared particularly 
badly under the reform, especially when a large number of students were 
on the margin of meeting the threshold. While the magnitude of the effects 
was small, the authors concluded that schools did react in the short run to 
the incentives created by accountability measures—although not always to 
the benefi t of all students. 
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Reforms in New Zealand

New Zealand has introduced large institutional reforms to promote 
information for accountability. To make sure that front-line providers and 
decision makers act on the information generated, the government 
established an independent body: the Education Review Offi ce (ERO). The 
ERO assesses individual schools approximately once every three years 
unless the performance of a school or service is so poor that it places the 
education or safety of the students at risk.5 Reports on individual schools 
are freely available to the public: they are either posted online or on the 
school walls, or they are distributed in the school. The focus of the 
assessments is on school improvement and on making recommendations to 
individual boards of trustees concerning what they are doing well and 
where they need to improve. 

The focus of the school reforms in New Zealand was on empowering 
school boards and providing them with information for management as 
well as introducing school choice into the education system. One assessment 
found that most schools did actively share the information with stakeholders 
(ERO 2007). While there have been assessments of the perceptions of the 
reforms on stakeholders (for example, Wiley 1999 on information and 
Ladd and Fiske 2003 on choice), there have been no studies evaluating the 
reforms’ overall effect on test scores.

Information for Accountability in Middle- 
and Low-Income Countries

The accountability reforms in high-income countries, often accompanied 
by information-for-accountability campaigns, provide insights into the 
issue for middle- and lower-income countries. However, there are two 
main shortcomings that these experiences have for illuminating the issue in 
the developing-country context. First, these campaigns were typically 
embedded in larger, multifaceted reform efforts. For example, the 
experience in those U.S. states that implemented low-stakes school report 
cards come closest to the notion of information for accountability that is the 
focus here. However, these initiatives were soon overtaken by events, in 
the form of the high-stakes national NCLB reform. Of course, a more 
generic concern is the extent to which lessons from such different contexts 
might be relevant for substantially poorer countries. 

There have been attempts to generate and disseminate information to 
improve the quality of service provision in developing countries. Often, 
these efforts outside of the education sector have explicitly aimed at 
mobilizing social action through the use of “citizen report cards,” as 
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discussed further in box 2.3. Only recently has there been a systematic 
approach to evaluating the impact of those interventions using an 
experimental or quasi-experimental counterfactual. Before turning to the 
more rigorously evaluated cases (in the later section about impact 
evaluations), this section focuses on descriptive accounts of interventions 
that have been tried in developing countries. The discussion is organized 
around three main approaches to the use of information: school-level 
report card programs, test-based score rankings, and participatory public 
expenditure or input-tracking interventions. 

School-Level Report Cards

When thinking about information for accountability, school-level “report 
card” interventions come closest to the notion of creating and generating 
information that can be used by parents to make better choices and can 
empower them to participate more effectively in school management or 
lobby local governments for action. This section describes fi ve cases in 
which such an approach was used.

Brazil: Paraná state school report card
Perhaps one of the most concrete and clear examples of a large-scale 
information-for-accountability intervention in education in a developing 
country was in the Brazilian state of Paraná, which experimented with 
school report cards between 1999 and 2002 (Winkler 2005; Brooke 2005). 
The stated goals of the initiative were to increase parental knowledge 
about the quality of instruction in schools and to raise parents’ voice in 
school matters at the school council and state levels. The initiative also 
aimed to increase awareness among school personnel about their schools’ 
instructional quality and academic performance.

The report cards combined the following school data: 

• Test-based performance (fourth- and eighth-grade test scores)

• Student fl ows (promotion, retention, and dropout rates)

• School characteristics (average class size and teachers’ qualifi cations)

• Parental opinion and satisfaction with several aspects of the school 
(facilities, security, teaching practices, quality of education, and parental 
involvement)

• Parental opinion on the availability of information on school performance 
and activities. 

The cards also contained comparative municipal and state averages for 
most of the key indicators so that parents and teachers could compare the 
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Citizen Report Cards

The notion of creating an information feedback loop—connecting the 
public service users, providers, and public-policy principals—cuts 
across sectors. 

India: Citizen Report Cards in Bangalore

In 1994, a small nongovernmental organization (NGO) group launched 
a survey to gather feedback on several public services, including edu-
cation, in Bangalore (Paul 2002; Bures 2003). Data on service quality, 
corruption, and satisfaction with public services were collected from 
nearly 1,200 middle- and low-income households and structured into a 
“report card.” The report card gave low ratings to all major service 
providers and showed high levels of client dissatisfaction with staff  
behavior in the provider agencies. It also showed that clients had to 
incur high direct costs (bribes) and indirect costs (individual invest-
ments) to compensate for missing or unreliable services. The fi ndings 
of the report card were widely publicized through the press and dis-
cussed with the service providers, which created a sense of shame. 
Some of the providers acknowledged problems and took corrective 
action. Moreover, the growing public interest in the initiative led to the 
constitution of a nonprofi t body, the Public Aff airs Center (PAC), to 
manage and expand the report card initiative and provide advice to 
service providers on ways to improve. In 1999, a second PAC report 
card indicated mild improvements in services but also an increase in 
corruption. In the education sector, for example, while 30 percent of 
the households noted an improvement in school infrastructure, another 
50 percent felt that school facilities, materials, and equipment had not 
changed. This time, the fi ndings from the report card were fi rst shared 
with management teams from selected agencies and then disseminat-
ed in public discussions involving citizen groups, the media, and lead-
ers and staff  of all the service providers. In these meetings, the heads 
of the agencies explained their plans to deal with the reported prob-
lems. These events and the report card fi ndings were also covered in 
the news media. Another report card in 2004 revealed substantial im-
provement in citizen satisfaction in almost all services and some de-
cline in corruption. 

Following the Bangalore experience, citizen report cards have 
evolved into a widely used tool for improving service delivery. They 
have been scaled up to cover urban and rural services in 24 states 
in India and have also spread to several cities in Albania, Kenya, 

BOX 2.3

(continued next page)
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Mozambique, the Philippines, South Africa, Uganda, Ukraine, and—
on a pilot basis—Vietnam.

Ukraine: Ternopil and Ivano-Frankivsk Citizen Report Cards

In the Ukrainian cities of Ternopil and Ivano-Frankivsk, the People’s 
Voice Project started in 1999 to promote public participation to build an 
open, accountable, and eff ective local government in several cities 
(Bures 2003). Household and entrepreneur surveys revealed wide-
spread dissatisfaction with service quality. However, only 93 percent of 
the citizens had ever fi led a complaint because they believed that doing 
so would be futile. Dissemination and public discussion of the survey 
fi ndings led citizens, NGOs, and public offi  cials to engage in several ac-
tions to improve public services. In the area of education—identifi ed as 
a primary concern area—yearly education plans and education advisory 
councils were established to create an action plan for further education 
reforms. 

The Philippines: Pro-Poor Services Report Cards

Governments can also use report cards to bring citizens directly into 
the budget allocation process. For example, the Philippine government 
used fi ndings from the Report Card on Pro-Poor Services to develop 
new poverty alleviation strategies and programs (Bhatnagar and others 
2003; Bures 2003). The survey was conducted in 2000 by the World 
Bank in collaboration with Social Weather Stations, an independent 
survey research organization in the Philippines. The survey included 
1,200 households across four regions. It collected data on awareness, 
access, use, and satisfaction related to public services in fi ve areas: 
health care, primary education, housing, water, and subsidized rice 
 distribution. On education, the report card collected and disseminated 
data on school enrollment, dropout rates, perceived quality, tuition 
fees, class size, textbook availability, and parent-teacher associations. 
The feedback showed a high degree of dissatisfaction with the educa-
tion system among the poor, resulting in relatively low enrollment in 
primary school (90 percent for 7- to 12-year-old children) and substan-
tial dropout rates.

Uganda: Health Citizen Report Cards

In Uganda, citizen report cards focused on health service delivery were 
randomly assigned to 50 rural communities across nine districts. In 25 
treatment communities, the quantitative information collected in the 
health citizen report cards was disseminated together with practical 

BOX 2.3 continued
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performance of their schools with that of neighboring schools. This rela-
tively simple, three-page summary of indicators was disseminated to par-
ents and teachers through various local-level workshops. Results were also 
published in the state education secretariat’s monthly newsletter and 
widely disseminated through press releases and press conferences.

While no rigorous evaluations of this experiment exist, anecdotal evi-
dence suggests positive effects. Parents engaged in discussions with teach-
ers about how they might improve school performance and, through 
school councils, increased their voice in policy debates about education 
(Winkler 2005). The report cards also acted as a management tool at the 
school level and as a driver of wider education reforms (Winkler and 
Sevilla 2004). One of the key aspects highlighted in reviews of the inter-
vention is that the low-stakes nature of the report cards helped make them 
politically feasible despite a strong teachers’ union (Winkler 2005; Brooke 
2005). Nevertheless, a change of state government at the end of 2002—
when a new state secretary for education was inaugurated—led to aban-
doning the innovation.

Central America: CERCA school report cards
More recently, starting in 2004, the Civic Engagement for Education Reform 
in Central America (CERCA) began implementing a school-level report 
card model that combines information reporting with a proactive 
participatory approach to school priority setting (Flórez, Chesterfi eld, and 
Siri 2006). Elected representatives of various stakeholders, parents, teachers, 
principals, students, and community leaders were involved in collecting 
data and producing the school report card using simple indicators on school 

information on how to best use this information in meetings between 
users and providers. A separate set of communities served as control 
areas. Impact estimates of treatment show that the intervention im-
proved average health care use, increased infant weight, and reduced 
child mortality among children under fi ve (Björkman, Reinikka, and 
Svensson 2006; Björkman and Svensson 2007). The studies also found 
evidence that staff  in treatment communities increased eff orts in health 
provision as a result of the increased community monitoring. In particu-
lar, staff  in treatment clinics began to share information about treat-
ment practices, availability of drugs, and service delivery in general. 
There was no evidence of increased government funding (fi nancial or 
in-kind) or investments.

BOX 2.3 continued
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characteristics, coverage, effi ciency, quality of teaching, and learning. 
Subsequently, the group was tasked with a self-assessment exercise to 
analyze the report card and to develop, implement, and monitor actions to 
improve learning outcomes.6 The school report card and action plan were 
then disseminated and discussed within the entire school community. 

The model was implemented on a small scale—36 schools in poor and 
mostly rural areas of the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, and Nicaragua. Again, the lack of a carefully constructed coun-
terfactual and, in this case, the small scale of the intervention make it hard 
to draw strong conclusions. The anecdotal reports from the case studies 
state that, compared with nonparticipating schools with similar profi les, 
participating schools experienced higher involvement of community mem-
bers in school activities. CERCA-participating schools were also more likely 
to have developed and implemented an action plan, and parents became 
more engaged in promoting reading and writing, even when they were 
illiterate themselves (Flórez, Chesterfi eld, and Siri 2006). Those who 
reviewed the intervention also highlighted its low cost and potential for 
sustainability (Flórez, Chesterfi eld, and Siri 2006). 

Sub-Saharan Africa: School Profi les, Report Cards, and Self-Assessments
The approach of collecting information and disseminating it to parents as a 
way of promoting their participation in school-level decision making has 
been tried in several Sub-Saharan African contexts. The following describes 
just three of these interventions.

School profi les in Uganda. Uganda’s Ministry of Education reforms, launched 
in 2001, included the overhaul of its Education Management Information 
System. One reform was to provide feedback from EMIS in the form of 
“school profi les.” These profi les were reported to have been well received 
by headmasters and to have provided useful input in the headmasters’ dis-
cussions with parent-teacher associations and elected offi cials. The profi les 
have also been credited with positively altering the community mind-set 
regarding education provision. Additionally, school profi les were intended 
to reassert a form of soft vertical accountability by signaling to schools how 
much the central government knew about them (Cameron, Moses, and 
Gillies 2006). 

School report cards in Kano State, Nigeria. Communities in Kano State received 
school report cards that included basic information about their schools (Win-
kler and Herstein 2005). The reports included easy-to-interpret graphs that 
showed how school-specifi c indicators compared with local-area and state-
wide data. The dissemination included radio debates in which specialists 
discussed the indicators and what they meant. Anecdotal reports suggest 
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that the information was being used by stakeholders and increased transpar-
ency in the management of the system. It also helped strengthen the almost 
nonexistent accountability links between the communities and schools as 
well as between the central and local governments. 

A school self-assessment system in Namibia. Another experience in six northern 
regions of Namibia involved parents and school councils in the writing of 
their own report cards and school improvement plans (Gillies 2004). The 
system was designed to foster school-level discussion on school climate, 
management and planning, teacher attitudes, availability of inputs, con-
tinuous assessment, parental activities, and school support for parental 
involvement. A team of inspectors used the same indicators to provide an 
alternative assessment. The school report cards were disseminated to a 
school management team made up of teachers, parents, and supervisors. 
Findings from the school assessment were also summarized at the regional 
levels and used as a diagnostic tool for management at these levels. Anec-
dotal reports suggest that the initiative succeeded in mobilizing parents, 
communities, and schools to participate in the work and management of 
their schools. It also helped contribute to the creation of meaningful and 
common standards of performance and expectations.7

Test-Based Rankings

While ranking schools based on test scores, as an accountability measure, 
originated largely in the United States, two developing countries have tried 
to use a similar approach: Brazil and Chile (the latter discussed in the 
section below about impact evaluations).

Ceará state’s new millennium school prize
Since 1992, the Brazilian state of Ceará has publicly rewarded the best-
performing schools with its New Millennium School Prize (Brooke 2005). 
All schools in the state are ranked according to the raw average performance 
of their fourth- and eighth-grade students in math and Portuguese 
standardized tests—an approach that does not account for variations in 
student background. While awards are given to both school personnel and 
the best-performing students, the main stated goal is to promote public 
recognition of high-performing schools. To date, there has been no rigorous 
evaluation of whether the program has been effective. 

Rio de Janeiro state’s new school program 
The state of Rio de Janeiro, since 2000, has attempted to build on this 
approach with its New School Program (Brooke 2005). Longitudinal data 
on students’ test scores in math and Portuguese and on students’ 
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characteristics are used to construct a measure of individual value-added 
performance, conditional on observable indicators. An aggregate school 
effi ciency index is constructed by combining this information with data on 
student fl ows (such as progression rates and age-grade distortion rates) and 
school management. Within homogenous socioeconomic groups—based 
on students’ mean family income—schools are ranked. Teachers and 
principals in the highest-ranked schools receive monetary rewards. No 
evaluation of this program has occurred.

Public Expenditure and Input Tracking

The discussion and cases so far have focused on approaches built around 
information about school-level performance. Another way that information 
has been used to increase accountability—with the goal of increasing 
learning outcomes—is through its role in promoting public resource 
tracking. Leaks in the fl ow of funds or in-kind resources—such that little 
reaches front-line service providers—have been documented in many 
settings (World Bank 2003). Publicly disseminating school-specifi c 
information on what resources to expect—thereby mobilizing communities 
to monitor the resource distribution—has been tried as an approach to 
reducing these leaks. Two notable experiences with this approach occurred 
in the Philippines and Uganda (the latter discussed below in the section 
below on impact evaluation). 

The Philippines: Textbook Count 1-2-3 
The Textbook Count 1-2-3 program in the Philippines was instituted to 
combat corruption that had been documented at various levels of the 
Philippine education sector at the end of the 1990s (Leung 2005; van 
der Linden 2007). Basic inputs, such as textbooks, were not reaching 
students—resulting in serious shortages at the school level—and those 
textbooks that were delivered were of substandard quality. According to 
some studies, bribes in the provision of learning materials ranged from 20 
percent to 65 percent of the value of the contracts. Contractors were 
alleged to be charging the Department of Education for nonexistent 
deliveries of books and then splitting payments with the offi cials who 
approved the invoices. 

Following a change in government in 2001, the school textbook 
provision system was reformed. Starting in 2003 and for three years 
thereafter, the Textbook Count 1-2-3 program published a detailed list of 
when textbooks were going to be delivered in each province. These lists 
were widely published in newspapers and “socialized” through meetings 
with teachers, government offi cials, and NGOs. The meetings covered the 
numbers and quality of textbooks, the specifi c delivery methods, and the 
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schedules, which took into account the geographical peculiarity of each 
area—an important consideration given the nature of the country as an 
archipelago. In addition, the initiative engaged and trained a variety of 
organizations such as parent-teacher associations and local NGOs to verify 
and report on the delivery of the textbooks. 

Although no systematic data have been gathered on the process and 
fi nal outcomes, anecdotal evidence suggests that the program was successful 
in reducing corruption. By 2005, all textbooks produced were delivered 
(compared with an estimated loss of 40 percent in 2001), textbook prices 
were reduced, and quality standards reportedly improved. Recent efforts to 
institutionalize and sustain the initiative have included creating a legal 
framework, ensuring its fi nancial sustainability, and expanding it to other 
procurement areas such as school buildings and furniture.

Evaluating the Impact of Information-for-Accountability 
Interventions

Most of what we know about the impacts of information-for-accountability 
reforms in developing countries comes from small pilots and case studies, 
such as those described above. This largely qualitative and anecdotal 
evidence suggests that information-for-accountability reforms might have 
positive impacts: greater collaborations and better communications between 
parents and teachers, improved parental participation in school matters, 
better and more frequent data reporting mechanisms, better resource fl ows, 
and some suggestion of improved education outcomes.

Evaluation Analysis to Date 

However, these descriptive analyses and case studies fall short of what one 
would want as an evidence base for strongly advocating these types of 
reforms, for the following reasons: 

• Each intervention has been custom-designed for the specifi c setting. This 
is obviously appropriate; it would be unreasonable to apply a standardized 
approach. But site-specifi city makes it is hard to draw any general 
conclusions. 

• Many of the interventions have been implemented on a small scale—for 
example, the CERCA school report cards implemented in 36 schools in 
Central America.

• The indicators used vary substantially—from self-assessments in the 
Namibia case to sophisticated institutionalized assessment systems in 
Brazil. 
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• None of these cases attempts to establish a rigorous counterfactual—
what would have happened in the absence of the intervention. Without 
such a counterfactual, it is impossible to attribute changes in outcomes 
to the interventions themselves.8 

Two existing studies have tried to establish causality using nonexperimen-
tal approaches: evaluations of Chile’s test-based school rankings and of 
Uganda’s newspaper campaign. 

Chile: School rankings
Chile has a long-standing history of publishing average test scores by school, 
a practice that has established the country as a regional leader in the appli-
cation of standardized achievement tests and the dissemination of their 
results. Moreover, Chile has one of the most liberalized school markets in 
the world since the introduction of a series of school fi nance reforms in 
1981—the best-known of which is an extensive education voucher system. 

In 1988, the Sistema Nacional de Medición de la Calidad de la Educación 
(National System for Measuring the Quality of Education, or SIMCE) was 
established and, since the mid-1990s, its results have been widely dissemi-
nated, in part through newspaper listings of schools’ rankings. The motivat-
ing idea was that a ranking of schools, along with linking school funding to 
the number of students at each school, would stimulate competition that 
would, in turn, improve school quality. The government also began to use 
SIMCE results to allocate resources. Various commentators (notably Mizala, 
Romaguera, and Urquiola 2007) have pointed out that simple school rank-
ings from repeated cross-sections using SIMCE largely capture students’ 
socioeconomic status and are not a good refl ection of school effectiveness.9

The approach was subsequently revised, resulting in an approach that 
used data on school type, location, and characteristics, and fl ows and data 
on student socioeconomic characteristics, test score levels, and intercohort 
gains to rank schools within a predetermined “homogenous” group of 
schools in each administrative region. The goal was for this Sistema Nacional 
de Evaluación del Desempeño de los Establecimientos Educativos Subvencionados 
(National System for Performance Evaluation of Subsidized Educational 
Establishments, or SNED) to be an index that would compare only schools 
serving students of similar backgrounds. Since 1996, the system has identi-
fi ed “outstanding schools,” which became eligible for fi nancial awards, 
every two years. During the two years the award is in force, SNED-winning 
schools receive two rewards: (1) an annual bonus for teachers, and (2) 
public identifi cation as a high-performing school. (See chapter 4 on teacher 
incentives for a discussion of the impact of the SNED teacher bonuses.) The 
publicity happens through press releases, newspapers, parent-teacher 
association meetings, the Ministry of Education’s website and, in some 
municipalities, through banners posted on winning schools. 
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Mizala and Urquiola (2007), using a regression discontinuity design, ana-
lyzed the extent to which parental choices, and therefore school markets, 
respond to signals of school effectiveness. The identifi cation of impact comes 
from the fact that the cutoff for being identifi ed as a well-performing school 
is clear: within the groups of schools serving students from similar socioeco-
nomic backgrounds, the top 25 schools are selected for the award in each 
round. Intuitively, schools just above and just below the cutoff within each 
group are virtually identical—except for the fact that those above the cutoff 
receive the award. A comparison of differences in outcomes across the cut-
off therefore provides an estimate of the impact of the program.10 The study 
captured the impact on the education market through three sets of indica-
tors: (1) enrollments in fi rst and ninth grade, (2) the probability and amount 
of school fees, and (3) the heterogeneity of schools’ populations as given by 
a vulnerability index, household income, and parent education. 

None of the outcome measures showed any sensitivity to the availability 
of information—a result that is robust to restricting the sample to schools 
operating in the same market, to parents of high socioeconomic status 
(who might be more sensitive to information), and to secondary schools (at 
which level students are more mobile). As a possible explanation, the 
authors suggested that SNED might not have suffi ciently registered with 
parents (despite its decade-long existence). Another possibility is that, even 
if parents were familiar with SNED and valued its effectiveness, their 
choices might have been based on other characteristics of the school, such 
as proximity or peer quality.11 

Uganda: Newspaper campaign 
One well-discussed example of information-for-accountability interven-
tions is the large-scale public information campaign around a capitation 
grant to schools instituted in Uganda in the mid-1990s. The capitation 
grant, fi nanced and run by the central government and using provincial 
and district offi ces as distribution channels, was disbursed to public primary 
schools to cover nonwage expenditures. The information campaign 
involved publishing budget fl ows to districts, including amounts and dates, 
in national newspapers—including local-language editions. Monitoring of 
districts by the central government was also strengthened. 

This intervention has been credited with increasing the share of public 
spending allocated to schools that actually reached schools from 20 percent 
in 1995 to around 80 percent in 2001 (Reinikka and Svensson 2006). It has 
also been credited with improving total enrollment in the schools where 
expenditure shares increased (Reinikka and Svensson 2005). In addition, 
Björkman (2006) argues that students in areas with high exposure to news-
paper circulation scored better in the Primary Leaving Exam than students 
in districts with less exposure—with the channel for the impact being the 
increased resources that reduced leakage enabled. Going from “low” to 



52�|�Making Schools Work

“high” newspaper access was associated with an improvement of about a 
0.4 standard deviation on the exam—equivalent to an 11 percent increase 
in the test scores of the average student in Uganda.

The identifi cation of impacts in these analyses rests on differential expo-
sure to newspapers—newspaper outlets and newspaper circulation in the 
two studies, respectively. The intuition is that the availability of newspapers 
affected the information acquired, which affected behavior, which led to 
improved resource fl ows, which in turn affected outcomes. The results 
from these studies are striking: information access substantially reduced 
leakage, increased enrollment, and led to an increase in test scores.

A key assumption in this instrumental variables approach is that the 
availability of newspapers is not related to outcomes through any other 
channel besides its effect through information. Since the approach assesses 
difference-in-differences and therefore controls for fi xed location-specifi c 
attributes, these effects would need to be dynamic to undermine the valid-
ity of the instrument. Specifi cally, time-varying factors related to newspa-
per access that also affect outcomes would undermine identifi cation. The 
arguments marshaled by the authors are compelling: newspaper access is 
related to knowledge about the grant program but not to knowledge about 
political matters and is therefore unlikely to be picking up an ability to 
lobby politicians for resources. Newspaper access was not related to leakage 
before the information campaign and is therefore unlikely to be picking up 
an unobserved factor related to leakage. Last, newspaper access has an 
effect over and above that of income and remoteness, so it is not simply a 
proxy for these variables. Nevertheless, the extent to which one believes 
that the impacts can be attributed to information access is dependent on 
one’s acceptance of these arguments. 

Evidence from Four New Field Experiments

Four more recent interventions were designed with the specifi c goal of 
evaluating the impact of information on behaviors and outcomes. Through 
careful pre- and postintervention data analysis, combined with randomized 
allocation of information dissemination, the studies enable substantial new 
insights into the potential for information as a tool for promoting 
accountability—and outcomes. Nevertheless, the small number of studies 
and the location-specifi c nature of the fi ndings suggest that there is 
substantial scope for further work.

Pakistan: Report cards
The education system in Pakistan is characterized by a vibrant private 
sector—one 2007 estimate put the share of students at the primary and 
secondary levels at 31.2 percent and 31.4 percent, respectively.12 Providing 
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information about school performance in such an environment has the 
potential to especially affect outcomes through competition between 
private schools and between the public and private sector. A large-scale 
study of the education system in three districts of Pakistan’s Punjab Province 
sought to evaluate what the effects of such an intervention would 
be (Andrabi, Das, and Khwaja 2009).13 

The specifi c sites of the information intervention were 112 randomly 
selected villages within the three districts. Only villages with at least one 
private school were included in the sample frame, corresponding to about 
50 percent of villages overall. In total, the study covered 823 public and 
private schools—on average, 7.3 schools per village. The study schools 
included roughly 9,900 students. Half of the villages in each district were 
assigned “treatment” status, and half served as a control group, with the 
intervention running two years. 

The intervention itself consisted of a set of report cards distributed to 
parents and teachers. The content of the cards was based on the results 
from a set of tests in English, mathematics, and Urdu—the local language. 
Parents received two report cards: (1) The fi rst card included the child’s 
individual score in each subject, his or her quintile rank across all tested 
students, and the average scores for the child’s school and for his or her vil-
lage as well as the quintile rank for each of these. (2) The second card 
included the average scores for each school in the village, its quintile rank, 
and the number of students tested. Teachers received an additional card 
that included a disaggregation of the scores across subtopics—for example, 
word recognition and sentence building in English.14 

The cards were delivered through discussion groups in which most of 
the time was spent explaining how to interpret the cards. The approach 
intentionally avoided providing advice to parents or schools; the goal was 
merely to ensure that the participants could understand and interpret the 
content.15 Families and schools received no fi nancial benefi ts (for example, 
household transfers or school grants) for their participation in this program.

A key feature of this intervention is that the investigators intended for it 
to be a villagewide intervention. All schools in all villages were a part of the 
study. The information campaign was intended to affect the whole market 
for education in the village—not just one (public) school.

India: Jaunpur district in Uttar Pradesh
A different approach was taken in a fi eld experiment of alternative 
approaches to promote community engagement and improve learning out-
comes in the Jaunpur District of the Uttar Pradesh state of India (Banerjee 
and others 2008). This large state—with a population roughly the size of 
Mexico’s—has economic and social indicators that are roughly in line with 
the rest of the country. Teacher absenteeism, estimated at 26.3 percent 
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based on a survey in 2003, is likewise similar to the national average of 24.8 
percent (Kremer and others 2005). 

Three approaches were designed to build on an existing institution for 
community engagement in education, the village education committee 
(VEC). While VECs exist in a de jure sense, a baseline survey found them to 
be all but nonfunctional: a survey of 1,029 VEC members (identifi ed as 
such by school principals) revealed that only 38 percent spontaneously self-
identifi ed as members, and only 25 percent responded that they were 
members when asked directly. VEC members, as well as parents of school-
age children in the study villages, knew little about the VEC’s roles and 
responsibilities. These roles include both indirect authority—by monitoring 
school performance, reporting to higher authorities, and requesting 
additional resources—and direct authority by supervising the hiring and 
fi ring of community-based contract teachers and allocating additional 
resources to the school from a government-run program (the Sarva Shikha 
Abhiyan [Education for All program]). 

This lack of engagement was concomitant with low indicators of learning 
achievement: 15 percent of village children ages 7–14 could not recognize 
a letter, 38 percent could not recognize numbers, and only 39 percent could 
read and understand a simple story. At the same time, parents systematically 
overestimated their children’s abilities. 

The three interventions also built on the experience of the collaborating 
NGO (Pratham, a large Indian NGO focused on education improvement) 
with improving education outcomes. The fi rst approach was based largely 
on explaining and publicizing the role of the VEC—both to VEC members 
and to the community at large. Through a series of small group meetings, 
culminating in a large village meeting, NGO facilitators held discussions 
about the structure and organization of local service delivery, with an 
emphasis on the role and activities of the VEC. Facilitators were tasked with 
ensuring that specifi c facts about the public education system and the VEC’s 
roles and responsibilities were conveyed. After the two-day intervention, 
pamphlets outlining these roles and responsibilities were left with each 
VEC member. 

The second approach built on the fi rst. In addition to group discussions, 
local volunteers were trained in simple reading, writing, and math 
assessment tools. They were tasked with administering these tests to school-
age villagers and, in collaboration with parents and other community 
members, were supposed to convert these test results into village 
“scorecards.” These scorecards then became inputs into the village meetings, 
helping to steer the discussion toward learning outcomes. 

The third approach added one more dimension. Local volunteers were 
sought to receive training in reading instruction. These trained volunteers 
then held remedial reading classes, known as “reading camps,” after school 
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hours. NGO staffers provided ongoing support to the program in these vil-
lages through periodic visits; an average village received seven of these visits.

Each approach was implemented in 65 villages, with an additional 
85 villages serving as a control group. The 280 study villages were ran-
domly selected from four blocks within the Jaunpur district, and allocation 
into each treatment approach was randomized within each block. Baseline 
data were collected in March and April 2005, with follow-up data collected 
one year later. The interventions were implemented from September 
through December 2005. Data were collected from 2,800 households, 316 
schools, and more than 17,500 school-age children (ages 7–14).

India: Three-state study
The third new information-for-accountability fi eld experiment is similar to 
the simplest of the Uttar Pradesh approaches, although the intervention 
differed in important respects. This intervention was carried out in 12 dis-
tricts across three Indian states: Uttar Pradesh (again), Madhya Pradesh, 
and Karnataka (Pandey, Goyal, and Sundararaman 2009, 2010).16 

Indicators of service delivery are similar in the three states, with teacher 
absenteeism estimated at 26.3 percent in Uttar Pradesh, 17.6 percent in 
Madhya Pradesh, and 21.7 percent in Karnataka in 2003 (Kremer and oth-
ers 2005). In general, however, Karnataka typically stands out as having 
higher economic and social indicators. Indeed, in the baseline survey for 
this experiment, teacher attendance was 67 percent and 65 percent in 
Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, respectively, while it was 88 percent in 
Karnataka. At the time of the unannounced visit at baseline, 31 percent 
and 27 percent of teachers, respectively, were actively engaged in teaching 
in Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, while 68 percent were doing so in 
Karnataka. 

Baseline indicators for the districts in this intervention also suggest a lack 
of knowledge and engagement by the formally established bodies supposed 
to oversee education matters: VECs in Uttar Pradesh, parent-teacher asso-
ciations (PTAs) in Madhya Pradesh, and school development and monitor-
ing committees (SDMCs) in Karnataka. Levels of learning (tested in 
second-to-fourth-grade students in public schools) were extremely low in 
Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh: only about 14 percent of students at 
baseline could read a sentence in these states, and only about 16 percent 
could correctly perform the addition tasks on the test. In Karnataka, the 
levels of learning at baseline were substantially higher: 46 percent of stu-
dents could read a sentence, and 75 percent could do the basic addition 
problems correctly. 

The intervention in this study consisted of a set of information dissemi-
nation tools delivered repeatedly to selected villages. The tools consisted of 
a six-minute fi lm shown on a mobile screen, a set of posters, a large wall 
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painting, take-home calendars, and a learning assessment booklet. The goal 
was to convey, in a systematic way and to a broad audience, the roles and 
responsibilities of the relevant school oversight committees as well as a 
series of facts about the rules, rights, and organization of those committees. 
The information was delivered in two rounds: September 2006 to January 
2007 and August 2007 to January 2009. In each case, the campaign was 
carried out three times, separated by a period of two to three weeks. Each 
campaign consisted of up to three community meetings in various neigh-
borhoods of the gram panchayat (the local-government unit of interven-
tion, consisting of approximately three villages) in which the fi lm was 
shown, posters displayed, the mural painted, and the take-home materials 
distributed.

The intervention was implemented in randomly selected gram panchay-
ats in each district, stratifi ed by block (an intermediate administrative level). 
The evaluation was based on a baseline survey carried out February–March 
2006, a fi rst follow-up survey carried out February–April 2007, and a second 
follow-up survey carried out February–April 2009. By the second follow-up, 
therefore, exposure to the program was on the order of two years.

The initial baseline survey was implemented in one public school in each 
gram panchayat. In Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, 15 students from 
each second-, third-, and fourth-grade class were tested. In Karnataka, 15 
students from each fourth- and fi fth-grade class were tested. The associated 
school oversight committee members were then interviewed. At follow-up, 
fresh cohorts of third- and fourth-grade students were tested in Uttar 
Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, and fresh cohorts of fourth- and fi fth-grade 
students were tested in Karnataka. In Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, 
the initial second-grade cohort was retested when the students would have 
been in fi fth grade if they had proceeded at the expected pace.

Liberia: Early grade reading assessment
The fourth information intervention with a rigorous evaluation was carried 
out in Liberia as a part of an Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) exer-
cise (Piper and Korda 2010). The setting is characterized by low school 
participation rates and extremely low levels of learning. The evaluation 
sought to study the impact—beyond the simple EGRA measurement—of 
three versions of follow-on activities: 

• In a fi rst group of schools, the EGRA exercise was implemented, but the 
results were not publicized or disseminated. This served as the control 
group for the evaluation.

• In a second group of schools, a “light” intervention was implemented. In 
these schools, parents and community members were provided with the 
results of the literacy assessment and were informed that the tests would 
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be repeated. Teachers in these schools were trained in how to prepare 
student report cards and instructed to distribute these four times a year. 

• In the third group of schools, a “full” version of the intervention was 
implemented. In these schools, teachers received intensive training on 
reading instructional strategies, over and above the “light” treatment 
interventions.

The baseline EGRA was carried out in November 2008 and covered 2,957 
second- and third-grade students from 176 schools. Assignment to control, 
light, and full treatment was done randomly, with geographic clustering, 
targeting 60 schools in each group. A follow-up EGRA was administered in 
June 2009, and a fi nal assessment was carried out in June 2010. The results 
discussed here are from the fi nal assessment. Notably, this was a study of 
sequential cohorts of students rather than a longitudinal study of the same 
students over time (that is, in each assessment, a new group of second- and 
third-grade students was selected).

EGRA assessed students on a variety of reading tasks: letter-naming fl u-
ency, phonemic awareness, familiar word fl uency, unfamiliar word fl u-
ency, connected-text oral reading fl uency, reading comprehension, and 
listening comprehension. In addition, an Early Grade Math Assessment 
(EGMA) was administered individually and orally, covering basic mathe-
matical skills. Neither the “light” nor the “full” interventions was geared 
toward math, but the rationale for including the math assessment was to 
see whether there could be spillover effects from reading to math.

Impact on Learning Outcomes

Pakistan: Report cards
The evaluation strategy in Pakistan exploited the randomized design: test 
score gains in the treatment and control villages could be compared after 
either one or two years of exposure to the intervention. Because treat-
ment occurred at the village level, much of the analysis was carried out on 
average village test scores, although the results were not sensitive to 
whether village- or student-level data were used in the empirical analysis.

The main result was that average test scores increased in the villages 
where the report cards were distributed: in those villages, test scores 
were 0.10–0.15 of a standard deviation higher than in the control vil-
lages. The results were sustained after two years of the program. Gains 
were especially big in private schools that had low test scores to begin 
with (increasing by more than a 0.3 standard deviation); gains were mod-
erate in government schools (increasing by about a 0.1 standard devia-
tion); and gains were small to insignifi cant in the private schools that had 
high scores at baseline. 
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India: Jaunpur District in Uttar Pradesh
The Uttar Pradesh study found little impact on learning outcomes. The 
impacts of the interventions that focused on raising awareness about the 
VEC’s roles and responsibilities and on self-assessment of learning achieve-
ments through the use of community scorecards were estimated to be 
small and statistically insignifi cantly different from zero. For example, 85.5 
percent of children could read at least letters at baseline; at follow-up, 89.2 
percent of the children in the control group could do so, while 89.6 percent 
of the children in the VEC awareness and scorecard intervention villages 
could do so. Similarly, 32.7 percent of children could subtract or divide at 
baseline, while at follow-up, 39.7 percent in the control group could do so, 
compared with 40.3 percent in the scorecard intervention villages. 

The study did fi nd, however, that the reading clubs led to improvements 
in reading ability—especially for children who could not read at baseline. In 
villages where this intervention was implemented, children who could not 
read at baseline were almost 8 percentage points more likely to be able to 
read letters at follow-up than children in the other villages. Children who 
enrolled in the reading clubs saw large reading gains: among those who had 
not previously been able to read, attending the classes made them 60 per-
centage points more likely to be able to read at follow-up.17

India: Three-state study
Unlike the Jaunpur District intervention in Uttar Pradesh, the three-state 
village information campaign intervention did lead to measurable impacts 
on learning outcomes. In Uttar Pradesh, the third- and fourth-grade students 
scored about 16 percent at baseline in mathematical addition tasks, and the 
impact of the treatment was to raise that score by about 5 percentage points 
more than the control group.18 Similar impacts were found for the other 
math competencies. At baseline, about 14 percent of these students could 
read a sentence and words, and the impact of the treatment was to raise that 
by 4 percentage points more than the control group. 

In Madhya Pradesh, the impact of the program appears in the test 
scores of the fi fth-grade students who were followed from the initial 
cohort of second-grade students. Among this group, the impact of the 
program was to raise math scores by 4 percentage points above the coun-
terfactual performance. 

In Karnataka, the impact of the program on fourth- and fi fth-grade stu-
dents was also large in math. For example, at baseline, about 28 percent 
could perform division, and the intervention raised that competency by 
7 percentage points more than the control group.

Liberia: Early grade reading assessment
Despite the randomized control design of the study, some (small) statisti-
cally signifi cant differences at baseline led the researchers to adopt a 
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difference-in-differences approach to estimating impact. That is, they 
studied the difference after the intervention after subtracting out the dif-
ferences before the intervention. 

The information-only intervention—that is, the “light” intervention—
increased only one of the seven indicators used in EGRA: the measure of 
letter fl uency.19 The test scores for this indicator increased by a 0.24 standard 
deviation as a result of the program. During the mid-term assessment, the 
“light” intervention also showed impacts on oral reading fl uency, reading 
comprehension, and listening comprehension. However, after the two years 
of the program had run their course, none of the indicators other than letter 
fl uency was affected by this intervention. 

On the other hand, the “full” intervention—which included the infor-
mation dissemination as well as the teacher training components—had sta-
tistically signifi cant impacts on all the indicators measured. The effect sizes 
were estimated to be large, from a 0.38 standard deviation in listening com-
prehension to 1.40 standard deviations for unfamiliar word decoding. 

Intriguingly, of the nine mathematics indicators included in EGRA, six 
were statistically signifi cantly positively increased by the “full” intervention 
(three were statistically signifi cantly positively increased by the “light” 
intervention).20

Channels of Impact

Pakistan: Report cards
The Pakistan case is somewhat atypical in that it focused on all schools—
both public and private—in a setting where private schools were a strong 
presence and there was a substantial amount of school choice. Neverthe-
less, the study found little in the way of switching between schools. Public 
distribution of test scores and rankings via report cards did alter parents’ 
perceptions of school quality: ex post perceptions were more aligned with 
test scores than ex ante perceptions. Enrollment in government schools 
appears to have increased somewhat at the expense of private schools with 
low initial test scores (which were more likely to close). However, there 
was substantial stability across time regarding which schools individual stu-
dents attended. The study found little impact of the intervention on other 
measures of household behavior; there was no change in parental time 
spent on education with children, no change in time spent on school work 
outside of school, and no change in education expenditures (excluding 
school fees).

The study documents that while there was no learning impact in private 
schools that had high test scores at baseline, school fees in these schools fell. 
The authors argue that both high-quality and low-quality private schools 
were adjusting to align the price-adjusted quality of schooling that they 
were offering: low-quality schools responded by increasing quality, while 
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high-quality schools responded by reducing price (in part because there 
may be diminishing returns to investments in quality). This latter adjust-
ment was especially large in schools where the “cost-per-test score” was 
highest before the intervention. 

All of these fi ndings are consistent with the increased competition that 
information is introducing into the market. It is harder to use these com-
petitive forces to explain the change in government schools. Indeed, despite 
the fact that there appears to have been limited direct competition for stu-
dents between public and private schools (at least over the relatively short 
period of the program implementation), public schools in villages that 
received report cards posted gains in test scores of slightly less than a 0.1 
standard deviation. 

The study also offers some insights into how schools increased test scores. 
In villages that received report cards, schools were more likely to have text-
books and more likely to have more of them. In addition, schools appear to 
have devoted more time to teaching and learning; the time spent on breaks 
was between 14 and 23 minutes less on average per day as a result of the 
intervention. This corresponds to a reported increase in the time that 
households reported that children spent in school, which increased by an 
average of 37 minutes per day as a result of the intervention.

India: Jaunpur District in Uttar Pradesh
The awareness-building and community mobilization interventions that 
were implemented in the Jaunpur District of Uttar Pradesh did indeed raise 
the level of knowledge among the various stakeholders. VEC members 
were more likely to know about the VEC’s responsibilities and rights. In 
addition, VEC members became much more aware of the state of education 
in the village. Knowledge among parents, however, did not increase by 
much. While the impacts were statistically signifi cantly different from zero, 
they were small. Even in treatment villages, barely 7 percent of parents 
reported being aware of the VEC after the interventions.

Likewise, behaviors were not much affected by the information inter-
ventions. VECs in treatment villages did not report having complained to 
higher authorities any more than those in control villages, nor were they 
more likely to have requested more resources—either in the form of grants 
or in the form of extra contract teachers. Similarly, parents did not engage 
any more in school activities as a result of the interventions; they did not 
visit schools any more, they did not volunteer any more time, and there 
were no additional school meetings organized.

India: Three-state study
Consistent with the estimated impacts on learning, the three-state study in 
India found impacts on behavioral change and knowledge. In Uttar 
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Pradesh—where engagement was lowest at baseline—the intervention led 
to more meetings, more participation in inspections, and greater knowl-
edge about school matters (such as school accounts) as well as the roles and 
responsibilities of the VECs. In Madhya Pradesh, PTA members reported 
more inspections, and greater participation in those inspections, although 
impacts on reported knowledge were not statistically signifi cantly different 
from zero. In Karnataka, the impacts were detected most in the area of 
knowledge—about school accounts and the role of the SDMCs. 

The impacts appear to have been mostly concentrated among the more 
elite members of the school committees—that is, non-Scheduled Caste 
members. Moreover, in Uttar Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, the impacts 
were concentrated in villages with low proportions of Scheduled Caste or 
Scheduled Tribe populations—that is, relatively better-off villages. These 
are presumably villages where literacy levels and other social and economic 
indicators are higher. Of particular note, in Karnataka there was evidence 
that school committees took action as a result of the information: the pro-
gram resulted in school committees letting go of contract teachers who had 
high absenteeism.

Similarly, the study found impacts on teacher effort in the two states 
where it had been especially low at baseline: Uttar Pradesh and Madhya 
Pradesh. In both states, the intervention led to an increase in teacher 
attendance (of between 6 and 8 percentage points), and in Madhya 
Pradesh to an increase of teacher activity conditional on attendance (of 
8 percentage points). All of this effect comes from an impact on civil ser-
vice teachers as opposed to contract teachers, for whom impacts were not 
statistically signifi cant. 

Liberia: Early grade reading assessment
Interpreting the Liberia results is made somewhat complicated for two 
reasons: 

First, the “light” treatment was especially light compared with the full 
treatment. In particular, teachers in the “full” treatment received ongoing 
support and supervision. However, the communities in the “light” program 
only received one-time information feedback from EGRA, with teachers 
being shown how to prepare report cards, and there was no verifi cation of 
whether they actually distributed report cards. 

Second, the impacts went beyond reading—that is, math tests were 
affected by the “full” intervention. There are two potential explanations for 
this: (1) possible spillover effects from reading to math (indeed, the ability 
to decode and interpret written material may well affect math scores); and 
(2) the possibility that the ongoing support and engagement provided to 
the schools, even though focused on reading, changed the motivation and 
effort of teachers in a way that affected math scores.
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Nevertheless, the impacts of the “full” intervention are striking. The 
large effect sizes are greater than those typically found in the evaluations of 
other education interventions, where an effect size of 0.2 is considered 
large.21 Given the study design, it is impossible to know whether the teacher 
training and support, without the public information disseminated through 
the EGRA feedback and report cards, would have had an impact. Given the 
frequently disappointing results with teacher training programs (see World 
Bank 2003 for a discussion), it is likely that the combination of the two did 
make a difference. Without the incentive to implement what they have 
learned in the classroom, teachers often fall back on familiar teaching 
methods. In this case, however, it is possible that the effect of the informa-
tion was to give teachers an additional incentive to make that transition. 
Further research would be needed to validate this conjecture.22

What Have We Learned?

The evidence to date clearly presents a mixed set of results about the 
potential of information for accountability to improve learning outcomes. 
Consistent with the analyses of the U.S. experience with report-card-like 
accountability interventions, the developing country examples of inter-
ventions with rigorous impact evaluation show similarly varied results. 
Table 2.1 summarizes the features and impacts estimated by these studies. 

Assessing the Evidence

The interventions and fi ndings share some similarities. All of the interven-
tions are of the “weak accountability” nature: no explicit sanctions are asso-
ciated with poor performance. All of the interventions appear to have 
affected awareness and knowledge, with various actors typically becoming 
more able to convey information about school quality in their localities as 
well as the material specifi cally disseminated through the information cam-
paigns (for example, in the India studies, information about the roles and 
responsibilities of the school oversight committees). 

However, the dissimilarities are a more prominent feature of these eval-
uation studies. The nature of the interventions varied substantially—from 
externally provided information about performance to the provision of self-
assessment tools; from media-based public dissemination of information to 
in-depth sustained community meetings to help explain the information 
and help stakeholders to process it; from exposures as short as three to six 
months to those as long as four years. 

While most of the studies used information to enhance client power rela-
tive to front-line providers, one of the programs (the Uganda newspaper 
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Table 2.1 Impact Evaluation Studies of Information-for-Accountability 
Interventions

Program
Nature of 

intervention Impact summary
Exposure 
duration

Evaluation 
strategy

Chile: 
school 
rankings

Publicizing top 
schools in 
comparison with 
schools that serve 
similar populations

No impact on 
learning outcomes or 
behaviors

2 and 
4 yrs.

RDD

Uganda: 
newspaper 
campaign

Publicizing through 
the media the amounts 
and timing of 
capitation-grant 
distribution to districts

Reduced leakage in 
the fl ow of resources; 
increased enrollment 
and learning

More 
than 
2 yrs.

IV

Pakistan: 
report cards

Detailed information 
of externally collected 
data on performance, 
intensively 
disseminated to 
parents, teachers, and 
school administrators

Increased learning 
outcomes in public 
schools and initially 
poor-performing private 
schools; reduced fees at 
initially high-performing 
private schools

1 and 
2 yrs.

RCT

India: 
Jaunpur 
District, 
Uttar 
Pradesh

Promoting 
awareness about 
roles, rights, and 
responsibilities of 
school oversight 
committees; creating 
self-assessment tools 
and village-specifi c 
scorecards; contracting 
remedial teachers for 
reading instruction

Slightly increased 
awareness of 
roles, rights, and 
responsibilities; 
no impact on 
behaviors; no impact 
on learning outcomes 
in “information-only” 
interventions

3–6 
mos.

RCT

India: 
three-state 
study

Promoting 
awareness about 
roles, rights, and 
responsibilities of 
school oversight 
committees

Increased awareness 
of roles and 
responsibilities, 
especially in higher 
socioeconomic groups; 
impacts on learning 
outcomes detected

3–6 
mos., 
2 yrs.

RCT

Liberia: 
Early Grade 
Reading 
Assessment 
(EGRA)

Disseminating EGRA 
results to communities; 
training teachers in 
reading instruction 
techniques

Large impacts of the two 
programs combined 
(limited to no impact of 
“information-only” 
intervention)

2 yrs. RCT, DD

Sources: Mizala and Urquiola 2007 for Chile; Reinikka and Svensson 2005, 2006, and 
Björkman 2006 for Uganda; Andrabi, Das, and Khwaja 2009 for Pakistan; Banerjee and 
others 2009 for Jaunpur District, India; Pandey, Goyal, and Sundararaman 2009, 2010 for 
India Three-State Study; Piper and Korda 2010 for Liberia.

Note: RDD = regression discontinuity design. IV = instrumental variables. RCT = random-
ized control trial. DD = diff erence-in-diff erences analysis.
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campaign) aimed to rebalance power between clients and politicians or 
policy makers, thereby affecting client voice. The variability across these 
evaluation studies refl ects the broader variability in the approaches used to 
promote information for accountability. Nevertheless, all of these variations 
make it diffi cult to draw too many strong general conclusions from these 
studies about the impact of information for accountability. 

One primary goal of impact evaluation studies is to investigate “proof of 
concept”—that is, to answer the question of whether an intervention, or a 
type of intervention, could have an impact on outcomes. The studies to 
date suggest that the answer to this question is yes, information for account-
ability can improve outcomes. The examples of India (the three-state 
study), Liberia, Pakistan, and Uganda show that, under some confi gura-
tions, information can be leveraged for change—change that results in 
increased learning outcomes. In addition, the programs appear to be quite 
cost-effective, as box 2.4 explains. 

Notably, each of these interventions was positioned to leverage change 
in different ways. In Uganda, the goal was to provide information that 
allowed stakeholders to hold local administrative units (districts) account-
able for the funds that they received. In Pakistan, the goal was to provide 
information to reduce asymmetric information within a vibrant local edu-
cation market. In the India three-state study, the goal was to provide 

Cost-Eff ectiveness of Information Interventions

Generating and disseminating information, if eff ective, should improve 
learning at a relatively low cost. Hoxby (2002) discussed the low rela-
tive cost of generating and disseminating information about inputs, 
outputs, and especially outcomes in the United States. 

For the Pakistan report card impact evaluation, the authors calcu-
lated that the total cost of compiling and disseminating the report 
cards for the entire population was roughly equal to the fee reduction 
in the initially well-performing schools (Andrabi, Das, and Khwaja 
2009). 

The India three-state study benchmarked the cost of the informa-
tion campaign against the benefi t reaped solely in terms of days 
worked by teachers. The study’s authors showed that the eff ective 
gain in the use of public resources (that is, the value of the increase in 
teacher attendance due to the project) was between 20 and 35 times 
the cost of the program (Pandey, Goyal, and Sundararaman 2010).

BOX 2.4
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information to empower local education bodies to exercise their rights of 
oversight and to empower parents to be aware of their direct role in mon-
itoring schools. In Liberia, information appeared to leverage parent 
engagement to make teacher capacity-building effective. This variation 
suggests that all four of these channels may be potential avenues for lever-
aging change through information.

One feature of these interventions that appears to be associated with 
success was the clarity and authority associated with the information dis-
seminated. The newspaper campaign in Uganda disseminated readily 
understood information—dates and amounts of disbursements. The report 
cards in Pakistan disseminated simple, externally validated indicators of 
school performance, which were then carefully explained to the target 
audiences. The three-state study in India emphasized the systematic nature 
of the information campaign; used creative approaches; repeated visits to 
ensure that the messages “stuck”; and left behind posters, murals, and take-
home materials to ensure that the information dissemination outlasted the 
visit from outsiders. 

Another feature that should be borne in mind when assessing the 
strength of the evidence is the exposure time. Short exposure times are 
common in impact evaluation analysis, with potentially noxious impacts 
on the validity of the fi ndings (King and Behrman 2009). Learning out-
comes are slow to change, and therefore it is perhaps unrealistic to expect 
to see impacts in as short a period as three months. 

But these features are not panaceas. Clear, externally validated informa-
tion that is widely disseminated for a long period of time will not always 
lead to salutary impacts. The Chilean SNED example shows that well-
understood information about schools’ relative performance, widely publi-
cized through media and at schools, was insuffi cient to change education 
markets—even after two or four years of exposure. By contrast, the India 
study in the Jaunpur District, Uttar Pradesh, showed that remedial reading 
lessons were able to increase reading abilities in a short time frame. 

In summary, these evaluation studies answer one big question—fi nding 
that, yes, information appears to have the potential to leverage change for 
improving learning outcomes—but they also raise many additional ques-
tions. Further research is likely needed to establish, more consistently and 
clearly, when and how information can be used most effectively.

Designing an Information-for-Accountability System 

One important aspect of information is that, once it has been created and 
disseminated, it can be used by all—and one person’s use does not reduce 
another person’s use. It has the attributes of what, in economics, is termed 
a public good. Public goods face the problem that since no one person or 
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entity reaps the full returns, there will be less than optimal investment in 
their creation. If information is to be leveraged for outcomes, it is therefore 
likely that its collection and dissemination will need to be subsidized and 
supported.

The limited evidence on information for accountability to date suggests 
that it is perhaps too soon to try to identify which specifi c aspects of the 
approach may ensure the largest impact. As described above, there is a 
great deal of heterogeneity across the cases described here regarding (a) 
which information was disseminated and how that information was pre-
sented, and (b) the extent to which the information was accompanied by 
capacity-building efforts to ensure that the information was understood. 
Despite the limited information base, some principles do emerge from the 
cases so far. 

Which information to disseminate and how to present it?
First, simplicity is an important goal to strive for. The report card interven-
tion in Pakistan provides a model that shows substantial promise; the infor-
mation in the report cards was straightforward and related to an outcome 
of overarching interest—learning. As fi gure 2.2 illustrates, each parent was 
informed about their child’s performance in math, Urdu, and English, with 
these scores rated from “needing a lot of work” to “very good.” The equiva-
lent information for the child’s school and village was also provided (left 
panel of fi gure 2.2). A separate card provided to parents listed average 
results for each school in the village (right panel of fi gure 2.2).

In Paraná State, Brazil, which implemented a school report card between 
1999 and 2002, the information distributed was likewise kept simple, 
although it went beyond learning outcomes and included information 
about student fl ows and the numbers of teachers and students. In addition, 
it included feedback from a set of surveys carried out at the school level 
with responses from parents and students to questions about various 
aspects of school functioning, as fi gure 2.3 shows. 

The additional information included in the Paraná report cards is of two 
types: (1) data available from regular data gathering sources such as EMIS, 
including information on students, student fl ows, and teachers as well as 
on infrastructure and the availability of certain types of resources at the 
school level; and (2) data from specialized surveys, such as those collecting 
information about parents’ perceptions of the schools. 

The issue to address with the fi rst type of data is where to draw the line: 
how much is too much? EMIS typically collect a large set of data, much 
more information than could be used in a report card exercise. To the extent 
that report cards are a tool for mobilizing parents and stakeholders, includ-
ing these data is probably of limited use. If report cards are to be used as 
management and planning tools, however, then detailed information of 
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Figure 2.2 Report Cards Given to Parents in Pakistan

Source: Andrabi, Das, and Khwaja 2009.

Note: Quintile descriptions range from “needing a lot of work” to “very good.”
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b. Translation (English)a. Original (Portuguese)

School Performance Assessment, 2000 
Other Schools in
Your Municipality This School Paraná 

Mean Mean

Number
of Pupils
Assessed 

Pupils
at

Level I   

Pupils 
at Level 

II 

Pupils 
at Level 

III 

Pupils 
at Level 

IV 

Number
of Pupils

Assessed Mean

Number
of Pupils

Assessed
Portuguese 4th * 257 7,232 250 39,239 
 8th

Math 4th * 255 7,101 250 38,441 
 8th

Science 4th * 254 7,055 250 38,033 
 8th

258 AP 61 16% 25% 25% 34% 263 4,852 250 31,125

262 AC 56 23% 11% 27% 38% 261 4,710 250 31,007

251 AB 63 19% 30% 25% 25% 260 4,743 250 31,125

SEED/NIE, AVA 2000 

School Effects: 
AC Average above the expected mean, given the profile of pupils assessed. 
AB Average below the expected mean, given the profile of pupils assessed. 
AP Average roughly equal to the expected mean, given the profile of pupils assessed. 

Promotion, Repetition, and Dropout 
This School Other Schools in Your Municipality

Other Schools in Your Municipality

Paraná

Paraná

Grade
1-4

Grade  
5-8 

Secondary 
Education 

Grade  
1-4 

Grade  
5-8 

Secondary 
Education 

Grade
1-4 

Grade
5-8 

Secondary
Education 

Promotion 
Repetition
Dropout 

*
*
*

67%
33%
0%

78%
20%

2%

95%
4%
2%

79%
16%
5%

71%
13%
15%

89%
9%
2%

81%
9%
2%

75%
10%
15%

Data refer to the 2001 school year for public schools in formal education. 
*  The school (or municipality) did not offer this level of education.  

Teachers and Students 
This School

Total
Grade

1-4 
Grade  

5-8 
Secondary 
Education 

Grade  
1-4 

Grade  
5-8 

Secondary 
Education 

Grade  
1-4 

Grade  
5-8 

Secondary 
Education 

Pupils 2,192 * 1,381 811 113,573 100,75
4 65,965 825,8

50 
737,6

02 408,020 

Average class
size  

 * 37 39 30 35 38 27 34 37 

Teachers * 47 34 6,048 4,193 2,765 39,25
5 

37,46
4 22,938 

Teachers w/
higher education  

 * 100% 100% 67% 98% 98% 46% 97% 97%

Source:
Note: Data from Public schools: total pupils in primary and secondary education.

* The school (or municipality) did not offer this level of education.
The state government standard for pupil class ratio varies from aminimum of 25 to a maximum of
30 pupils per class  for 1st to 4th grade, 30–40 pupils per class for 5th to 8th grade, 30–45 pupils per
class for secondary education.

MEC/INEP/SSEC, Censo Escolar 2002 (                                        ). Resultados Preliminares

MEC/INEP/SSEC, Censo Escolar 2002 (                                        )Resultados Preliminares

Source:
Note:

Source:
Note:

Figure 2.3 Report Card in Paraná State, Brazil, 1999–2000 6
8



b. Translation (English)a. Original (Portuguese)

Parents’ opinions about this school regarding . . .
Education quality 
59 out of 70 parents (84%) are satisfied with the quality of education their children receive. 
43 out of 68 parents (63%) believe the school buildings are well maintained.  
63 out of 69 parents (91%) believe the school infrastructure is appropriate to educational activities. 
50 out of 69 parents (72%) believe that school teachers are dedicated to teaching. 
57 out of 71 parents (80%) are satisfied with teachers’ punctuality. 

Parental involvement 
65 out of 69 parents (94%) would like to have  greater involvement in school activities. 
64 out of 68 parents (94%) believe that the head teacher favors participation of the school community in school activities. 

47 out of 68 parents (69%) indicate that the school promoted parental involvement in school
administration issues. 23 of them participated in such activities.   

Information dissemination 
48 out of 72 parents (67%) report that the school promoted regular meetings between parents and teachers. 
55 out of 68 parents (81%) say a regular communication system with parents has been established. 

47 out of 69 parents (72%) report receiving information about their children’s homework so they could follow up on it. 

Security 
51 out of 72 parents (71%) feel safe sending their children to school. 
47 out of 67 parents (70%) believe the school has discipline problems. 
47 out of 68 parents (69%) believe the school has internal security problems. 
60 out of 69 parents (87%) believe the school is subject to security problems in the neighborhood.  

School grade 
7.8 (mean attributed by 68 parents). 

Parent profile 
5 out of 70 parents (7%) reported participating in the School Board. 
7 out of 69 parents (10%) reported being members of the Parents and Teacher Association Secretariat.  
14 out of 68 parents (21%) reported being a volunteer at this school.  
22 out of 69 parents (32%) have more than one child at this school. 

Survey submitted to parents during School Family Week, April 20–28, 2002. 
Only schools with more than 160 pupils responded to the survey. 
The results reported represent only the opinions of those parents who answered the questionnaires and not 
those whose children attend this school. 
The results are based on the total number of valid responses and not the total number of questionnaires received. 

58 out of 65 parents (89%) say that teachers assign homework tasks that promote parents’ interest
in their children’s education.  

50 out of 71 parents (70%) indicate that  the school promoted parental involvement in education issues.
31 of them participated in such activities.

Source:
Note:

(continued next page)69



b. Translation (English)a. Original (Portuguese)
The pupils in this school say that . . .

4th Grade 8th Grade

* 74% 
His/her parents always go to the
school when requested. %66

15% 

He/she has never failed. %95

35% 

He/she has a home computer. %12

ScienceMathPortuguese ScienceMathPortuguese

27% 29% 38% 
He/she enjoys very much the way
his/her teacher teaches.  68% 37% 42%

He/she did not have trouble learning. 42% 25% 19%

SEED/NIE, AVA 2000:
* The school did not offer (or had not assessed) this level of education. 

The school head teacher says that . . .
During his/her administration, the head teacher dedicated most of his/her time to the organization of the
school management structure.  

The School Board met every two months. 

His/her parents always read his/her
school reports.   

His/her parents always or almost
always attend school events.   

At least one of his/her parents has
completed secondary education.  

He/she always or almost always requ-
ired guidance with his/her homework.  

During the general school meetings to which all parents were invited, the educational projects for the differ-
ent periods of the school year were discussed. On average, parental attendance at these meetings was 75%.  

He/she has a car. 63% 

He/she likes the textbook used. 27% 44% 43%

Source:

SEED/NIE, AVA 2000:Source:

Note:

Questionário do Escola.

Questionário do Aluno.

Figure 2.3 Report Card in Paraná State, Brazil, 1999–2000 (continued)

Sources: Original Portuguese version from Vasconcelos 2003; translation from Winkler and Sevilla 2004.
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this type is likely to be useful. There is no one-size-fi ts-all approach, but in 
a given situation it is probably useful to separate out the management and 
planning aspects of the report cards and provide those data to the school 
through a separate feedback method, as box 2.2 discussed above. This sepa-
ration would allow the report cards to be simpler and more focused on 
selected indicators.

The issue with data on stakeholder perceptions is different. Some report-
card interventions have included only this type of feedback—indeed, the 
multisectoral “Citizen Report Cards” in Bangalore, India, (as box 2.3 
described) included only perceptions and no “factual” data on learning or 
other school information. Collecting data about perceptions involves the 
fi elding of a survey to representative samples of parents and students at 
each school, which could be costly and hard to replicate on a regular basis. 
Of course, collecting information on learning outcomes could be costly as 
well, but that kind of data gathering is narrowly focused on students in the 
classroom, can be done in the context of regular classroom activities, and 
does not require tracking back to the students’ households to interview 
parents.

The apparent success of the Pakistan intervention suggests that the extra 
EMIS or perception-related information is not necessary to generate impact. 
The two India cases that included no learning information as a part of the 
feedback showed mixed results. While it is substantially too soon to draw 
too many conclusions based on a limited number of cases, this pattern does 
suggest that careful thought needs to be put into which information should 
be included in each particular situation. The priority should be on simple 
indicators that parents care about, that they understand, and that are likely 
to motivate them to action. The indicators are likely to differ depending on 
the socioeconomic context (in particular, the literacy level of the parents) 
and the specifi cs of the education market (recall that Pakistan had a par-
ticularly vibrant private sector). Piloting various approaches should precede 
any scale-up of a report card exercise.

How much “socialization” do the report cards need?
The notion that simply introducing information into a system is suffi -
cient to upset an equilibrium—and lead to a stronger set of accountabil-
ity relationships—is an attractive one. If such an intervention has an 
impact, its cost-effectiveness would be large, as box 2.4 discusses.

The studies reviewed here show a big range in the extent to which infor-
mation was accompanied by additional interventions to ensure that it was 
being understood and to maximize the chance that it would be acted on. At 
one extreme is the Uganda case, where it was simply newspaper availabil-
ity that identifi ed the impact. At the other extreme are the Pakistan and 
India three-state studies, which had more in-depth, community-based 
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dissemination strategies. Impacts of the campaigns were therefore found at 
both extremes. While a relatively hands-off approach may work for some 
situations, the case of Chile suggests that it is not always enough. The com-
parison between the two India-based studies suggests that, at least for the 
community mobilization efforts, a more sustained and comprehensive 
approach might have been necessary. The India three-state intervention 
involved more frequent visits and provided more subsequent follow-up 
visits—which seem to have translated into greater impact. 

Björkman and Svensson (2007) described an intervention in Uganda 
that provided information about health service delivery and local health 
outcomes along with an intensive community mobilization campaign that 
included the development of action plans. The authors estimated that this 
approach had a large impact on improving service delivery and reducing 
infant mortality. 

It is likely that there are many settings in developing countries where the 
current equilibrium is that parents and local stakeholders feel disengaged 
from the education system (and perhaps disempowered from it). Simply 
making information available may not be enough to change that status 
quo—at least in the initial phases of a report card scheme. Complementary 
activities might include community meetings at which the results of the 
report cards are described item by item (such as in the Pakistan case). They 
might also include approaches that ensure that the stakeholders have a 
framework within which to channel their input into schools (such as in the 
Ugandan health sector example). More-intensive interventions are likely to 
be costlier—both in fi nancial and human terms—and less easy to scale up 
than less-intensive ones—but little is known about the tradeoff between 
these approaches. Again, piloting alternative approaches within a given set-
ting would be important before large scaling up of activities.

Downsides of Information for Accountability 

It is hard to argue against greater access to accurate information. Neverthe-
less, it is important to keep in mind that the approach has several potential 
shortcomings. Much of the research on potential downsides has focused on 
the distortions that strong accountability approaches can engender. 

First, they could lead to strong opposition to reform—as discussed in the 
case of Brazil (Brooke 2005). Second, they could have unintended conse-
quences—many of which undermine the validity of the exercise itself. Stra-
tegic behavior on the part of schools undergoing an assessment was found 
in the Chicago school system when a strong accountability system was 
introduced—from outright cheating on the part of teachers (Jacob and Lev-
itt 2003) to more subtle effects such as excluding students from the testing; 
retaining students in grades that were not subject to testing; or reducing the 
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scope of subjects taught, or the curriculum itself, away from nontested sub-
jects (Jacob 2005). While these effects have been documented, Loveless 
(2005) concludes that the “harms” described to date appear temporary and 
malleable. 

Elite capture is another potential problem with information campaigns 
that rely on written communication, which is more likely to be understood 
by educated parents. The India three-state study suggests that the potential 
for elite capture is real. Moreover, when combined with other interven-
tions, information can have the potential to aggravate inequalities even 
further. In Chile, vouchers provided to promote school choice, combined 
with information, facilitated an increase in the stratifi cation of schools—
with students of high socioeconomic status going to good schools and stu-
dents of low socioeconomic status going to the lower-quality schools (Hsieh 
and Urquiola 2006). Contreras, Flores, and Lobato (2004) argue that the 
Chilean SNED system exacerbated socioeconomic inequalities—with larger 
learning gains associated with higher baseline household income and 
parental education levels.

Yet another potential pitfall of information-for-accountability interven-
tions that rely on test scores relates to measurement issues. Test scores mea-
sure a variety of factors. While teachers and schools matter, the role of the 
innate endowments of students, their socioeconomic backgrounds, and the 
level of support they receive from their families for education are all impor-
tant. To the extent that test-score-based campaigns do not take those fac-
tors into consideration, they may be misleading. While such variables could 
be taken into account to some extent—as was done in Chile and Pakistan—
the measurement issues related to test scores can be quite problematic. 
Kane and Staiger (2002) describe the properties of school test score mea-
sures and forcefully argue that they are less reliable than commonly recog-
nized. In particular, the small samples underlying average test scores for a 
grade from a particular school make that average a noisy measure—even 
(or perhaps especially) if adjusted for previous-year scores or observed 
characteristics. Mean reversion in test scores—the fact that positive (or neg-
ative) school-specifi c shocks in one year will be reversed in the subsequent 
year—will lead to misguided interpretation of the role of information based 
on test scores or the interventions based on them (Chay, McEwan, and 
Urquiola 2005). Kane and Staiger (2002) argue for the use of test scores 
averaged over time—an approach available only if there is frequent testing. 

Conclusion: Beyond Proof of Concept

Despite the theoretical appeal of information for accountability, the experi-
ence to date suggests that it does not offer a silver bullet for solving issues 
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of service delivery. But that is probably too tall an order for any single 
approach. The evidence to date in developing countries—which is admit-
tedly thin—suggests that information can lead to improvements in out-
comes. This happened because information promoted effective choice and 
competition, because it enabled more effective participation in school over-
sight and management, and because it enabled citizens to hold local gov-
ernments accountable. 

Many questions remain open—for example, on the most effective ways 
to design information programs, or on the factors that enable or disable 
impacts on learning outcomes, or on the way to collect and disseminate 
information. Given the cost-effectiveness of the information-for-account-
ability approach, research into these areas is likely to be valuable. Priority 
areas for research include those discussed in this concluding section.

What Is the Best Target Audience—and How Is Information 
Interpreted?

The cases to date suggest variability in the extent to which target popula-
tions “absorb” information that is being disseminated. This variability could 
occur for various reasons. For example, if the information provided is not 
additional—in the sense that it merely confi rms people’s prior beliefs—then 
one might expect minimal impact. This is consistent with the Chile SNED 
results, although the study in Pakistan found that the information was 
instrumental in narrowing the range of opinions about the quality of 
schools and, in so doing, reduced the “noise” of people’s prior perceptions. 
The issue that deserves more attention, therefore, is the extent to which 
information is merely confi rmatory or whether it alters beliefs in a way that 
may motivate action.

This is not to say that confi rmatory information would not necessarily be 
value added. One of the hypotheses behind information as an accountabil-
ity tool is that externally validated performance indicators provide parents 
and other community stakeholders the basis for lobbying and monitoring 
schools and local governments. Even merely confi rmatory information 
could still perform this function. The Pakistan study suggests that this may 
be occurring (as one explanation for the impacts found in public schools), 
but there are other explanations as well. Understanding more about this 
potential role of information would provide insights into the channels 
through which it could improve outcomes.

An additional dimension in the targeting of information campaigns 
relates to the potential “capture” of the information. One of the general 
fears about decentralization efforts is that they result in elite capture—the 
use of the new powers by local populations who have power to further their 
own objections, sometimes at the expense of the less well-off (Bardhan and 
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Mookherjee 2000, 2005). Information may have a heterogeneous impact 
on stimulating choice, participation, or voice in a way that disproportion-
ately benefi ts the already advantaged, thereby aggravating inequalities. 

The results from the studies to date provide contrasting results on that 
score. The results from the Uganda newspaper campaign showed that the 
schools with the least political power benefi ted the most from the new 
transparency in terms of reduction in leakage (Reinikka and Svensson 
2004). On the other hand, the results from the India three-state study 
showed that the non-Scheduled Caste and non-Scheduled Tribe members 
of the school oversight committees showed the greatest change as a result 
of the intervention. Moreover, the impacts found in the latter study were 
largest in villages with low shares of Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribe 
members in the population—suggesting some degree of elite capture. 
The extent to which the nature of the information, its packaging, and dis-
semination strategies might mitigate or exacerbate this effect is something 
important to fi nd out.

Another way in which the nature of the information and the character-
istics of the target population interact is the extent to which information is 
provided into a setting where education is valued. The low levels of popular 
engagement and knowledge about VECs documented in the Jaunpur Dis-
trict of Uttar Pradesh attest to a disconnect between the population and the 
education system. The interventions in India were all aimed at raising that 
engagement, through awareness and knowledge building. But if the per-
ceived value of education is low—or low relative to the opportunity cost of 
the time required to participate in school activities, monitor teachers, or 
organize and lobby governments—then it should not be surprising if infor-
mation has no impact. Likewise, if people have become conditioned to 
have low expectations for service delivery and do not believe their actions 
will change the behavior of providers, they might not be willing to make 
the effort to bring about that change since it is perceived as futile. 

How Does Information Interact with Collective Action?

Some of the rationales for information campaigns depend on the ability of 
parents and potentially other community members to undertake collective 
action. Information is an input into processes of participation and voice, 
which require groups of people to coordinate their actions to infl uence 
front-line providers and local governments. But collective action is not 
automatic and depends, among other things, on the characteristics of the 
population involved—for example, its heterogeneity. 

In addition, the nature of the information and the way it is dissemi-
nated matters. Information that enables private action—such as the report 
cards in Pakistan—might have more impact than information that is 
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geared primarily toward facilitating collective action. In discussing their 
study results from the Jaunpur District of Uttar Pradesh, India, the authors 
attributed the impact of the reading classes versus the nonimpact of the 
information campaigns to this effect (Banerjee and others 2008). The for-
mer was a largely private endeavor that provided private benefi ts, while 
the latter requires coordination, for which there are large externalities to 
any individual behavior.

What Information Has the Most Impact?

As described above, the studies so far are quite different in terms of the 
types of information disseminated. In Chile and Pakistan, the emphasis was 
on externally validated and verifi ed data on learning outcomes. Both of 
those studies, however, were quite different from the scorecard approach 
used in the India examples. In India, villagers were provided with the tools 
to assess learning levels, but these were meant to be self-assessment tools 
(that is, not externally validated), with no comparators available or pro-
vided. In the Jaunpur District in Uttar Pradesh, India, the self-assessment 
tool appeared to provide no benefi t over and above the information on 
rights, roles, and responsibilities. In the India three-state study, it was not 
possible to disentangle these effects. Understanding the importance of the 
credibility and external validation of information on learning outcomes 
would be important for policy development.

The different cases have also highlighted alternative ways of presenting 
information on learning outcomes. In Chile, SNED built on an earlier effort 
based on “raw” scores (SIMCE) and combined test scores with other indica-
tors, such as the socioeconomic background of the school’s students, to 
determine school performance. In Pakistan, the data were presented raw, 
with village- and district-level comparators provided to give context. 

More generally, the extent to which raw or value-added scores would be 
the most effective is unknown (“value added” being defi ned either as over 
time for the same students, for the same schools, or in terms of perfor-
mance over and above what is predicted by observed characteristics). While 
greater sophistication in the way data are manipulated may serve to convey 
their meaning more accurately, this sophistication must be weighed against 
the extent to which the target audience understands and interprets the 
data. The cases to date provide little guidance on how to make this tradeoff.

Is There a Role for Strong Accountability in 
Developing Countries? 

One of the features of the evaluation studies in developing countries is the 
lack of strong accountability models. All of the approaches rely only on 
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information itself as a tool for accountability rather than on any explicit 
sanctions or rewards associated with it. The studies of strong accountability 
in the United States suggest that such measures can have strong impacts on 
outcomes, albeit with potentially distortionary impacts, as previously dis-
cussed. Indeed, Winkler and Sevilla (2004) point to the lack of sanctions 
and rewards related to performance as one of the salient factors of account-
ability systems in developing countries. 

While no evidence suggests that strong accountability is an appropriate 
strategy for developing countries (although chapter 4 provides evidence 
that incentives can affect teacher behavior), the lack of studies suggests that 
this is a potential area for further research.

What Can Providers Do with the Information, or the Pressure, 
They Receive?

The extent to which schools can respond to information, to competitive 
pressures, or to parent participation will determine the extent to which one 
should expect any impacts. Indeed, if schools have no (or extremely lim-
ited) decision-making authority, then it would not be surprising to fi nd 
limited impact. The Pakistan study showed that private schools were the 
ones most affected by the intervention—either by increasing quality or 
reducing fees (an option not open to public schools, which are free in Pak-
istan). One might expect that the ability of schools to realign expenditures 
and efforts to improve quality would matter in determining the potential 
for impact. None of the studies to date can shed much light on the extent 
to which information acts only as a complement to school autonomy (con-
sistent with the choice and participation channels for change) or whether it 
can be, to some extent, a substitute. 

A related issue is that, even if schools have the authority and the ability 
to make decisions, schools and teachers may not know how to improve 
quality. School administrators may be resistant to change because they 
don’t know any other way of acting. Teachers may be reluctant to change 
teaching methods. There is undoubtedly some truth to this—if it were easy 
to improve quality, it would likely have already happened. But the cases so 
far suggest that schools, even in these poor settings, were able to make 
relatively easy adjustments that are associated with improvements in qual-
ity. In Pakistan, the effective school day increased by about 30 minutes in 
initially low-performing private schools. In the India three-state study, 
teacher attendance and teacher activity conditional on attendance (that is, 
the likelihood of a teacher being engaged in teaching activities at the time 
of the unannounced visit) increased substantially in the two states where 
teacher attendance and activity were initially lowest (Uttar Pradesh and 
Madhya Pradesh). In Liberia, the explicit teacher training that was overlaid 
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on top of the information intervention yielded dramatic impacts on reading 
(and measurable impacts on math) ability.

These issues—the extent to which information can feed into decision 
making at the school level and the degree to which schools know which 
changes to make—are taken up more explicitly in the next chapter, devoted 
to the evidence on school-based management.

Notes

 1. Another aspect of the use of information not discussed here is the use of infor-
mation as a tool to stimulate demand. For example, the perceived return to 
education was low among youth in the Dominican Republic (Jensen 2010). 
When information about average rates of return was made available to a ran-
domly selected group of youths, they ultimately completed between 0.20 and 
0.35 more years of schooling. Other studies of the impact of information about 
the costs or benefi ts of education have shown consistent results (Nguyen 2008; 
Dinkelman and Martinez 2010).

 2. Friedman (1955), advocating the use of vouchers to promote money-follows-
the-student school choice, is largely credited with framing the notion of school 
choice as a way to improve outcomes. See Hoxby (2003) for a more recent 
review of the issues related to school choice in the United States.

 3. An example of the impact of oversight is in Jimenez and Sawada (1999), which 
studied the impact of El Salvador’s Educación con Participación de la Comunidad 
(Education with Community Participation, or EDUCO) “community-man-
aged” school program. In that case, student test scores were higher, in part 
because of greater teacher effort (Sawada 1999).

 4. These reports, along with performance tables, can be accessed from http://
www.dcsf.gov.uk/performancetables/.

 5. See http://www.ero.govt.nz/ for more details.
 6. Action plans included activities such as involving parents and older students in 

tutoring activities, teachers following up more closely with students with dif-
fi culties, organizing classrooms into smaller groups, and addressing child labor 
activities that are incompatible with schooling.

 7. In addition to these experiences, EMIS-based report cards have been imple-
mented in Benin, Madagascar, Niger, and Togo more recently. These exercises 
have aimed at increasing accountability at the school level through public dis-
play of the information and by helping management—for example, through 
the determination of school grants or the prioritization of schools for inspection.

 8. Flórez, Chesterfi eld, and Siri (2006) assessed the impact of CERCA schools by 
comparing outcomes in these schools to those in “similar” nonparticipating 
schools. However, the authors were not specifi c about how this comparison 
group was selected, nor did they document how similar or dissimilar the groups 
were in terms of observable (and potentially unobservable) characteristics.

 9. These fi ndings are similar to those in Kane and Staiger (2001, 2002) using U.S. 
data.
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 10. The authors argue that the potentially confounding fact that teachers in award-
winning schools also received a bonus would have relatively small impact on 
the results. They argue that, if anything, the potential bias would be upward as 
higher teacher salaries might make schools more attractive to parents. Other 
analysts have focused on the teacher incentive aspect of the program and argue 
that this has indeed generated returns in the form of increased test scores (see 
the discussion in chapter 4 about teacher accountability).

 11. Contreras, Flores, and Lobato (2004) evaluated the impact of the SNED teacher 
bonuses on testing achievement. They showed that there is a positive and sig-
nifi cant correlation between winning the award and subsequent student per-
formance. Primary schools that received an award in 2002 had higher math 
scores in 2004, even after controlling for mothers’ schooling and household 
income and for homogenous group dummies and testing performance in the 
previous two years for which scores were available. The data suggested similar 
conclusions for secondary schools.

 12. Based on EdStats “Country Trends and Comparisons,” available at http://
go.worldbank.org/ITABCOGIV1.

 13. The evaluation summarized here was a part of a broader effort to “understand 
how much learning is taking place and to identify what factors determine the 
quality of the education children receive” (Andrabi, Das, and Khwaja 2009). 
Details of the broader effort are at http://www.leapsproject.org.

 14. The cards in the second year of the program included information based on 
learning gains between the fi rst and second years.

 15. There was an additional protocol for distributing cards to the relatively small 
share of parents who did not attend the meetings.

 16. Districts included in the study were Sitapur, Pratapgargh, Hathras, and Kanpur 
Dehat in Uttar Pradesh; Dhar, Guna, Katni, and Raisen in Madhya Pradesh; 
and Bellary, Gulberga, Kolar, and Chikmagalur in Karnataka.

 17. The study computes this by using exposure to the intervention as an instru-
ment for class participation in an instrumental variables analysis of the impact 
of reading clubs.

 18. “Score” refers to the percentage of students who can perform a competency 
correctly.

 19. The seven indicators used were letter fl uency (per minute), phonemic aware-
ness (of 10), familiar words (per minute), unfamiliar words (per minute), oral 
reading fl uency (per minute), reading comprehension (%), and listening com-
prehension (%).

 20. The nine indicators were number identifi cation, quantity discrimination (per 
minute), missing number, addition 1 (per minute), addition 2 (per minute), 
subtraction 1 (per minute), subtraction 2 (per minute), multiplication, and 
fractions (%).

 21. It is possible that the narrow nature of the indicators measured—letter fl uency, 
unfamiliar word decoding—as opposed to a broad-based index contributed to 
these large effect sizes.

 22. Li and others (2010) document how parental communication works as a com-
plement to tutoring in improving learning outcomes in a randomized fi eld 
experiment in China.
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  Good education is not only about physical inputs such as classrooms, teach-
ers, and textbooks, but also about incentives that lead to better instruction 
and learning. Education systems are extremely demanding of the manage-
rial, technical, and fi nancial capacity of governments, and thus, as a service, 
education is too complex to be effi ciently produced and distributed in a 
centralized fashion (King and Cordeiro-Guerra 2005). 

Hanushek and Woessmann (2007) suggest that most of the incentives 
that affect learning outcomes are institutional in nature. They identify three 
in particular: 

• Choice and competition. When parents who are interested in maximizing 
their children’s learning outcomes can choose to send their children to 
the most productive schools they can fi nd (in terms of academic 
results), this demand-side pressure will give all schools an incentive to 
improve their performance if they want to compete for students.

• School autonomy. Similarly, local decision making and fi scal decentraliza-
tion can have positive effects on outcomes such as test scores or gradu-
ation rates by holding the schools accountable for the “outputs” they 
produce.

• School accountability. Quality and timely service provision can be ensured 
if service providers can be held accountable to their clients (in the case of 
education, students, and their parents).

The increasing decentralization in education includes trends toward 
increasing autonomy, devolving responsibility, and encouraging respon-
siveness to local needs—all with the objective of raising performance 
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levels—across Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Develop-
ment (OECD) countries (OECD 2004). Most countries whose students 
perform well in international student achievement tests give their local 
authorities and schools substantial autonomy over adapting and imple-
menting education content and allocating and managing resources. With 
a few exceptions, most students in OECD countries are enrolled in 
schools where teachers and stakeholders play a role in deciding which 
courses are offered and how money is spent within the schools. More-
over, greater school autonomy is not necessarily associated with wider 
disparities in school performance among schools if governments provide 
a framework in which poorer-performing schools receive the necessary 
support to help them improve. In fact, Finland and Sweden—which are 
among those countries with the highest degree of school autonomy on 
many Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) measures—
have (together with Iceland) the smallest performance differences among 
schools (OECD 2004).

Decentralization in School-Based Management

School-based management (SBM) is a form of decentralization. There are 
four sources of authority: central government; provincial, state, or regional 
governing bodies; municipal, county, or district governments; and schools 
(McGinn and Welsh 1999). Decentralization can occur from central gov-
ernment to lower levels of government or from lower-level government to 
schools. There are other names for this concept, but they all refer to the 
decentralization of authority from the central government to the school 
level (Barrera-Osorio, Fasih, and Patrinos 2009; Caldwell 2005). 

In SBM, responsibility for, and decision-making authority over, school 
operations is transferred to local agents, which can be a combination of 
principals, teachers, parents, sometimes students, and other school com-
munity members. An increasing number of developing countries are 
introducing SBM reforms aimed at empowering principals and teachers 
or strengthening their professional motivation, thereby enhancing their 
sense of ownership of the school. Many of these reforms have also 
strengthened parental involvement in the schools, sometimes by means 
of school councils. 

SBM usually works through a school committee (or a school council or 
school management committee) that may 

• monitor the school’s performance in, for instance, test scores or teacher 
and student attendance; 

• raise funds and create endowments for the school; 
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• appoint, suspend, dismiss, and remove teachers and ensure that teach-
ers’ salaries are paid regularly; and 

• approve (albeit rarely) annual budgets, including the development bud-
get, and examine monthly fi nancial statements.

Several initiatives seek to strengthen parents’ involvement in school man-
agement through their involvement in the school committee. Parents par-
ticipate voluntarily and take on various responsibilities, ranging from the 
assessment of student learning to fi nancial management. In some cases, 
parents are directly involved in the school’s management by being custodi-
ans of the funds received and verifying the purchases and contracts made 
by the school. Other times, school committees are also required to develop 
some sort of school improvement plan.

There are many different forms of SBM in terms of who has the power 
to make decisions as well as the degree of decision making devolved to the 
school level. In general, SBM programs devolve authority over one or more 
activities, such as 

• Budget allocations 

• Hiring and fi ring of teachers and other school staff 

• Curriculum development 

• Procurement of textbooks and other education material 

• Infrastructure improvement 

• Monitoring and evaluation of teacher performance and student learning 
outcomes.

As a strategy, SBM aims to improve the fi nancing and delivery of education 
services and quality. It encourages demand and ensures that schools refl ect 
local priorities and values. By giving a voice and decision-making power to 
local stakeholders who know more about the local education systems than 
central policy makers do, SBM can improve education outcomes and 
increase client satisfaction. SBM emphasizes the individual school (as rep-
resented by any combination of principals, teachers, parents, students, and 
other members of the school community) as the primary unit for improving 
education and focuses on the redistribution of decision-making authority 
over school operations as the primary means by which this improvement 
can be stimulated and sustained.

The potential benefi ts of SBM may include the following:

• More input and resources from parents (whether in cash or in-kind)

• More effective use of resources
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• A higher quality of education through more effi cient and transparent 
use of resources 

• A more open and welcoming school environment

• Increased participation of all local stakeholders in decision-making 
 processes 

• Improved student performance (lower repetition and dropout rates and 
higher test scores).

Toward a Theory of School-Based Management

SBM is used to increase school autonomy and accountability, which can 
help solve some of the most fundamental problems in schools. Accordingly, 
while increasing resource fl ows and other support to the education sector 
is necessary to give the poor greater access to quality education, it is by no 
means suffi cient. It is also necessary to translate these resources into basic 
services that are accessible to the poor. Therefore, under SBM, schools are 
given some autonomy over the use of their inputs and are held accountable 
for using these inputs effi ciently. 

The theoretical literature that promotes the use of SBM recommends 
four tenets for improving service delivery to the poor: increasing choice and 
participation, giving citizens a stronger voice, making information about 
school performance widely available, and strengthening the rewards to 
schools for delivering effective services to the poor and penalizing those 
who fail to deliver. 

Framework for Accountability

The framework for analyzing the provision of education services defi nes 
four aspects of accountability:

• Voice: how citizens hold politicians and policy makers accountable

• Compact: how public education policy is communicated 

• Management: how to produce effective best providers within organizations 

• Client power: how citizens as clients increase accountability of schools and 
systems.

Effective solutions are likely to involve a mixture of voice, choice, direct 
participation, and organizational command and control. Figure 3.1 presents 
the World Development Report 2004 framework as a three-cornered relation-
ship between citizens, politicians, and service providers (World Bank 2003). 
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The service provision and accountability relationships among these 
actors are complex. Even within each group of actors, there are usually 
heterogeneous subgroups, and the incentives and accountability relation-
ships that work for one group may be different from those that work for 
other groups. 

Long and Short Routes of Accountability

Theoretically, SBM models encompass all four aspects of accountability. 
“Compact” refers to the long route of accountability, whereby the central gov-
ernment delegates responsibility to the line ministries, who in turn delegate 
it to schools to perform various tasks. In this sense, in certain models of 
SBM, the accountability of school principals is upward, to the ministry that 
holds them responsible for providing the services to the clients—who, in 
turn, have put the policy makers in power and thus have the voice to hold 
the policy makers and politicians accountable for their performance. 

In most cases of SBM, the management mechanisms change under SBM 
reforms; that is, the clients themselves become part of the management 
along with the front-line providers. Thus, the short route of accountability 
becomes even shorter as representatives of the clients—either parents or 
community members—get the authority to make certain decisions and 
have a voice in decisions that directly affect the students who attend the 
school. In the framework presented in fi gure 3.1, the school managers 

the state

com
pact
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s

citizens/clients client power providers

long route of accountability

short route

Figure 3.1 The Accountability Framework in School-Based Management

Source: World Bank 2003.
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(whether the principal alone or a committee of parents and teachers) act as 
the accountable entity.

When accountability fails, the failure can be tracked either to the long 
route or to the short route. Sometimes improving the long route is a long-
term process and, in some situations, may not be doable. In these cases, 
strengthening the short route can hold service providers directly account-
able to the citizens or clients. The clients can improve service delivery by (1) 
using their voice to ensure that services are tailored to meet their needs and 
(2) monitoring the providers. In cases where short-route improvements are 
already being tested or where society is amenable to long-route improve-
ments, these tactics should be adopted.

Autonomy and Participation 

SBM programs are far from uniform and encompass a wide variety of 
 different approaches. As the defi nition of SBM refl ects, it is a form of 
decentralization that makes the school the centerpiece of education 
improvement and relies on the redistribution of responsibilities as the 
primary way to bring about these improvements. This defi nition leaves 
plenty of room for interpretation, and the reality is that many different 
kinds of SBM are now being implemented. SBM reforms are shaped by 
the reformers’ objectives and by broader national policy and social con-
texts. SBM approaches differ in two main dimensions: the “what” (the 
degree of autonomy that is devolved) and the “who” (to whom the 
decision-making authority is devolved).

The SBM programs lie along a continuum of the degree to which deci-
sion making is devolved to the local level—from limited autonomy, to more 
ambitious programs that allow schools to hire and fi re teachers, to pro-
grams that give schools control over substantial resources, to programs that 
promote private and community management of schools, to programs that 
may eventually allow parents to create their own schools. 

The other dimension is who gets the decision-making power when it is 
devolved to the school level. In a simple world, the following four models 
would be suffi cient to defi ne who is invested with decision-making power 
in any SBM reform (Leithwood and Menzies 1998):

• Administrative control. SBM devolves authority to the school principal. This 
model aims to make each school more accountable to the central district 
or board offi ce. The benefi ts of this kind of SBM include increasing the 
effi ciency of expenditures on personnel and curriculum and making one 
person at each school more accountable to the central authority.

• Professional control. SBM devolves the main decision-making authority to 
teachers. This model aims to make better use of teachers’ knowledge of 
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what the school needs at the classroom level. Participating fully in the 
decision-making process can also motivate teachers to perform better 
and can lead to greater effi ciency and effectiveness in teaching.

• Community control. SBM devolves the main decision-making authority to 
parents or the community. Under this model, teachers and principals are 
assumed to become more responsive to parents’ needs. Another benefi t 
is that the curriculum can refl ect local needs and preferences.

• Balanced control. SBM balances decision-making authority between par-
ents and teachers, who are the two main stakeholders in any school. It 
aims to take advantage of teachers’ detailed knowledge of the school to 
improve school management and to make schools more accountable to 
parents.

Existing models of SBM around the world are generally a blend of these 
four models. In most cases, power is devolved to a formal legal entity in 
the form of a school council committee, which consists of teachers and 
the principal. The administrative control model can never exist in its pure 
form because principals can never operate on their own in practice. Prin-
cipals need other people to work for them and to help them to make 
decisions for the school. 

In nearly all versions of SBM, community representatives also serve on 
the committee. As a result, school personnel can get to know the local 
people to whom they are ultimately accountable and are thus more likely 
to take local needs and wishes into account when making decisions, in the 
knowledge that local residents can monitor what the school professionals 
are doing. Although community involvement can improve program plan-
ning and implementation in these ways, occasionally school personnel 
involve community members only superfi cially in a way that does not 
complicate the lives of principals and teachers (Cook 2007). Parents and 
community members have roles to play in SBM, but these roles are not 
universally clear and not always central. In some cases, the legal entity 
that has the main authority to implement SBM is a parents’ council, 
although it cannot operate successfully without the support of the teachers 
and the principal. 

The autonomy-participation nexus defi nes the essence of an SBM 
reform. Figure 3.2 illustrates where a few of the more popular SBM reforms 
around the world fall within this nexus.

Adding Accountability

There is another link to the autonomy-participation chain: accountability. 
In a number of countries, as shown in table 3.1, the main objectives of 
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introducing SBM include making schools more accountable and their man-
agement more transparent. 

Anderson (2005) has suggested that there are three types of account-
ability in SBM—that is, that those who run schools must be 

• accountable for adhering to rules and accountable to the education 
authorities; 

• accountable for adhering to standards and accountable to their peers; 
and 

• accountable for student learning and accountable to the general public. 

SBM programs both strengthen and simplify these types of accountability 
by empowering those at the school level to make decisions collectively, 
thus increasing the transparency of the process. Consequently, students’ 
learning achievement and other outcomes can be expected to improve 
because stakeholders at the school level can monitor school personnel, 
improve student evaluations, ensure a closer match between school needs 
and policies, and use resources more effi ciently. Thus, by its very nature, 

Figure 3.2 The Autonomy-Participation Nexus, Selected SBM Programs

Source: Barrera-Osorio, Fasih, and Patrinos 2009.

Note: SBM = school-based management. AGE = Apoyo a la Gestión Escolar (Support to 
School Management Program). PEC = Programa Escuelas de Calidad (Quality Schools 
Program).

Madagascar
Rwanda

Ghana

Guatemala
El Salvador

Senegal Indonesia
Kenya

Mozambique

U.S.
(Chicago)

Mexico AGE

Mexico PEC

Netherlands
Qatar

New Zealand

Niger

prin
cip

al

te
ac

he
r

co
mmun

ity
 an

d

par
en

ts

co
mbina

tio
n

participation 

au
to

no
m

y



School-Based Management�|�95

Table 3.1 School-Based Management Reforms in Selected Countries

Country
Year fi rst 

implemented
Reform objectives, 

motivation SBM typea

Brazil 1982 Increase effi  ciency, 
participation 

intermediate 

Cambodia 1998 Improve education intermediate

El Salvador 1991 Increase access, 
participation; improve 
quality of schooling 

strong 

Gambia, The 2008 Increase quality, 
awareness, coordination 
among stakeholders

intermediate

Guatemala 1996 Increase access; 
decentralize decision making, 
participation 

strong 

Honduras 1999 Increase access in rural areas; 
encourage participation 

strong 

Indonesia 2005 Increase accountability to 
parents; enhance role of 
councils

intermediate

Kenya 2003 Increase accountability 
through incentives and 
management

intermediate

Madagascar 2005 Improve education intermediate

Mexico 1996 Increase parental 
participation in rural schools 

weak

Mozambique 1997 Improve quality through 
decentralized management 

weak

Nicaragua 1991 Increase participation, 
resources; increase effi  ciency 

strong 

Rwanda 2005 Hire contract teachers; 
increase involvement 
of PTAs

intermediate

Senegal 2008 Improve teacher training intermediate

Thailand 1997 Improve quality of schooling; 
increase competitiveness 

intermediate

Source: Authors’ compilation; Gamage and Sooksomchitra 2004.

Note: SBM = school-based management.

a. “SBM type” is classifi ed as strong, intermediate, or weak. “Strong”: Almost full control 
of schools by councils, parents, and school administrators (including full choice through 
creation of new public schools) or high degree of autonomy given to councils over 
staffi  ng and budgets. “Intermediate”: Councils have authority to set curricula but limited 
autonomy regarding resources. “Weak”: School councils established but serve mainly in 
an advisory role. 
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SBM has the potential to hold school-level decision makers accountable for 
their actions. However, in many countries, it may be necessary to build the 
capacity of community members, teachers, and principals to create or aug-
ment a culture of accountability.

SBM Results Chain

Four policy instruments can be used to link increased autonomy and stan-
dardized fi nancing with changes in the behaviors of stakeholders and pro-
cesses at the local level (intermediate outcomes) toward making decisions 
that eventually lead to improved quality of learning. The four policy instru-
ments are

• Increased understanding of the rules of the game by which all stakeholders 
(central, local, and school-level) participate and interact in the education 
system

• Incentives for high performance at the school-level and consequences for 
schools that are noncompliant with rules and regulations

• Strong assessment tools for local policy makers and school principals to 
evaluate value added and manage learning outcomes

• Formal channels of participation for parents and community members (school 
committees) to support the processes of decision making at the school.

There are different ways in which SBM may translate into behavior and 
process changes among stakeholders at the school level (Barrera-Osorio, 
Fasih, and Patrinos 2009). Changes in the behavior of stakeholders and 
processes at the local and school levels are denominated as intermediate 
outcomes (listed in table 3.2) because they are the channels by which poli-
cies at the national level can be translated into better learning outcomes 
and cost-effective fi nancial management. A way to determine whether 
national policies result in changes at the local level is to track the following:

• Participation of stakeholders in certain areas of decision making

• Changes in decisions made by the stakeholder to whom responsibility is 
devolved

• Frequency of decisions made.

The decisions regarding school management (by the responsible stake-
holder) and the frequency with which these are taken can be tracked as 
follows:

• Key decisions about personnel. Which aspects of hiring, fi ring, rotation time, 
and teacher training have been devolved to the school level? Who makes 
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these decisions, and how frequently are they made? And how do par-
ents infl uence these decisions?

• Key decisions about spending. Which stakeholders make decisions about 
expenditures in infrastructure, administration, and staff? How do par-
ents and the community infl uence budget allocations? And how fre-
quently are decisions made in this area?

• Changes in the education process. What changes have occurred in education 
methods, allocation of teacher’s time in the classroom and in administra-
tive tasks, absenteeism rates, and meetings with parents?

• Resource mobilization. What is the fl ow of private donations and grants 
resulting from active engagement of the school principal and parents?

How SBM policies promote active involvement of parents and communi-
ties (through school councils) in school decisions and the extent to which 
they infl uence outcomes can be tracked by following these channels and 
outcomes through the fl ow illustrated in fi gure 3.3: 

• Channels of direct involvement of parents and community in the school. Deter-
mine the type of formal mechanisms that enable school councils to par-
ticipate in school decisions, the frequency of the meetings, and the issues 
discussed.

• Links between parental involvement and decisions at the school level. Uncover 
the extent to which parental suggestions or complaints voiced through 
school councils are translated into actual decisions.

Table 3.2 Intermediate Outcomes from SBM Reforms

Outcome Principal Committee
Decisions about personnel (hiring, fi ring, 
rotation time, teacher training)

X

Key decisions about spending X

Changes in the education process X

Resource mobilization X

Channels of direct involvement X

Links between parental involvement and 
decisions at the school

X

Changes in accounting X

Changes in school climate X

Source: Adapted from Barrera-Osorio, Fasih, and Patrinos 2009.

Note: SBM = school-based management.



Figure 3.3 From School-Based Management to Measurable Results

Source: World Bank 2010b.
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• Changes in accounting. Ascertain the extent to which increased parental 
participation translates into more transparent and enhanced informa-
tion systems that track students’ academic progress and the use of fi nan-
cial resources.

• Changes in school climate. Track the extent to which increased parental 
involvement infl uences the attitudes of teachers and students positively 
or negatively.

Increased autonomy at the school level translates into greater effi ciency 
based on the idea that those who work at the school level and are involved 
in the day-to-day operation of the school have greater knowledge and 
management control of the needs of the school and therefore have a better 
ability to make decisions that are productive in terms of academic results 
and effi cient spending (Barrera-Osorio, Fasih, and Patrinos 2009). The 
idea behind involving parents and community members in decisions at 
the school level is that the parents of children enrolled in the school have 
the ability to improve their children’s education and that this demand 
pressure is likely to drive improvements in student achievement. Also, this 
demand pressure ensures that the unique needs of the local community 
are addressed by the school—for example, by meeting the particular learn-
ing needs of minority groups.

Several instruments exist to measure change (Bauer 1997; Bauer, 
Bogotch, and Park 1998). However, the instruments and the scale of 
 measurement are diffi cult to put into practice. For instance, several of the 
proposed measures are perceptions, which are subjective and diffi cult to 
compare. Some indicators by which to measure internal changes in SBM 
schools are described in table 3.3. When inputs inside the school (what the 
literature refers to as “inside the black box”) change, education outcomes 
can change as well.

Infl uential Practices from High-Income Countries

Experience in high-income countries suggests that SBM programs are not 
a quick fi x. In fact, evidence from U.S. programs implemented in various 
cities and states since the 1970s and 1980s, ranging from intermediate to 
strong types of reforms, suggest that it takes time to see results in terms of 
increasing student test scores.1 In fact, it is shown that SBM needs about 
fi ve years to bring about fundamental changes at the school level and about 
eight years to yield changes in diffi cult-to-modify indicators such as test 
scores (Borman and others 2003; Cook 2007), as box 3.1 explains.

Several high-income countries have pioneered long-term SBM 
approaches, beginning with Australia. In 1966, the Australian Capital Ter-
ritory (ACT) established a representative committee to recommend an 
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Table 3.3 Inside the Black Box: How to Measure the Impact of SBM 
Programs

Dimension Objective Question type Question or topic examples 

A. Education literature

Scope Clarity of goals and 
real infl uence of the 
board

Self-diagnosis; “site 
team” (community, 
council, or school 
board) 

Site team members agree 
on what kinds of decisions 
team may make, or site 
team has infl uence on 
important issues.

Decision
making 

Implementation 
practices

Self-diagnosis; “site 
team” 

Members work to implement 
decisions made, or members 
work to correct problems 
that arise during implemen-
tation.

Trust Interaction among 
members

Self-diagnosis; “site 
team” 

Site team members have 
equal opportunity to be 
involved in decisions, or site 
team communicates openly.

B. Economic literature 

Information
at local level 

Changes in key 
decisions 

Personnel 
(teachers and 
administrative) 

Who makes decisions about 
fi ring, hiring, rotation time, 
training?

Spending Spending on infrastructure, 
training 

Changes in 
education process 

Change in pedagogy, 
changes in time allocation, 
absenteeism of teachers 

Resource 
mobilizations 

Amount of resources from 
community

Accountability 
and 
monitoring 

Involvement of 
parents and 
community 

Direct involvement 
in school 

Power of board, type and 
number of meetings, 
decisions in meetings 

Better accountability 
and monitoring

Links between 
parental involve-
ment and decisions

Do complaints or praise 
about teachers translate into 
decisions about the teacher? 

Changes in the 
accounting systems 
of the school 

Implementation of EMIS, 
changes in account tracking 
system 

Changes in the 
climate of the 
school 

Changes in attitude of 
teachers and students about 
the school 

Sources: Bauer, Bogotch, and Park 1998; Gertler, Patrinos, and Rubio-Codina 2007.



School-Based Management�|�101

alternative model of school governance. The result was the Currie Report of 
1967, which recommended that each school have a representative govern-
ing body consisting of teachers, parents, local community members and, 
in the case of secondary schools, students (Currie 1967). In 1974, the con-
cept was implemented at ACT schools. By 1976, ACT, Victoria, and South 
Australia were to establish school councils or boards as mandatory, corpo-
rate governing bodies to manage their schools, with varying degrees of 
authority devolved to the school level. By the late 1990s, all eight Australian 
school systems had enacted legislation introducing reforms involving SBM. 

Eight Years to See Results

In a meta-analysis of the eff ectiveness of SBM models in the United 
States—or Comprehensive School Reform (CSR)—Borman and others 
(2003) reviewed 232 studies with 1,111 independent observations, rep-
resenting 29 CSR programs in the United States. From these observa-
tions, they computed the size of the eff ect that these models had on 
student achievement. 

The researchers regressed weighted eff ect size on the moderator 
variables to obtain the residuals from the regression and added the 
mean weighted eff ect size to each observation, thus calculating eff ect 
sizes that were statistically adjusted for all of the methodological vari-
ables. They found that the number of years of CSR implementation, 
shown in fi gure B3.1, was a statistically signifi cant predictor of the 
student achievement eff ect size.
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In 1988, New Zealand introduced SBM by establishing representative 
boards of trustees at the school level. More than 90 percent of the cost of 
running each school was devolved to schools in the form of school-based 
budgets with authority to govern the school, including recruitment and 
employment of staff by the board. 

In the United States, A Nation at Risk (Gardner 1983) led to the adoption 
of SBM in many schools and states—most radically in Illinois. In 1988, the 
School Reform Act instituted school councils as mandatory throughout the 
United States. 

In Great Britain, the 1988 Education Reform Act empowered school 
communities to establish boards as mandatory, corporate bodies consisting 
of the head teacher and governors elected by the parents, teachers, and 
nominees of the local authority. Under the Act, the Thatcher government 
gave public secondary schools the option of leaving local education author-
ity control and becoming autonomous, grant-maintained (GM) schools. 
GM schools were funded by a new agency but were owned and managed 
by each school’s governing body, a new 10- to 15-member entity composed 
of the head teacher and teacher and parent representatives. Control over all 
staff contracts and ownership of the buildings and grounds were taken 
from the local school district and given to GM schools. 

Between 1988 and 1997, among almost 1,000 schools holding votes on 
the matter, most favored conversion to GM status. An important study, 
using regression discontinuity design, found large achievement gains at 
schools in which the vote barely won, compared with schools in which it 
barely lost (Clark 2009). Student achievement improved by 0.25 of a stan-
dard deviation in pass rates on standardized examinations.

Assessing the Evidence

From the previous literature, there are a few well-documented cases of 
SBM and some documented cases of success, but the sample of carefully 
documented, rigorous impact evaluations is small compared with the large 
number of known SBM programs around the world. Some studies found 
that SBM policies actually changed the dynamics of the school, either 
because parents got more involved or because teachers’ actions changed. 
Several studies presented evidence that SBM had a positive impact on rep-
etition rates, failure rates, and, to a lesser degree, dropout rates. The studies 
that had access to SBM’s impact on some variables—mainly in reducing 
repetition and failure and improving attendance rates—in contrast to SBM’s 
mixed results on test scores could be due to timing.

Timing is important. As previously discussed, SBM reforms generally 
take a long time to produce their expected outcomes. In the fi rst year or so 
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of an SBM reform, there is an adjustment period during which changes 
in personnel occur and management changes (for example, the creation 
of a school council) are gradually put into operation. In the short run, 
these adjustments can have a negative impact on education outcomes, 
but once the school adjusts to the changes, positive changes can be 
expected. The speed of the effect depends as well on the type of outcomes 
being assessed. Some outcomes can be expected to change faster than 
 others because the incentives that drive them are easier to change. For 
instance, attendance rates, measured by the number of days which stu-
dents are present at school, are easier and faster to change than enrollment 
rates. So, in the short run, an SBM intervention can have a positive impact 
on attendance, reducing repetition, and failure rates, but outcomes such as 
dropout rates or test scores take longer to change.

Despite the diffi culty of establishing the sizes of the outcome variables of 
interest due to the different metrics used in the various studies, it is never-
theless possible to list some fi ndings about the impact of SBM based on 
previous rigorous analyses:

• Some studies found that SBM policies actually changed the dynamics of 
the school, either because parents got more involved or because teach-
ers’ actions changed (King and Özler 1998; Jimenez and Sawada 1999; 
Gunnarsson and others 2004).

• Several studies presented evidence that SBM had a positive impact on 
reducing repetition rates, failure rates, and, to a lesser degree, dropout 
rates (Di Gropello and Marshall 2005; Jimenez and Sawada 2003; 
Gertler, Patrinos, and Rubio-Codina 2006; Paes de Barros and Mendonca 
1998; Skoufi as and Shapiro 2006).

• The studies that had access to standardized test scores presented mixed 
evidence, with countries like El Salvador, Kenya, Mexico, and Nicaragua 
showing positive results (Jimenez and Sawada 2003; Sawada and Ragatz 
2005; Lopez-Calva and Espinosa 2006; King and Özler 1998). Other 
reforms such as those in Brazil and Honduras appear to have had no 
effects on test scores. Many of the more rigorous studies are still in early 
stages of implementation. Therefore, few changes have been recorded 
thus far in terms of test scores, or the evidence presented is very pre-
liminary.

Three studies allowed at least eight years before measuring the effects of 
the SBM intervention on test scores (Paes de Barros and Mendonca 
1998; Lopez-Calva and Espinosa 2006; Parker 2005). Paes de Barros and 
Mendonca (1988) found that the reform in Brazil had produced no test 
score improvements after 11 years of implementation, but the other two 
studies showed that the reforms in Nicaragua and Mexico had positive 
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effects on test scores after 11 and 8 years, respectively. Other studies mea-
sured SBM’s impact on repetition and failure rates (intermediate indicators) 
closer to the initial implementation period. The authors of those studies 
found positive effects after only two years of implementation in the case of 
rural Mexico (Gertler, Patrinos, and Rubio-Codina 2006) and after only two 
to three years in urban Mexico (Skoufi as and Shapiro 2006).

New studies of SBM reforms have validated and expanded upon the 
previous fi ndings. Moreover, many of the new studies are based on ran-
domized control trials, based on carefully designed experiments. Some of 
these experiments, especially in Mexico, are based on rather large samples. 
The presentation below of these results follows the typologies listed above—
that is, beginning with strong versions of SBM (those where the school 
personnel can be hired and fi red directly by the school councils), followed 
by the intermediate and weak versions of SBM.

Evidence from Strong Forms of SBM 

One of the senior versions and early evaluations in the SBM literature is the 
EDUCO model of El Salvador. The reform began in 1991 under the name 
Educación con Participación de la Comunidad (Education with Community Par-
ticipation, or EDUCO). EDUCO schools are publicly funded, and students 
receive free tuition, textbooks, uniforms, registration, and basic school sup-
plies. In return, parents are expected to contribute meals, time, and in some 
cases, their labor to improve schools. The distinguishing feature of EDUCO 
schools is the Association for Community Education (ACE). Each school 
has an ACE, consisting of fi ve community-elected members. ACEs receive 
funds directly from the Ministry of Education and are responsible for enact-
ing and implementing ministry and community policies and for the hiring, 
fi ring, and monitoring of teachers (Sawada and Ragatz 2005).

Evaluations of the EDUCO schools found a steady increase in student 
enrollments, which could be directly attributed to the program (Di Gropello 
2006). Student enrollments in EDUCO schools went from 8,500 students in 
1991 to more than 320,000 students in 2001. This represented 50 percent 
of rural enrollments and 37 percent of total enrollments in the fi rst through 
ninth grades (Di Gropello 2006). 

In addition, Jimenez and Sawada (2003) found that, after controlling for 
child, household, and school characteristics, third graders in EDUCO schools 
were more likely than third graders in traditional schools to be studying in 
those same schools two years later. Jimenez and Sawada’s continuation 
Probit coeffi cient for EDUCO schools was 0.36. This suggested that attend-
ing an EDUCO school raised the probability of continuing in school by 
64 percent compared with attending a non-EDUCO school. These results 
attempted to control for selection bias, and in addition they used 1996 test 
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scores to control for initial differences in achievement between traditional 
and EDUCO schools that might have affected dropout behavior. The studies 
also found that supply-side constraints were important in EDUCO schools; 
that is, most EDUCO schools do not offer the fourth through sixth grades, 
and this affects continuation rates. This is evident from the fact that, if the 
variable measuring the number of second-cycle sections in the schools is 
dropped from the models, the EDUCO dummy loses signifi cance. To inves-
tigate the EDUCO effect further, the authors added a community participa-
tion variable to the estimation. The EDUCO coeffi cient lost magnitude and 
signifi cance, and at the same time community participation emerged as a 
positive and statistically signifi cant variable. The authors thus concluded 
that a signifi cant portion of the EDUCO effect could be explained by com-
munity participation (Jimenez and Sawada 2003).

With respect to effects on teachers’ behavior, Jimenez and Sawada (1999) 
found that students in EDUCO schools were less likely to miss school due to 
teacher absences. A more recent study by Sawada (1999) measured teach-
ers’ effort in terms of their overall attendance and the number of hours they 
spent on parent-teacher meetings. He found that EDUCO teachers made 
more effort (only when effort was defi ned as hours of parent-teacher meet-
ings) than teachers in traditional schools. Instrumental variables were used 
to reduce the endogeneity between community participation and observed 
effort. 

Sawada and Ragatz (2005) used propensity score matching to identify 
the EDUCO effect on teacher behavior, administrative processes and, ulti-
mately, student test scores. They found that community associations man-
aging EDUCO schools felt that they had more infl uence in virtually every 
administrative process than did the equivalent associations in traditional 
schools. In particular, the hiring and fi ring of teachers appeared to be one 
of the administrative processes over which the associations had the most 
infl uence. The authors also found that teachers in EDUCO schools spent 
more time meeting with parents and more time teaching and were absent 
for fewer days than teachers in traditional schools. 

Last, with respect to parental involvement, parent associations in EDUCO 
schools visited classrooms more than once a week on average, which was 
almost three to four times more than parent associations in traditional 
schools (Jimenez and Sawada 2003). EDUCO schools also had better class-
room environments (measured by smaller classroom sizes and the avail-
ability of a classroom library), leading to higher student test scores in third 
grade (Sawada 1999).

Impacts on learning outcomes are more limited. Jimenez and Sawada 
(1999) used a two-stage regression procedure to attempt to correct for 
selection bias. (In other words, schools that choose to become autonomous 
may be different in some unobservable variables that can be correlated with 
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the outcome of interest.) They found that there were no statistically dis-
cernible effects of attending an EDUCO school on either math or language 
test scores among third graders. It should be noted that EDUCO schools 
tend to be located in poor, rural, isolated communities. Therefore, it might 
be reasonable to expect to see lower test scores among EDUCO students 
because of their disadvantaged backgrounds. Nonetheless, these results 
support the idea that devolving autonomy over decision making to the 
school level leads to a closer monitoring of teachers, which in turn results 
in greater teacher effort.

Similarly strong versions of SBM from other parts of Central America 
have been evaluated. The school autonomy reform in Nicaragua allowed 
councils to fi re and hire school principals and become involved in main-
taining school facilities and ensuring academic quality (Parker 2005; King 
and Özler 1998). King and Özler (1998) studied the effects of school auton-
omy on student test scores in mathematics and Spanish using a matched 
comparison design based on selecting a sample of treatment schools (auton-
omous schools) and a comparison group of nonautonomous public schools 
and private schools. The authors found that de jure autonomy had no statis-
tically signifi cant effects on student achievement. However, de facto auton-
omy had positive effects on student promotion and student achievement in 
math and language in primary school and in language in secondary school. 

Arcia, Porta Pallais, and Laguna (2004) also found that the SBM reform 
in Nicaragua had a positive effect on student achievement. An attitudinal 
survey of school directors, teachers, and school council members in auton-
omous schools determined that several factors related to school manage-
ment changed for the better under autonomy. The results showed a broad 
consensus among directors, teachers, and council members that school 
autonomy had brought improvements in teacher and student attendance, 
school discipline, and infrastructure. The director and council members 
agreed that they shared equal power in matters relating to the annual 
school plan and in the administration of the budget. Teachers seemed to 
agree that discipline and attendance had improved, but they felt that auton-
omy had not improved their salaries (Arcia, Porta Pallais, and Laguna 
2004).

A subsequent analysis looked at the effects on student achievement of 
two more refi ned measures of autonomy (King, Özler, and Rawlings 1999). 
The fi rst variable measured the percentage of decisions made by the school 
council concerning pedagogical issues (such as class size, curriculum, and 
textbooks). The second variable was the percentage of decisions related to 
teachers (hiring and fi ring, evaluation, supervision, training, and relations 
with the teachers’ union). The study’s fi ndings about the infl uence of 
autonomy over pedagogical issues on student achievement were mixed. 
This is not surprising given that the SBM reform did not have signifi cant 
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effects on schools’ decision making on pedagogical matters. However, it 
appeared that having more autonomy over teacher-related issues did 
have a positive and signifi cant effect on student achievement in both pri-
mary school (both subjects) and secondary school (language only). 
Increasing schools’ infl uence over teacher-related decision making was 
the area of the decentralization reform that appeared to have had the 
largest effect on student achievement (King, Özler, and Rawlings 1999). 
Using more recent (and nationally representative) data from 2002, Parker 
(2005) found that school autonomy had positive effects on third-grade 
mathematics test scores but negative effects on sixth-grade math scores.

In Guatemala, after controlling for student, teacher, and school factors, 
SBM schools outperformed traditional schools in reading (Di Gropello 
2006). Teachers in autonomous schools resigned at a much higher rate 
(three times higher) than teachers in traditional schools, possibly because 
they found better salaries, working conditions, and job security in tradi-
tional schools (Di Gropello 2006.). 

In Nepal, the government transferred responsibility for managing schools 
from the state to the community. Community schools in Nepal, working 
through a school management committee consisting of parents and infl u-
ential local citizens, are given decision-making powers over various staffi ng 
and fi scal issues. Community-managed schools may repost regular (gov-
ernment) teachers back to the district headquarters, directly hire and fi re 
community-recruited teachers, and index teacher salaries to school perfor-
mance. The community-managed schools are also given more untied block 
grants so that the management committee has more control over discre-
tionary spending. Since participation in the program is under the discretion 
of the community, an exogenous instrument was introduced in the form of 
an advocacy group working with randomly chosen communities to per-
suade them to participate in the program (Chaudhury and Parajuli 2010). 
Short-run (2007–09) impact estimates (derived from an empirical strategy 
that combined instrumental variables and difference-in-differences meth-
ods) suggested that devolving management responsibility to communities 
had a signifi cant impact on certain schooling outcomes related to access 
and equity. There is yet no evidence of improved learning outcomes.

Das (2008) studied a reform in Pakistan where a nongovernmental 
organization (NGO) was hired to manage a school together with the school 
council. Both the managed school and the regular school received about 
$4,000 for school needs. The NGO was allowed to transfer teachers as well. 
Between 2004 and 2008, this randomized control trial (original random-
ization was not fully upheld, so analysis was performed using intent to 
treat) had yet to show any effects on student enrollment, teacher absentee-
ism, or the facilities index (infrastructure). It may be possible that the 
effects of school council management will only be evident in the long term. 
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Nevertheless, the proportion of council members whose children were 
attending the managed school signifi cantly increased. 

Evidence from Intermediate Forms of SBM

Beginning in 1982, several states in Brazil experimented with different 
forms of SBM. Three key innovations stand out in the Brazilian experience 
with SBM: 

• Schools have been given fi nancial autonomy. 

• Principals are elected democratically by school offi cials, parents, and stu-
dents; competitively appointed by local governments through examina-
tions; or selected through a combination of election and appointment. 

• Councils are established in the schools to coordinate and evaluate their 
pedagogical, administrative, and fi nancial activities. 

The school councils comprise the principal, representatives of teachers and 
other staff, and representatives of parents and students (Paes de Barros and 
Mendonca 1998). Only four states implemented all three reforms in a coor-
dinated way: Minas Gerais, Rio Grande do Norte, Espirito Santo, and Mato 
Grosso do Sul (Paes de Barros and Mendonca 1998). 

Another set of SBM reforms began in 1998 and reached more than 5,600 
schools by 2001. These reforms, known as the Plano de Desenvolvimento da 
Escola (School Development Plan, or PDE), were designed to make schools 
more responsive to students and their communities. Under PDE, schools 
engage in a self-evaluation, develop a school plan focusing on two or three 
“effi ciency factors” (one of which has to be effective teaching and learning), 
and design actions intended to enhance those factors. A program created by 
the Ministry of Education to strengthen the schools—Fundescola (Fund for 
Strengthening the School)—provides funds to support the goals and proj-
ects of PDE schools (Carnoy and others 2008). 

Paes de Barros and Mendonca (1998) used census, household survey, 
and evaluation data from the National Basic Education System to carry out 
an empirical investigation into the effects of the three initial SBM innova-
tions on student achievement. They measured the effects by assessing stu-
dents’ average performance in mathematics, language, and science in the 
fi rst, third, fi fth, and seventh grades in each school. (Test scores were aver-
aged at the school level because not all grades were examined in these 
three subjects.) 

For the study, the authors included such control variables as mean per 
capita family income, average teacher quality, and average education 
attainment. The unit of analysis was the state, and the time period for the 
study was 1981 to 1993 (some analyses used fewer years because of data 
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restrictions). The authors’ empirical strategy was to compare the perfor-
mance on the states’ various outcomes by using the time variation in the 
implementation of the innovations by each state. Their results suggested 
that the fi nancial autonomy reforms did not lead to better student perfor-
mance (Paes de Barros and Mendonca 1998). However, education perfor-
mance tended to be better in places where principals were elected by school 
offi cials, parents, and students over 16 years old; where schools had been 
granted fi nancial autonomy; or where school councils had been estab-
lished. To control for unobserved heterogeneity, the authors included a 
series of controls to try to capture any relevant omitted variables, which 
reduced the magnitude and signifi cance of the aforementioned effects. The 
only outcome for which the results appeared robust to the introduction of 
additional controls was repetition rates. The inclusion of additional controls 
highlighted the fact that granting fi nancial autonomy to schools was more 
signifi cant than introducing school councils or electing principals. The 
authors concluded that their results showed that these innovations had had 
a generally positive but modest impact on education performance defi ned 
broadly. As to which innovation was the most promising, the authors 
attached more signifi cance to fi nancial autonomy and much less signifi -
cance to the election of principals (Paes de Barros and Mendonca 1998).

The descriptive evaluation of the PDE by Carnoy and others (2008) 
found that although the program did affect what went on in schools (in 
terms of such activities as planning, participation of parent-teacher associa-
tions, and suitable working conditions for teachers), it did not appear to 
have any signifi cant effect on reading and math scores.

In Kenya, with the introduction of free primary schools in 2003, parents 
were no longer required to pay fees. This change resulted in large increases 
in student enrollment and increased pupil-teacher ratios signifi cantly in 
primary schools. It also meant that school committees could no longer raise 
suffi cient funds to pay for parent-teacher association (PTA) teachers. Com-
munity members participate in schools by serving on school committees or 
PTAs consisting of elected parents and representatives from the District 
Education Board. In general, the committee’s authority is limited to sug-
gesting (to the Ministry of Education) promotions and transfers of teachers, 
overseeing expenditures from capitation grants, and participating in the 
design and implementation of school development plans. 

A recent pilot program in Kenya, called the Extra Teacher Program 
(ETP), provided funds to 140 schools randomly selected from a pool of 
210 schools to hire an extra teacher for fi rst-grade classes. In half of these 
140 schools (nontracked ETP schools), fi rst-grade students were randomly 
assigned to either the contract teacher or a civil service teacher. In the other 
half (tracked ETP schools), fi rst-grade classes were divided into two classes 
by initial achievement, and those classes were randomly assigned to either 
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a civil service teacher or a contract teacher. The program was funded by the 
World Bank and International Child Support Africa (ICS), an NGO working 
with schools in the region. 

Among the 140 schools that received funding to hire a contract teacher 
from the local area, 70 schools were randomly selected to participate in an 
SBM intervention, in which school committees monitored the performance 
of these contract teachers. In the SBM schools, the school committees held 
a formal review meeting at the end of the fi rst school year of the program 
(2005) to assess the contract teacher’s performance and decide whether to 
renew the teacher’s contract or to replace him or her. To prepare the school 
committees for this task, the ICS provided members with a short, focused 
training course on how to monitor the contract teacher’s performance, 
including techniques for soliciting input from parents and checking teacher 
attendance. A subcommittee of fi rst-grade parents was formed to evaluate 
the contract teacher and to deliver a performance report at the end of the 
fi rst year (Dufl o, Dupas, and Kremer 2007).

Eighteen months into the program, students in all treatment schools 
had, on average, test scores that were a 0.23 standard deviation higher than 
students assigned to civil service teachers. Also, the scores were a 0.3 stan-
dard deviation higher than those of students in non-ETP schools. All differ-
ences were statistically signifi cant at conventional levels. The effect of the 
contract teacher appeared to be larger when the school committee was 
given training in how to handle the contract teachers (Dufl o, Dupas, and 
Kremer 2007). The authors also reported evidence that the SBM initiative 
was helpful in raising the test scores of the students of civil service teachers, 
just as it was successful in decreasing the classroom absence rates of these 
teachers. Students with civil service teachers in ETP schools that partici-
pated in the SBM program scored a 0.18–0.24 standard deviation higher in 
mathematics than their counterparts in ETP schools that did not participate 
in the SBM program.

A more detailed look at the results suggests that, with respect to teacher 
absences, civil service teachers in untracked schools that did not participate 
in the SBM program were more likely to be absent from class than the com-
parison group (teacher attendance fell by 21 percentage points). The 
authors argued that this fi nding suggested that civil service teachers took 
advantage of the presence of the extra contract teachers to work less. How-
ever, civil service teachers in untracked SBM schools were 7.8 percentage 
points more likely to be found teaching in class during random spot checks 
by the NGO. The authors argued that it is likely that the SBM initiative 
emphasized the responsibility of the contract teacher with respect to the 
specifi c class to which he or she was assigned and thus made it more diffi -
cult for the principal or the civil service teachers in those schools to use the 
extra teacher to relieve themselves of their own duties when they actually 
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did show up to school. Also, the contract teachers in these schools had a 
greater incentive to please the school committee and less of an incentive to 
please the other teachers and the principal (Dufl o, Dupas, and Kremer 
2007).

The authors also argued that the SBM initiative reinforced the role of 
parents (as opposed to principals, who often dominate the committees) in 
hiring, monitoring, and retaining the contract teachers. Although parents 
were instructed in how to monitor the contract teachers, the SBM initiative 
did not have a signifi cant impact on the attendance records of, or the efforts 
made by, the contract teachers (perhaps because this was already satisfac-
tory), but the initiative did increase the efforts of civil service teachers. 
Furthermore, the authors argued that the superior performance of contract 
teachers might have resulted from either better teacher choice by the 
school committees or the stronger incentives faced by contract teachers. 
Last, the authors noted that contract teachers might have viewed their own 
good performance as a stepping stone to a tenured civil service position. 

The effect was larger when the school committees were trained in teacher 
management. Parental involvement in school management seemed to be 
effective; civil service teachers were more likely to be in class and teaching 
during random visits in schools where the school committee was empow-
ered to monitor teachers than in schools without the monitoring (Dufl o, 
Dupas, and Kremer 2009). Furthermore, the authors found evidence that 
suggested the students of civil service teachers in schools with empowered 
parent committees performed better (particularly in math) than their coun-
terparts in schools without empowered committees. This fi nding suggests 
the importance of a signifi cant reform of the education system: paying lip 
service to parents’ participation is not suffi cient if parents are not given 
concrete means of being effective.

In 2001, Mexico implemented the Programa Escuelas de Calidad (Quality 
Schools Program, or PEC). This program seeks to provide more autonomy 
to schools by giving them fi ve-year grants of up to $15,000 to improve edu-
cation quality (Skoufi as and Shapiro 2006). In exchange for PEC grants, 
schools must prepare an education improvement plan that outlines how 
they intend to use the grant. Parent associations must be involved in the 
design, implementation, and monitoring of the plan. In the fi rst four years, 
about 80 percent of the grant must be spent on school materials and facili-
ties. In the fi fth year, only part of the money must be spent on such goods, 
with a large proportion of the grant going to fund teacher training and 
development. Participation in PEC is voluntary, but the program targets 
disadvantaged urban schools. 

PEC has been credited with preventing and limiting corrupt practices in 
the management of education funds (Karim, Santizo Rodall, and Mendoza 
2004) because the school councils are accountable both to their central 
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education authorities (vertical accountability) and to the school commu-
nity and donors (horizontal accountability). If expanded, this program has 
the potential to reduce petty corruption (Transparency International 2005; 
Patrinos and Kagia 2007).

Skoufi as and Shapiro (2006) used panel data regression analysis and 
propensity score matching to evaluate the impact of PEC on student drop-
out, failure, and repetition rates using a nationally representative panel data 
set covering the 2001/02 and 2003/04 school years. To establish a compari-
son group, they used student outcome data for the years 2000 (the year 
before the fi rst schools joined PEC) and 2003. Their difference-in- differences 
approach assumed no differences in time trends in student outcomes. To 
support this assumption, the authors included several controls at the school 
and municipal levels taken from 2000 data, such as teacher-student ratio, 
school type, and participation in poverty reduction programs. They also 
used propensity score modeling to match treatment to comparison schools 
based on these same data. 

The authors found that PEC participation decreased dropout rates by 
0.24 points, failure rates by 0.24 points, and repetition rates by 0.31 points. 
To explore what brought about these results in PEC schools, the authors 
used qualitative data on PEC school effectiveness and parental involve-
ment. They found that parents had increased their participation in the 
schools and their supervision of students’ homework. Moreover, students 
enrolled in PEC schools and their parents expected that these students 
would progress to more advanced education levels (Skoufi as and Shapiro 
2006). Unfortunately, the authors did not have qualitative data on non-
PEC schools and so were not able to investigate whether the changes that 
had occurred at PEC schools were unique and could reasonably be the 
cause of improvements in outcomes. Therefore, it cannot be concluded that 
these qualitative changes could be attributed solely to the participation of 
the schools in the PEC program.

Murnane, Willet, and Cardenas (2006) suggested that they could not. 
Using longitudinal data from the seven full academic years of PEC (Skoufi as 
and Shapiro used only two years of outcome data), they found that PEC 
schools had a different outcome trend than non-PEC schools in the years 
before participating in the program. To avoid violating this key assumption, 
Murnane, Willet, and Cardenas used the schools that entered PEC in the 
program’s second year of operation (the second cohort of PEC, or “PEC2,” 
schools) as the treatment schools. Unlike the schools that entered PEC in its 
fi rst year, PEC2 schools had no pre-PEC outcome trends that were signifi -
cantly different from the comparison schools; the PEC2 schools, thus, rep-
resent a more credible counterfactual. The authors’ results showed that 
participation in PEC decreased school dropout rates signifi cantly (about 
0.11 of a percentage point for each year of program participation). Given 
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that the average dropout rate in their sample was 4.75 percent, three years 
of PEC would have reduced an average school’s dropout rate by about 
6 percent. The authors did not fi nd that PEC had had any signifi cant effects 
on repetition rates. Last, they found that PEC had its greatest impact in 
states with medium levels of development (according to the Human 
Development Index) and its lowest impact in states with low levels of 
development. The authors hypothesized that this was because depart-
ments of education in these low-development states had less capacity than 
the more-developed states to support PEC schools (Murnane, Willet, and 
Cardenas 2006).

In the Mexican state of Colima, the federal SBM program PEC grants 
were randomly assigned in 2006. After three years of implementation, pre-
liminary analysis suggested that, in terms of the education process, the 
principal and the president of the parents association reported no observed 
changes in monthly time spent on school-related administrative tasks 
(Gertler and others 2010). Yet, teachers reported an increase in the time 
they devoted to administrative tasks. Moreover, there was a signifi cant 
increase in the total amount of hours per week that teachers reported 
spending to support students who were lagging behind and to meet with 
parents to discuss student performance. 

On average, there was no observed signifi cant change in the number 
of meetings held by the different school agents during the academic year. 
However, in terms of principal and teacher absenteeism, self-reports sug-
gested low levels of absences—at odds with the perceptions of other 
agents, parents, and students. Indeed, when agents were asked to rate 
the others’ levels of absenteeism, teachers believed that principals’ 
absenteeism was “moderate,” and principals considered teachers’ absences 
to be “high.” Parents considered both principals’ and teachers’ absenteeism 
to be “high” to “very high.” In treatment schools, parents reported a sig-
nifi cantly lower level of teacher absenteeism than the parents reported in 
control schools. Overall, there was a high reported participation of teachers 
and principals in meetings over school matters. Moreover, the participation 
rates reported were similar regardless of the identity of the informants. 
There was a signifi cant increase in principals’ engagement in meetings to 
solve school confl icts as reported by teachers.

In terms of student achievement, the preliminary analysis suggested that 
test scores increased overall in Colima, in both treatment and control 
schools. Overall, the differences were small. But when analyzed by grade, 
one observes a higher achievement trend for the cohort that was exposed 
to the treatment the longest: students who were in third grade in the base-
line year, 2005/06. The treated students scored an average of 483 points in 
third grade (2005/06), 518 in fourth grade (2006/07), 504 in fi fth grade 
(2007/08), and 511 in sixth grade (2008/09), for an overall increase of 
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46 points, almost half a standard deviation. The control-school students 
went from an average of 482 points in third grade (2005/06), to 551 in 
fourth grade, to 505 in fi fth grade, and to 512 in sixth grade (2008/09), for 
an overall increase of 30 points, about one-third of a standard deviation. 
Therefore, the difference-in-differences estimate is 16 points, or 0.16 of a 
standard deviation (Gertler and others 2010). 

A variation of the Mexican program is the PEC-FIDE model. In 2008, the 
federal Secretariat of Public Education, with the state governments of Coa-
huila, Chihuahua, Quintana Roo, Hidalgo, Guanajuato, and the State of 
Mexico, implemented a pilot project derived from PEC and largely sup-
ported by the same operational structure. The pilot project, called Programa 
de Fortalecimiento e Inversión Directa a las Escuelas (Program of Strengthening 
and Direct Investment in Schools, or PEC-FIDE), attempts to motivate col-
lective work in the schools to generate processes of school improvement and 
inclusion through a greater alignment between resources and school activi-
ties. An impact evaluation of the program using difference-in-differences 
and propensity score matching suggested that PEC-FIDE produced favorable 
effects in terms of increasing pass rates and improving test scores, especially 
in reading. Effects were more notable in schools that participated in PEC-
FIDE for the fi rst time and in primary schools in states that targeted the 
program better (Abreu and others 2010).

Evidence from Weak Forms of SBM

Another SBM reform undertaken in Mexico was Apoyo a la Gestión Escolar 
(Support to School Management Program, or AGE). AGE is part of a 
broader compensatory education program designed to improve the sup-
ply and quality of education in schools in highly disadvantaged commu-
nities. The larger program consists of small civil works (infrastructure 
improvement), provision of school equipment, materials for students 
(such as notebooks and pens), pedagogical training, performance-based 
monetary incentives for teachers, and AGE. However, not all of the sub-
interventions were introduced at the same time, and not all of the schools 
received all of the subinterventions. The overall program progressively 
expanded from more-disadvantaged to less-disadvantaged areas. Between 
1992 and 1995, the program was introduced in the poorest municipalities 
of the poorest 23 states, as defi ned according to the index developed by 
the National Population Council (CONAPO). Coverage was extended to 
disadvantaged schools in the eight remaining Mexican states in 1998. 
These states have lower poverty rates and better education outcomes 
than the states incorporated earlier. Each state then decided which subin-
terventions would be allocated to each school based on the school’s bud-
getary and logistical capacity.
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AGE as a subintervention was introduced in the 1996/97 school year. 
AGE fi nances and supports the schools’ parent associations. The monetary 
support varies from $500 to $700 per year depending on school size. The 
use of funds is restricted and subject to annual fi nancial audits of a random 
sample of schools. Among other things, the parents are not allowed to 
spend money on wages and salaries for teachers. Most of the money goes 
to infrastructure improvements and small civil works. In return, parents 
must commit to greater involvement in school activities, participate in 
the infrastructure works, and attend training sessions delivered by state 
education authorities. In these sessions, parents receive instruction in 
the management of the funds and in participatory skills to increase their 
involvement in the school. Parents also receive information on the 
school, the role of the school’s parent associations, and their children’s 
education achievements as well as advice on how to help their children 
learn. While parent associations exist by law, they are rather dysfunctional 
and typically have little or no access to schools. AGE creates both a need 
and a right for parents to have access to schools to decide on the allocation 
of the grant, manage the funds (establish a feasible budget, record expenses, 
and so on), and participate in infrastructure works directly. Hence, AGE 
represents the fi rst time that parents have been granted full access to the 
schools and certain, albeit limited, authority over school matters. In 2005, 
more than 45 percent of primary schools in Mexico had a parent associa-
tion (Gertler, Patrinos, and Rubio-Codina 2006).

A study of the impact of the AGE program on intrayear dropouts, grade 
repetition, and grade failure in rural primary schools found that AGE had a 
signifi cant effect in reducing grade failure and repetition (Gertler, Patrinos, 
and Rubio-Codina 2006). The authors found that AGE did not have any 
signifi cant effects on intrayear dropout rates. Their study was conducted 
between 1998 and 2001 on a sample of 6,038 rural, nonindigenous pri-
mary schools, some participating in AGE and some not. They used a differ-
ence-in-differences regression approach to evaluate the intervention’s 
impact. All outcomes were measured at the end of the school year, on the 
explicit assumption that AGE needs to have been in operation for some 
time to be effective. The authors used the phasing of schools into the AGE 
program to generate suffi cient variation in the treatment variable to achieve 
identifi cation. Schools participating in AGE before 2002 were the treatment 
group, while schools participating in AGE from 2002 on served as a com-
parison group. Gertler, Patrinos, and Rubio-Codina (2006) found that AGE 
reduced grade failure by 7.4 percent and grade repetition by 5.5 percent in 
the fi rst through third grades.

To test the validity of the comparison group, the authors compared pre-
intervention trends in the outcome variables controlling for school and 
state fi xed effects and a dummy variable measuring whether the school is a 
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potential AGE school. This analysis did not reveal signifi cant differences in 
preintervention trends for schools participating in AGE in earlier and later 
years. Although the insignifi cant differences in preintervention trends 
should have alleviated any concerns about bias resulting from endogenous 
program placement, the authors used school fi xed effects to address any 
potential bias arising from time-invariant sources. The authors also tested 
for biases arising from changes in the distribution of students in schools but 
did not fi nd any evidence for concern (Gertler, Patrinos, and Rubio-Codina 
2006). 

Lopez-Calva and Espinosa (2006) yielded additional evidence to sup-
port the earlier studies. They found that participating in AGE had a positive 
effect on student test scores in the fourth through sixth grades (in primary 
school) for both Spanish and math. The authors used a propensity score 
matching strategy to identify their results. The results are robust to con-
trols for such relevant socioeconomic variables as participation in Mexico’s 
Progresa-Oportunidades conditional cash transfer program, teacher and school 
characteristics, and alternative stratifi cation strategies.

The AGE 125 impact evaluation—a randomized control trial in four 
Mexican states that doubled the resources that AGE schools receive—
tests whether the additional funding makes any difference (Gertler, Patri-
nos, and Rodríguez-Oreggia 2010). Another group of schools received 
the parental training but not the funding, which tests whether participa-
tion on its own is effective. Finally, a control group of schools received no 
treatment. 

The preliminary analysis carried out thus far compared the double-
funded AGE schools with the other AGE schools. After one year of imple-
mentation, the comparison of baseline and fi rst follow-up surveys revealed 
that the interaction among school agents (directors, teachers, and parents) 
had changed. This could be observed through the participation of school 
agents in the design and execution of the School Improvement Plan (SIP). 
In the treatment schools, even though the simultaneous participation of 
the school directors, teachers, and parents in SIP design decreased from 
2007 to 2008, the joint involvement of all three groups remained the main 
source of participation, followed by the participation of directors and par-
ents. For the SIP execution, the main source of participation for both years 
was composed of directors, teachers, and parents (at 76 percent in 2007 and 
70 percent in 2008). The interaction among directors and parents was sec-
ond, increasing from 15 percent in 2007 to 21 percent in 2008. Analyzing 
the same information for the control schools, one observes that the partici-
pation of parents had decreased. The participation of directors, teachers, 
and parents in SIP design was about 68 percent in both 2007 and 2008. The 
second mechanism of participation, composed only of directors and par-
ents, decreased by 7 percent from 2007 to 2008. 
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Analyzing both groups (treatment and control), one observes that the 
main expenditure item was school materials and that this expenditure 
increased by about 7 percent from 2007 to 2008 for both groups—rising 
from 45 percent to 52 percent for treatment schools and from 44 percent to 
50 percent for control schools. In 2007, about one-third of AGE resources 
were spent on infrastructure improvements (painting supplies, classroom 
maintenance, furniture repair, maintenance of electricity and hydraulic 
lines, fans and heating, real estate, and so on). But the amount devoted to 
infrastructure improvement decreased by 3 percent for treatment schools 
and by 7 percent for control schools in the fi rst year. In 2007, around 
22 percent of the AGE grants were spent on health and hygiene materials 
(fi rst-aid and hygiene products and toilet repair). In 2008, the expenditure 
on health and hygiene materials decreased by 4 percent for the treatment 
schools and increased by 1 percent for control schools. 

The interest of parents in their children’s school performance could be 
measured through their interaction with teachers—an indicator of parental 
involvement. The extent to which parents asked teachers about their chil-
dren’s performance had improved. The parents’ interest increased from one 
year to the next among both treatment and control schools. The participa-
tion of teachers showed an improvement from 2007 to 2008 as well. Class 
time, preparation, and reinforcement classes increased more in the treat-
ment schools than in the control schools. In the treatment schools, only the 
time for grading assignments and exams decreased, by 0.08 hours (less than 
5 minutes).

To measure the improvement of the quality of education in these 250 
schools for third-, fourth-, and fi fth-grade students, Gertler, Patrinos, and 
Rodríguez-Oreggia (2010) used intermediate indicators: repetition, failure, 
and dropout rates. On learning outcomes, the national standardized test 
(ENLACE) was used for Spanish and mathematics. Unfortunately, ENLACE 
scores were published at the school level for 2007 and 2009 but not for 
2008. Therefore, the 2009 scores were used to observe the improvements 
in education quality for the fi rst follow-up. 

Using a difference-in-differences approach with random and fi xed effects 
and controlling by schools’, directors’, parents’, and teachers’ characteris-
tics, the authors reported that the double-funded AGE program had a sig-
nifi cant impact on the total dropout rate and on Spanish and mathematics 
scores of treatment schools. The estimates suggest that the AGE 125 project 
caused the treatment schools’ dropout rate to decrease by 1.5–1.7  percentage 
points compared with control schools during the project’s fi rst year of 
implementation. At the same time, the double-funded AGE intervention 
had not revealed any effects on repetition or failure rates. It also seems like 
this project had a positive impact on Spanish and mathematics test scores, 
mostly for third-grade students. The results suggest that the double-funded 
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AGE program caused an increase of about 5.0–5.6 percent in Spanish scores 
and an increase of about 6.3–8.0 percent in mathematics scores for third-
grade students in treatment schools (Gertler, Patrinos, and Rodríguez-
Oreggia 2010).

In Cambodia, the SBM program is called the Education Quality Improve-
ment Project (EQIP) School Grants Program. It began in Takeo Province in 
1998 with a pilot group of 10 clusters and expanded to include roughly 
1,000 schools in three provinces between 1998 and 2003. EQIP schools 
receive cash grants that are invested in priorities determined by the local 
cluster committee—representing six schools on average—as part of a cluster 
plan. The grants program is designed to improve school quality in two ways. 
The fi rst is simply a resource effect, as school clusters receive money they 
can use to buy additional inputs such as new equipment, teacher training, 
and student libraries. The second involves building the schools’ manage-
ment capacities by giving cluster schools valuable experience in participative 
planning and the execution of school plans. With decentralized planning 
and execution, the grants program is expected to result in a more effi cient 
use of funds than standard, top-down education interventions achieve. 
Qualitative reviews of the program have, so far, been positive (Geeves and 
others 2002). The EQIP project has delivered the money in a timely fashion, 
and donors are generally satisfi ed with how the money has been spent.

Preliminary results of EQIP program evaluations showed systematic 
variation in spending by school clusters associated with specifi c school 
characteristics and parental participation (Benveniste and Marshall 2004). 
Nonetheless, the largest variation was associated with the year and prov-
ince variables, suggesting that central forces exerted considerable infl uence 
on local choices. Regarding outcomes, preliminary results suggested that 
participation in EQIP was associated with marginally lower dropout rates, 
higher pass rates, and better academic achievement. These results were 
robust to the inclusion of controls for school and community characteristics 
and province-level fi xed effects. For this analysis, the authors used regres-
sion analysis with fi ve years of data and took advantage of the phase-in 
strategy to decrease the potential for selection bias. The empirical strategy 
was to regress student test scores on student, teacher, and school character-
istics, plus controls for province and year. All community, school, director, 
and teacher characteristics were set at their pre-EQIP levels (1998). Cost-
effectiveness comparisons were also generally favorable, as EQIP money 
spent on specifi c activities such as teacher development and infrastructure 
improvements have been associated with higher returns than other possi-
ble interventions.

In Indonesia, a limited form of SBM is operating. Under the program, 
school committees were set up in 2005 to run SBM programs. All schools 
in Indonesia receive block grants based on a per-student formula, but 
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school committees have control only over nonsalary operational expendi-
tures. Over the past decade, the government of Indonesia has introduced 
elements of SBM into its education system by involving school personnel 
(principals, teachers, and other staff) and parents in the management of 
schools to make them more accountable and responsive to parents and 
students (World Bank 2008b). However, it was not until the introduction 
of the Bantuan Operasional Sekolah (School Operational Assistance Program, 
or BOS) in 2005 that school committees had any discretionary money to 
exercise their mandated role. 

Based on the BOS experience, the government has taken another step 
toward cementing SBM and parental involvement with a regulation that 
enhances the role of school committees. Successful examples of commu-
nity involvement in Indonesian projects—such as the National Program 
for Community Empowerment (PNPM), the Urban Poverty Program 
(UPP), and the Kecamatan Development Program (KDP)—all indicate that 
social pressure from an informed local community can help to reduce cor-
ruption and the misuse of funds. The design of the BOS program already 
closely parallels the institutional and implementation arrangements pio-
neered by these community-driven programs. A modifi ed version of the 
program, the School Operational Assistance Knowledge Improvement for 
Transparency and Accountability (BOS-KITA) program, will expand and 
build on these lessons, enhancing the role of parents and the local com-
munity in planning (and approving) school budgets for BOS funds and 
monitoring BOS expenditures. 

The BOS program disburses block grants to all schools throughout Indo-
nesia based on a per-student formula. It is Indonesia’s most signifi cant pol-
icy reform in education fi nancing in two important aspects: (1) Block grants 
to schools are based on a per-pupil formula, which provides incentives for 
principals and teachers to focus on maintaining and increasing enrollment. 
(2) Funds are directly channeled to the schools, which empowers school 
managers by allowing them to choose how best to allocate the BOS grants.

School committees are tasked with assisting in the selection of scholar-
ship students and overseeing school spending on grants. The committees 
consist of representatives of parents, community leaders, education profes-
sionals, the private sector, education associations, teachers, NGOs, and vil-
lage offi cials. Each committee must have a minimum of nine members, and 
the chairperson must come from outside the school. All public and private 
elementary and junior high schools in Indonesia are eligible to apply for 
BOS funding. School committees have control only over nonsalary opera-
tional expenditures. They are not allowed to hire or fi re teachers or even 
have any control over capital expenditures. A pre-BOS comparison of data 
from 94 schools in 16 districts participating in the fi rst Governance and 
Decentralization Survey module indicated that as much as one-third of the 
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allocated resources may have failed to reach schools. The BOS program 
uses a simple, transparent formula and provides mechanisms for scrutiny 
both from the top (through the internal audit) and from the bottom 
(through community mobilization and oversight). Under the BOS pro-
gram, in which schools receive operational funds directly and the funds are 
allocated independently, opportunities for further SBM are created.

Using data from various household surveys and the Ministry of Educa-
tion’s information system, a 2008 technical assessment carried out by World 
Bank staff identifi ed a number of positive developments to which the BOS 
program contributed during its fi rst years of operation. The BOS program 
has been important for promoting and facilitating SBM and parental and 
local community involvement. In a survey of 1,250 schools, 68 percent 
reported that they had implemented SBM principles. Of these schools, 
95 percent claimed to have experienced positive benefi ts. Most schools had 
seen improvements in their students’ grades (66 percent of schools sur-
veyed), their attendance (29 percent of schools surveyed), and discipline 
(43 percent of schools surveyed). These results however, must be taken 
with caution as they are based neither on standardized tests (or other mea-
sures) nor on a rigorous (or even semirigorous) evaluation strategy.

Four randomized interventions—each aiming to strengthen school com-
mittees in public primary schools in Indonesia—have been evaluated 
(Pradhan and others 2010). Single and combined methods were experi-
mented with, including giving the school committee a grant, training 
school committee members, linking school committee members with the 
village representative council, and democratically electing school commit-
tee members. After one year of implementation, elections in combination 
with the committee-council links—and, to a lesser extent, in combination 
with committee training—had substantial positive effects on learning. The 
committee-council link was the most cost-effective intervention, increasing 
language scores by a 0.12 standard deviation.

In the Philippines, SBM was implemented in 2003 in 23 districts. The 
project funded infrastructure, training, curriculum development, and text-
books. Participating schools were required to design a fi ve-year School 
Improvement Plan in partnership with parents and the community, using 
data on student achievement, with the school principal leading the process. 
Khattri, Ling, and Jha (2010) evaluated the program using retrospective 
data, difference-in-differences, and propensity score matching. In three 
years, the SBM schools improved scores in math by 16 percentage points, 
in science by 11 percentage points, and in English by 18 percentage points; 
the corresponding improvements in non-SBM schools were 15, 10, and 16 
percentage points. The effect sizes, however, were 0.10, 0.13, 0.09, and 
0.07 of a standard deviation in overall scores, science, English, and math, 
respectively.
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Ongoing SBM Experiments in Africa

There are various SBM reforms under way in Africa. Some are imple-
menting initiatives similar to those that have been adopted in Central 
America. Mozambique, for example, was an early mover in SBM reforms 
and now makes small grants to schools that participate in the SBM 
program (World Bank 2008c). These schools are managed by a school 
committee that is able to spend funds on basic classroom inputs and 
teaching materials. As part of the reform, participating schools have to 
publish student achievement data and how the money is being spent. 

The introduction of free primary education meant abolishing school 
fees that had previously been paid by parents. The expenditures that 
used to be covered by these fees are now funded by grants (some-
times called capitation grants) from the central government. For ex-
ample, in countries such as Benin, The Gambia, Ghana, Madagascar, 
Niger, Rwanda, and Senegal, the government gives a direct grant to 
schools, the amount of which is calculated on a per-student basis. 
These capitation grants can be used by school councils to purchase 
school supplies, fund teacher training, and improve facilities. In some 
cases (as in Ghana and Rwanda), the grants can be used to give teach-
ers bonus allowances (dependent on the successful completion of re-
quirements set between teacher and principal) or support the full cost 
(salary and bonus) of teachers hired on a fi xed-term contract (in Gha-
na, Niger, Rwanda, and in some forms of SBM in Madagascar). 

In The Gambia, the fi rst follow-up survey of the Whole School Devel-
opment (WSD) program showed that, on an array of intermediate out-
comes variables, the WSD group scored higher, and the diff erence 
 observed against the control school was statistically signifi cant in many 
cases. Both the WSD schools and the control schools have scored high-
er on many dimensions compared with the baseline a year previously. 
In terms of student performance (fourth and sixth grades), the level of 
performance was low and on a par with the outcomes of the baseline 
test to third- and fi fth-grade students. However, substantial learning 
did occur from one grade to the next (World Bank 2010a). 

In Senegal, the baseline report for the experiment showed the test 
results of children at the start of the second and fourth grades on writ-
ten French and math tests and an oral test. The population served has 
very low levels of education, very low literacy rates (particularly for 
women), and low employment rates and hours of work. In terms of the 
experimental evaluation, the baseline data revealed that the treatment 
and control group were as near perfectly balanced as one could hope 
(Carneiro and others 2010).

BOX 3.2 
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Conclusions

It is important to highlight two ideas from the outset before reviewing the 
empirical literature on SBM. First, only a very few rigorous studies of the 
impact of SBM exist.2 General descriptions of the most rigorous evaluations 
of SBM programs that have been conducted in recent years are presented 
in table 3.4.

It is also challenging to evaluate the size effect of the programs because 
of the heterogeneous presentation of metrics and results in the different 
studies. Several studies reported only the estimated coeffi cient of impact 
and, therefore, it is diffi cult to translate these into a size because they 
depend on the specifi c measurement of both the independent and depen-
dent variables. Other studies presented information on the percentage 
changes in some outcome variables due to the intervention. Again, the 
metric of the output variables varies considerably among studies. Nonethe-
less, the size effects for those studies that have a clear interpretation of the 
results are reported; otherwise, only the direction and signifi cance of the 
coeffi cient of impact is reported.

SBM Program Design

One of the noteworthy aspects of SBM programs is their diverse nature. 
Cook (2007) calls this their “modest entitivity.” From the narrow manage-
ment programs to the broad comprehensive schooling models, they vary 
greatly. But there are fundamentals of the narrower form of SBM. The 
focus on autonomous school strategic planning, multiple groups setting the 
goals, changes in teacher pedagogic practices, and stronger relations with 
parents and the surrounding community are mainstays. 

In the United States, SBM practice led to the 1999 passage of the Com-
prehensive School Reform Act, which outlined 11 components of a more 
autonomous school:

1. Each school adopts a model known to be successful (or has the promise 
to be so).

2. Proven methods of teaching, learning, and management should be used 
in the school—implying that management change is not suffi cient for 
comprehensive school reform; also needed are plans for changing teach-
ing and learning.

3. Methods for teaching, learning, and management should be integrated 
in a meaningful way. 

4. Staff should have continual professional development.



Table 3.4 Evaluations and Impacts: SBM Evidence from Recent Rigorous Studies

Study Country Program
Date of 

program
Date of 

data

Estimation or 
identifi cation 

strategy Limitations Results

Randomization and regression discontinuity design
Dufl o, Dupas, 
and Kremer 
2007

Kenya Extra Teachers 
Program

2006–08 2005–08 Randomized 
evaluation

External validity; 
pilot conditions 
might not be able 
to be duplicated in 
noncontrolled 
settings

(1) Higher student 
test scores

(2) Lower teacher 
absenteeism

(3) Small change 
in student dropout rate

Chaudhury 
and Parajuli 
2010

Nepal Nepal 
Community 
Support 
Project

2007–09 2005–09 Quasi-experimental 
randomization 
approach (IV and DD); 
through exogenous 
instrument in form of 
advocacy group; 
advocacy campaign 
randomly assigned; 
intent to treat

Small-scale pilot; 
not pure 
randomization

(1) Reduced number of 
out-of-school children

(2) Reduced repetition

(3) Increased progression 

(4) Increased equity 
(disadvantaged castes 
performed better)

Das 2008 Pakistan NGO hired to 
manage school 
together with 
school council; 
funds ($4,000) 
per school given for

2004–08 RCT in principle, 
though original 
randomization not 
fully upheld; 
analysis performed 
using intent to treat

Sample size not 
clearly defi ned for 
each part of 
intervention; 
randomization 
altered due to 
fi eld conditions 
(district-level 

(1) No eff ects on student 
enrollment, teacher 
absenteeism, or 
facilities index 
(infrastructure)
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school needs; NGO 
in initial experiment 
allowed to 
transfer teachers as 
well (2004)

offi  cials did not 
uphold original 
randomization as 
they wanted to 
target funds to 
schools that 
needed them 
most; unclear 
to what extent 
randomization 
altered)

(2) In treatment schools, 
signifi cantly increased 
percentage of council 
members whose children 
were students

Pradhan and 
others 2010

Indonesia school-based 
management

2007–08 2007–08 RCT Pathways not 
identifi ed 

(1) Improved learning 
outcomes 

(2) Strongest impact 
from elections in 
combination with link

(3) Increased language 
scores by a 0.51 standard 
deviation, increased math 
scores by 0.46

Gertler, 
Patrinos, and 
Rodríguez-
Oreggia 2010

Mexico AGE 125; doubling 
of grant

2007–10 2006–10 RCT 4 states, might not 
be replicable; 
required private 
funding to double

(1) Increased participation in 
fi rst year

(2) Reduced dropout rate

(3) Improved reading scores 
for third grade only in year 2

Table 3.4 Evaluations and Impacts: SBM Evidence from Recent Rigorous Studies (continued)

Study Country Program
Date of 

program
Date of 

data

Estimation or 
identifi cation 

strategy Limitations Results
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Propensity score matching; instrumental variables; Heckman correction models
Di Gropello 
and Marshall 
2005

Honduras PROHECO 1999 2003 Heckman correction 
model; exclusion 
restriction: presence 
of potable water and 
community services

Not a solid 
exclusion 
restriction

(1) Small changes in 
dropout rates

(2) No eff ects on test 
scores

Gunnarsson 
and others 
2004a

several 
countries

several 
programs

several 
years

1997 IV: principal’s attributes 
and legal structure

Not a solid 
instrument

(1) No eff ects on test 
scores

(2) Increased participation

Jimenez and 
Sawada 1999

El 
Salvador

EDUCO 1991 1996 Heckman correction 
model; exclusion 
restriction: 
government 
prioritizing targeting 
formula

Not a solid 
exclusion 
restriction

(1) Increased reading 
scores

(2) Decreased 
absenteeism

Jimenez and 
Sawada 2003

El 
Salvador

EDUCO 1991 panel: 
1996 and 
2003

Heckman correction 
model; exclusion 
restriction: 
government 
prioritizing targeting 
formula

Not a solid 
exclusion 
restriction

(1) Increased probability 
of students staying in 
school

Gertler, 
Patrinos, and 
Rubio-Codina 
2006

Mexico AGE 1996 school 
panel: 
1998–
2002

DD fi xed eff ects; 
preintervention trends

Did not control for 
time-variant 
unobservable 
eff ects

(1) Reduced failure and 
repetition rates

(2) No eff ects on 
dropout rate
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Table 3.4 Evaluations and Impacts: SBM Evidence from Recent Rigorous Studies (continued)

Study Country Program
Date of 

program
Date of 

data

Estimation or 
identifi cation 

strategy Limitations Results

King and 
Özler 1998

Nicaragua ASP 1991, 
1993

pseudo-
panel: 
1995, 1997

Matching, panel data No pretrend 
validation

(1) De jure autonomy: no 
impact

(2) Real autonomy (hire/fi re 
teachers): increased test 
scores 

Lopez-Calva 
and Espinosa 
2006

Mexico AGE 1996 2003–04 Matching, 
cross-section

No baseline data Increased test scores

Murnane, 
Willet, and 
Cardenas 
2006

Mexico PEC 2001 several 
sources: 
2000–04

DD: more systematic 
check of equal trends 
between treatment 
and control groups

Not controlled for 
time-variant 
unobservable 
eff ects

(1) Reduced dropout rates

(2) No eff ect on repetition

Abreu and 
others 2010

Mexico PEC-FIDE 2008–09 2008–09 DD, propensity score 
matching

(1) Increased promotion 
rates

(2) Increased test scores

Gertler and 
others 2010

Mexico PEC (Colima 
only)

2006–09 2005–09 RCT Not strictly 
observed
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Paes de 
Barros and 
Mendonca 
1998

Brazil decentralization 1982 panel, 
state 
level: 
1981–1993

DD; no preintervention 
trends

Aggregation of 
data; no pretrend 
validation

(1) Reduced repetition 
and dropout rates

(2) No impact on test 
scores

Parker 2005 Nicaragua ASP 1991–93 2002 Matching, panel data No pretrend 
validation

Increased test scores

Sawada and 
Ragatz 2005

El 
Salvador

EDUCO 1991 1996 Matching, cross-
section

No baseline data Increased test scores

Skoufi as and 
Shapiro 2006

Mexico PEC 2001 2000–03 Matching estimation 
with DD; one-year 
preintervention trend

No pretrend 
validation

Reduced dropout, failure, 
and repetition rates

Khattri, Ling, 
and Jha 2010

Philippines school-based 
management

2003– 2003– DD; propensity score 
matching

No pretrend 
validation 

Signifi cant but small 
eff ects on test scores

Benveniste 
and Marshall 
2004

Cambodia EQIP 1998–
2004

1999–
2003

Program randomly 
implemented by 
district in province; 
fi xed eff ects regression, 
DD, matching

Cannot test 
participation 
per se

(1) Increased pass rates

(2) Reduced dropout rates

(3) Improved achievement 

Source: Authors’ compilation. 

Note: IV = instrumental variables. DD = diff erence-in-diff erences. RCT = randomized control trial. NGO = nongovernmental organization. 

a. School self-reported levels of autonomy.
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5. Staff should support the initiative.

6. Formal and informal leadership should be distributed widely within 
the school.

7. Parents and the local community are involved in the school.

8. There will be external technical support for whatever change the school 
is making.

9. Use measurable benchmarks on a short-term basis.

10. Conduct annual evaluations.

11.  Mechanisms are needed for identifying and gathering needed resources 
from external sources.

While not all 11 components need be in place for a school to be labeled an 
SBM school (nor are a minimum or core number of attributes needed), it is 
nonetheless obvious that the more of these components an SBM plan 
includes, the more integral is the change being promoted. In most develop-
ing countries, there is no inventory of what works—yet. So basing the 
model on positive cases proves diffi cult; thus, programs are invented or 
borrowed from other countries. Many of the programs in developing coun-
tries, even those designed to improve quality, are more participatory than 
management-centered. That is, there are hopes for high levels of participa-
tion but little empowerment of the actors to affect core education functions 
such as teaching and learning. Professional development or training—of 
staff (teachers or directors), in a few cases, and of parents in others—is 
becoming a usual function. The level of staff support seems to vary. In some 
cases, the programs empower the principals but do not really affect the 
teachers. Often the leadership model is not well distributed widely through-
out the school.

Programs in developing countries are heavy on parental or community 
participation—even if that is only a stated objective. The level of external 
technical support varies. Some programs build it in effectively, while others 
take a more informal approach.

The use of measurable benchmarks—performance metrics or informa-
tion in general—is a relatively recent phenomenon. The programs described 
here have been subject to rigorous evaluation. But there are some 53 such 
programs known around the world, and few of those were evaluated 
because few had any performance benchmarks in the design. It seems obvi-
ous, in a report on accountability, to discuss performance measures, but the 
fact is that many SBM programs were designed without appropriate atten-
tion to results. Thus, there are few evaluations (at least from the old gen-
eration) of any level of rigor.
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Despite the limited evidence base, one can offer a few specifi c ideas 
about the design of SBM projects based on the large number of programs 
that exist around the world. There are clearly a few key issues that should 
be settled before embarking on an SBM initiative:

• Specify what is meant by SBM. The autonomy and accountability defi ni-
tions must be explicit. The functions to be transferred must be delin-
eated, and the entities to which they are to be transferred should be 
described. A clear account of the resources that will be available, how 
they will be used, and the model to be developed (administrative, pro-
fessional, community, balanced, or a combination) should be given.

• Take account of capacity issues. In all models and types of SBM, capacity 
considerations are crucial. Thus, SBM projects should include a compo-
nent to build the managerial capacity of parents, teachers, and other key 
players.

• Clearly state what is to be achieved, how, and in what time frame. A good rule 
of thumb is that SBM reforms need about fi ve years before any funda-
mental changes occur at the school level, and only after eight years of 
implementation can changes be seen in indicators such as student test 
scores. This has been the experience in the United States. Therefore, it is 
important to ensure that the time frame is understood by all involved so 
that their expectations are realistic. 

• Establish goals, including short-term process goals, intermediate output goals, 
and longer-term outcome goals. Most important, the relevant indicators 
need to be measured before, during, and after the experimental stage 
of the reform to make it possible to evaluate the impact of the reform. 
The high standards that usually apply to SBM programs in developed 
countries will be diffi cult to meet in developing countries. However, 
even in developed countries, SBM reforms tend to take several years to 
have any substantial impact, depending on the country’s institutional 
context.

• Spell out what will have to happen at different stages for the reform to reach 
its goals. There are many ways in which the components (autonomy-
participation and accountability) of SBM can be combined and 
 implemented—that is, who gets what powers to do what—that make 
each SBM reform unique. Therefore, it is important to be clear and pre-
cise about the goals of each SBM program from the outset. The most 
common goals of SBM programs so far have been (1) to increase the 
participation of parents and communities in schools; (2) to empower 
principals and teachers; (3) to improve student achievement levels (as in 
most OECD countries); (4) to make school management more account-
able; and (5) to increase the transparency of education decision making 
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(in most cases). These different goals have signifi cant implications for 
how each program is designed.

• Base interventions on whatever evidence is available, and include a strong impact 
evaluation component that is appropriate for the program, its duration, and its 
time frame. There are three evaluation approaches: (1) evaluations that 
randomly select treatment schools (those that will implement an SBM 
project) and control schools; (2) evaluations that randomize the order in 
which schools enter into the program; and (3) evaluations that encour-
age schools to participate in the program. 

 The ideal evaluation will involve some form of randomization. However, 
if randomization is not an option, there are two alternative ways of esti-
mating the impact of an SBM reform. First, a regression discontinuity 
design procedure can be used when the SBM program is targeted, using 
some continuous variable as the entry criterion. The estimation yields 
the true effect of the intervention without the need for randomization in 
the design of the program. The second nonrandomized way to evaluate 
impact uses a nonrandom phase-in strategy. For this evaluation method 
to be technically sound, it is critical to show that the group of schools 
that is treated later is the right counterfactual for the group of schools 
that initially enters the program; in other words, they need to have sim-
ilar pretreatment observable characteristics. This method highlights the 
need for both good preintervention data and good postintervention data 
to be able to compare the values of the outcome variables both before 
and after the program to measure its effects.

SBM models have many positive benefi ts, many of which can be character-
ized as improved school quality. However, learning outcomes, as measured 
by standardized test scores and examination results, are medium- to long-
term benefi ts. That is, SBM, though not a costly investment and one that 
can even produce savings, is not a quick fi x. In fact, it is shown that in the 
United States, in a meta-analysis of 232 studies with over 1,000 observa-
tions of 29 programs, SBM needs fi ve years to bring about fundamental 
changes at the school level and about eight years to yield signifi cant changes 
in test scores.

Summary

Education systems are extremely demanding of the managerial, technical, 
and fi nancial capacity of governments and, thus, as a service, education is 
too complex to be effi ciently produced and distributed in a centralized 
fashion. Most of the incentives that affect learning outcomes are institu-
tional in nature. Local decision making and fi scal decentralization can 
have positive effects on outcomes such as test scores or graduation rates by 
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holding the schools accountable for the outputs they produce. High-quality, 
timely service provision can be ensured if service providers can be held 
accountable to their clients—who, in the case of education, are students 
and their parents. 

There is a trend toward increasing autonomy, devolving responsibility, 
and encouraging responsiveness to local needs, all with the objective of 
raising performance levels. Most countries whose students perform well on 
international student achievement tests give their local authorities and 
schools substantial autonomy over adapting and implementing education 
content or allocating and managing resources. Moreover, greater school 
autonomy is not necessarily associated with wider disparities in school per-
formance if governments provide a framework in which poorer-performing 
schools receive the necessary support to help them improve.

The argument in favor of decentralized decision making in schools is that 
it fosters demand at the local level and ensures that schools provide the 
kind of education that refl ects local priorities and values. By giving voice 
and power to local stakeholders, decentralization increases client satisfac-
tion and improves education outcomes. School autonomy and accountabil-
ity can help to solve some of the fundamental problems in education. If 
schools are given some autonomy over the use of their inputs, they can be 
held accountable for using them in an effi cient manner. Decentralizing 
power to the school level can also improve service delivery to the poor by 
giving poor families a say in how local schools operate and by giving schools 
an incentive to ensure that they deliver effective services to the poor and by 
penalizing those who fail to do so.

Past studies found that SBM policies actually changed the dynamics of 
the schools, either because parents got more involved or because teachers’ 
actions changed (King and Özler 1998; Jimenez and Sawada 1999). Several 
studies showed that SBM led to reduction in repetition rates, failure rates, 
and, to a lesser degree, dropout rates (Di Gropello and Marshall 2005; 
Jimenez and Sawada 2003; Gertler, Patrinos, and Rubio-Codina 2006; Paes 
de Barros and Mendonca 1998; Skoufi as and Shapiro 2006). The studies 
that had access to standardized test scores presented mixed evidence, with 
countries such as El Salvador, Mexico, and Nicaragua showing positive 
results (Jimenez and Sawada 2003; King and Özler 1998; Sawada and 
Ragatz 2005; Lopez-Calva and Espinosa 2006). Other reforms such as those 
in Brazil and Honduras appear to have had no effects on test scores.

The new evaluations, mostly randomized control trials—and, in almost 
all cases, preliminary results only—substantiate earlier studies, strengthen 
and expand the knowledge base, and provide new information on impacts 
that are substantially different from past studies in some respects.

SBM forms with weak autonomy or accountability produce small 
effects. Evidence from two new evaluations in Mexico showed small 
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 positive impacts on outcomes, mostly in the early grades of primary school. 
However, they also showed changes in school climate, parental perceptions 
and participation, and engagement between actors. The implications are 
that a larger dose of autonomy, especially in terms of labor control, would 
garner larger gains in terms of student learning. The AGE 125 project had a 
positive impact on test scores in reading and math, mostly for third-grade 
students. But even those signifi cant gains did not bring the students in AGE 
schools—largely disadvantaged, rural, indigenous populations—close to 
the national average in test scores.

Strong SBM forms—meaning those affecting teacher hiring and fi ring 
decisions—have shown positive effects in improving test scores but only 
when it was clear what parents were supposed to do or when the SBM was 
combined with other incentives such as reduced class size, as in Kenya. On 
the other hand, a strong SBM form in Nepal has yet to show an impact two 
years into implementation. However, devolving management responsibil-
ity to communities has had a signifi cant impact on certain schooling out-
comes related to access and equity.

On  balance, SBM has been shown to be a useful reform for a number of 
reasons. Yet it is better when integrated with other interventions.

Still, there are unanswered questions. For instance, do administrative-
control SBMs work better than, say, more participatory models—and, if so, 
under what situations? Put another way, does vesting decision-making 
powers in the principal serve the same purposes? Or is parental participa-
tion or oversight required to instill a level of accountability? Does more 
autonomy need to be devolved to the school level to improve intermediate 
and long-term outcomes? In other words, do weak-form SBMs need to 
become stronger forms to have sustained impacts on learning over time?

Also, more cost-benefi t analysis is needed. Clearly, SBM is an inexpensive 
initiative since it constitutes a change in the locus of decision making and 
not necessarily in the amount of resources in the system. If the few positive 
impact evaluations dominate, then SBM can be regarded as a cost-effective 
initiative. For example, in Mexico, the rural SBM program is estimated to 
cost about $6.50 per student (which, in unit cost terms, is only about 8 per-
cent of primary education unit expenditures, estimated at over $800 in 
2006). Moreover, the $6.50 fi gure includes the allocation of resources to the 
parent associations and the training imparted to the parents. It also com-
pares favorably to other common interventions, such as computers ($500 
per student, 10 computers per class), teacher salary increases ($240 per stu-
dent), or annual school building costs ($160 per student); only student 
assessments have a similar unit cost, at $6 (Patrinos 2009).

Other elements that will need more analysis as the study of SBM 
reforms evolves are political economy issues, such as the roles played by 
teachers’ unions and political elites. These issues could explain why we are 



School-Based Management�|�133

getting ambiguous results in some cases. SBM, like any other kind of 
reform, requires some level of political support from the government. 
Political support may be more important than technical merit in the suc-
cess or failure of a strong SBM reform. Teachers and their unions may 
want to resist SBM reforms that give parents and community members 
more power. How they will react to the reform is a crucial factor in its 
eventual success or failure. Typically, bureaucrats and teachers’ unions 
favor increased budgets and spending on teacher-related inputs rather 
than on non-teacher-related investments. Thus, unions and perhaps also 
bureaucrats may try to limit the extent of school autonomy, especially 
those models that empower school councils or even just school principals 
to hire and fi re teachers. If this is the case, then one could expect only mild 
forms of SBM (such as the participatory models in rural Mexico, around 
since the mid-1990s) to survive, challenging the existence of strong ver-
sions such as EDUCO in El Salvador. Also, the impact of such programs 
will be limited by design, wherein true decision making is muted in strong 
models and the participatory models never confront the true causes of 
education disadvantage. 

Elite capture is another potential problem. If the programs are domi-
nated by certain groups, they may not be working to improve outcomes for 
all, especially for the least able. Even local authorities can react negatively 
to what they perceive to be the capture of governance at the various levels 
by elite groups, particularly if these groups use SBM reforms as a means to 
further their political agendas. When local democracy and political account-
ability are weak, as is the case in many developing countries, especially in 
rural areas, then decentralization reforms can lead to elite capture (Bard-
han 2002; Bardhan and Mookherjee 2000, 2005). In more traditional and 
rural areas, the poor or ethnic minorities, such as the indigenous peoples of 
rural Mexico, feel the need for a strong central authority to ensure that 
they are able to access services as well as more powerful local citizens. This 
centralization would tend to limit the amount of local decision making and 
reduce the overall impact of the programs. A related issue may be the lack 
of a culture of accountability within communities, meaning that no one 
would think to question any actions taken by the group running the school 
(De Grauwe 2005), something that was detected in focus group interviews 
in rural Mexico (Patrinos 2006). 

Finally, there are often challenges involved in implementing SBM 
reforms that can undermine their potential. These challenges include the 
need for all the relevant actors to accept and support the reform, the fact 
that more time and work demands are put on teachers and parents, and the 
need for more local district support. The participatory models may suffer 
especially from the latter because they demand from parents a great invest-
ment of time, which is costly to them. In addition, if parents need to prepare 
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for meetings or need to understand documents required for preparing 
school improvement plans, these requirements place the poorest and least-
educated at the greatest disadvantage and limit the potential of the program 
to help the most deserving and neediest students.

Notes

 1. Given the U.S. evidence, one might wonder whether charter schools (around 
since the 1990s, which one might think of as an ultimate form of SBM—that is, 
a public school with autonomy over personnel, budget, and pedagogical deci-
sions) might perform any better than public schools. Indeed, the evidence is 
usually considered mixed, with a variety of authors showing vastly different 
results (Patrinos, Barrera-Osorio, and Guáqueta 2009). However, newer studies 
on the topic in the United States include a report by the Center for Research on 
Education Outcomes (CREDO) at Stanford University, which found a wide vari-
ance in the quality of charter schools, with, in the aggregate, students in charter 
schools not faring as well as students in traditional public schools (CREDO 
2009). The study found that 17 percent of charter schools reported academic 
gains that were signifi cantly better than traditional public schools, 37 percent 
showed gains that were worse than traditional public schools, and 46 percent 
demonstrated no signifi cant difference. Hoxby (2009) claims that a statistical 
mistake in the CREDO study forced an underestimation of the effect of charter 
schools. A study of New York charter schools—where most students are admit-
ted based on a lottery, thus representing clear evidence—found that, on average, 
a student who attended a charter school for all of grades kindergarten through 
eight would close about 86 percent of the achievement gap in math and 66 per-
cent of the achievement gap in English (Hoxby, Murarka, and Kang 2009). A 
follow-up study by CREDO showed that most New York City charter school 
students were showing academic growth in math that was statistically larger 
than what non-charter school students would achieve (CREDO 2010). A recent 
study of Boston schools found that each year of attendance in middle-school 
charters raised student achievement by a 0.09–0.17 standard deviation in Eng-
lish and a 0.18–0.54 standard deviation in math relative to those attending tra-
ditional schools in Boston (Abdulkadiroglu and others 2009). Dobbie and Fryer 
(2009) studied Harlem Children’s Zone, a 97-block area in central Harlem, New 
York, where charter schools offering a web of community services for children 
operate. A randomized evaluation found that students enrolled in sixth grade 
gained more than a full standard deviation in math and a 0.3–0.5 standard devi-
ation in English by eighth grade—enough to reverse the black-white achieve-
ment gap. Angrist and others (2010) studied KIPP (Knowledge Is Power Pro-
gram), the largest charter management organization, and found reading gains of 
a 0.12 standard deviation for each year and larger gains for special-education 
and limited-English students in the range of a 0.3–0.4 standard deviation.

 2. Santibañez (2006) consists of a literature review of the 53 evaluations carried 
out since 1995 of the impact of SBM programs on educational outcomes.
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4

Making Teachers Accountable

Making schools and teachers more accountable for results, especially stu-
dent learning outcomes, has become a central challenge for education pol-
icy makers in both developed and developing countries. The quantity and 
variety of policy innovations in this area has increased signifi cantly over the 
past decade, with an especially striking increase in the developing world. 
This chapter reviews both the theory and the evidence base around two 
key types of reform focused on teacher accountability: contract tenure 
reforms and pay-for-performance reforms. 

The fi rst section summarizes the theoretical and empirical rationales for 
teacher accountability reforms. The second section reviews recent global 
experience with these reforms. The third and fourth sections put forth a 
typology of contract tenure and pay-for-performance approaches being 
adopted in developing countries and review the evaluation evidence 
around each type of reform. The fi fth section compares the empirical evi-
dence with the theoretical literature on performance incentives to identify 
key design issues. The fi nal section draws cautious conclusions from exist-
ing evidence on how to design effective incentives for better teaching. 

Throughout the chapter, the developing country experience and research 
literature are surveyed broadly, but emphasis is placed on recent evidence 
from well-evaluated reforms in the developing world.

Teacher Accountability Reforms: Why?

Growing interest in teacher accountability reforms stems from a confl u-
ence of factors. First, an increasing number of countries are convinced that 
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student learning outcomes are the core barometer of education system 
performance. In developing countries, the use of nationally standardized 
tests has increased substantially over the past 10 years, as has the number 
of developing countries participating in internationally benchmarked 
assessments such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development’s (OECD’s) Programme for International Student Assess-
ment (PISA). The latest wave of education research on long-term correla-
tions between (internationally benchmarked) student learning levels and 
gross domestic product (GDP) growth supports this focus. Studies conclude 
that education investments contribute to faster GDP growth only if school-
ing is effective in raising student learning—and the higher the learning 
levels, the faster the growth (Hanushek and Woessmann 2007). In short, 
an increase in the quantity and quality of student learning data in develop-
ing countries has created a capacity that did not exist earlier to monitor and 
potentially reward school-level learning improvements. 

Second, there is increasing evidence that teachers’ ability to generate 
student learning is highly variable. Recent careful studies of the “value 
added” of individual teachers working in the same grade in the same school 
have begun to document that while students with a weak teacher may 
master 50 percent or less of the curriculum for that grade over a single 
school year, students with a good teacher can get an average gain of one 
year, and students with great teachers may advance 1.5 grade levels or 
more (Hanushek and Rivkin 2010; Farr 2010). A series of great or bad 
teachers over several years compounds these effects and can lead to 
unbridgeable gaps in student learning levels. The most rigorous research to 
date in this area is from the United States, and it may not proxy the variance 
in teacher effectiveness in other settings. But new research in Brazil, dis-
cussed later in this chapter, suggests that teachers’ classroom performance 
and effectiveness spans a large spectrum in at least some developing coun-
try settings as well. 

Third, education policy makers wishing to recruit or groom “great teach-
ers” to raise overall learning results confront the empirical reality of recruit-
ment and compensation systems with weak links, if any, between rewards 
and performance. The vast majority of education systems are characterized 
by fi xed salary schedules, lifetime job tenure, and fl at labor hierarchies, 
which create rigid labor environments where extra effort, innovation, and 
good results are not rewarded. Nor is it possible to sanction poor perfor-
mance; the percentage of tenured teachers ever dismissed for poor perfor-
mance is exceedingly small (Weisberg and others 2009). 

Almost universally, teacher recruitment and promotion are based on the 
number of years of preservice training, formal certifi cates, and years in ser-
vice. Yet an extensive body of research has documented the lack of correla-
tion between these “observable” factors and teachers’ actual effectiveness 
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in the classroom, measured by their ability to produce learning improve-
ment in their students (Hanushek and others 2005). The record on in- 
service professional development leading to measurable improvements in 
teacher performance is also strikingly poor (Borko 2004; Garet and others 
2001; Cohen and Hill 2001). The clear implication of available research is 
that most school systems are recruiting and rewarding teachers for the 
wrong things, failing to encourage the capacities and behaviors that con-
tribute most directly to student learning results, and unable to sanction 
ineffective performance. 

A disconnect between the incentives teachers face and the results school 
systems seek is manifest in many developing countries by egregious perfor-
mance failures. A study of teacher absenteeism across six different develop-
ing countries in 2004 found that, on average, 20 percent of the teaching 
force was absent on any given day, suggesting low accountability for atten-
dance and performance (Chaudhury and others 2005). Classroom observa-
tions in representative samples of schools in Latin America in 2009 found 
more than 30 percent of instructional time lost because teachers arrived 
late, left early, or otherwise failed to engage in teaching (Bruns, Evans, and 
Luque 2010). PISA 2006 data show that teacher applicants in most devel-
oping countries are drawn from the weakest students in secondary and 
higher education, even as the cognitive content of basic education becomes 
more demanding. Above all, average learning outcomes in developing 
countries are low and, in most countries, have failed to improve. 

Developing countries today spend an average of 5 percent of GDP on 
education, and many countries are on track to increase this. The impact of 
this investment on their subsequent economic growth hangs largely on 
how effectively they use the 4 percent of GDP (80 percent of total educa-
tion spending) that goes to pay teachers. In a growing number of countries, 
the drive to improve student learning outcomes is translating into creative 
and sometimes radical policy reforms aimed at changing the incentives for 
teachers. While the share of reforms being rigorously evaluated remains 
small, the evidence base to guide the design of new efforts is becoming 
more robust. This chapter aims to distill that evidence and its implications 
for policy.

Recent Global Experience with Teacher 
Accountability Reforms 

As Vegas (2005) and others have pointed out, individuals are attracted into 
the teaching profession and gain satisfaction from their work for a wide 
range of reasons. All of these factors, shown in fi gure 4.1, constitute part of 
the incentives for teaching. Correspondingly, school systems have numerous 
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monetary and nonmonetary levers to use in attracting and rewarding effec-
tive teachers. 

Beyond the policies that touch teachers directly, broader education poli-
cies that shape the school environment also affect whether high-capacity 
teachers are attracted into a school system and motivated to perform. It is 
relatively common for private schools and charter schools to recruit teach-
ers with qualifi cations equivalent to those of public school teachers while 
paying lower salaries or offering less job security. Teacher surveys report 
that attractive features of the school environment—including the quality 
of infrastructure, class size, availability of teaching materials, quality of 
principals, engagement of parents, time for collective work with other 
teachers, and opportunities for professional growth—infl uence employ-
ment decisions and can offset lower wage and benefi t compensation. 

This chapter zeroes in on two of the incentives pictured in fi gure 4.1: job 
stability (that is, teacher contract tenure) and bonus pay or pay-for-performance 
programs. 

We differentiate bonus pay from other policies affecting salary differ-
entials in that bonus programs generally leave base salaries and the salary 
scale intact but create incentives at the margin, with the offer of an 
annual (or monthly) bonus based on some measure of teacher perfor-
mance. The performance measure may be an input measure, such as 
teacher attendance; an outcome measure, such as school or student results; 

Figure 4.1 Teacher Performance Incentives
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or a combination of the two. The distinguishing feature of pay for perfor-
mance is that it rewards teachers for what they do or achieve during a 
specifi ed period (typically the prior school year). In this way, pay for per-
formance is conceptually distinct from the factors that generally deter-
mine other teacher salary differentials, such as teachers’ qualifi cations, 
geographic posting, type of service (that is, hardship pay for teaching in 
certain schools or disciplines), or even tests of skills and capacity—all of 
which reward teachers for what they are capable of doing. 

In contrast to most of the other incentives for teachers, both contracts 
without guaranteed tenure and pay-for-performance programs establish 
direct links between teachers’ performance and their rewards or sanctions. 
Thus, contract tenure and pay-for-performance reforms are potentially two 
of the strongest instruments at the disposal of education policy makers to 
increase teachers’ accountability for results. These reforms are also of spe-
cial policy interest for several other reasons: 

• They are important. While there is evidence that intrinsic motivation plays 
a stronger role in the teaching profession than in many other occupa-
tions, there is also evidence that compensation and contract status are 
key determinants of who goes into teaching, how long they remain, and 
how they perform (Chapman, Snyder, and Burchfi eld 1993; Guarino, 
Santibañez, and Daley 2006; Rivkin, Hanushek, and Kain 2005; Mur-
nane and others 1991). 

• They are expensive. Teacher contracting and pay policies are important 
drivers of the overall teacher wage bill, which is by far the largest com-
ponent of education spending. As such, these policies have ripple effects 
on the resources available for all other education investments. In most 
developing countries, the teacher wage bill is also a large enough share 
of public spending to have implications for overall fi scal policy. 

• They present major challenges for policy makers in most countries. Historically 
rigid policies tying teacher recruitment, tenure, and compensation to 
formal certifi cation processes and seniority typically leave education 
offi cials with limited room to maneuver to either “de-select” teachers 
who are not effective or reward high performers. While there may be a 
long-term need in many countries to adjust the base wage and salary 
scale for teachers relative to other categories of public or private sector 
employment, policy makers struggle with the recognition that the impact 
of across-the-board increases is fi scally prohibitive and may still fail to 
create stronger incentives for performance. 

These factors are inspiring increased experimentation in developing 
countries with reforms that use the levers of contract tenure and bonus pay 
to try to make teachers more accountable for performance. Of the two, pay 
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for performance has the largest number of experiences under way that are 
being subjected to rigorous impact evaluation, in both developing and 
developed countries. However, both strategies are increasingly being used 
in both low- and middle-income developing countries. The next two sec-
tions review the leading developing-country experiences and emerging 
evidence base for each type of reform. 

Contract Tenure Reforms

Alternative contracting, in its broadest form, means recruiting teachers on 
contracts that do not grant the civil service status and tenure protection 
offered to regular teachers. Contract tenure reforms thus can overcome the 
rigidity of existing teacher policies by establishing a parallel teacher corps or 
career stream with different rules of the game alongside the existing teacher 
stream. 

Although fairly uncommon in most European countries, alternative 
contracting is used in Australia, the United Kingdom, the United States, 
some other OECD countries, and most developing countries. Alternative 
contracts are typically for one year and renewable based on performance. 
Alternative contracting in developing-country settings is often—but not 
always—associated with entry standards and pay levels that are lower than 
for regular civil service teachers. In OECD contexts, such contracting is 
often used to bring highly qualifi ed mid-career professionals from other 
fi elds into teaching at comparable salaries.

The rationale for alternative contracting in the developing world is usu-
ally either a shortage of teachers who meet the civil service entry standards 
or a shortage of public sector funding for the more expensive civil service 
contracts. Tightening teacher accountability for performance is rarely the 
explicit rationale. However, being on a short-term, renewable contract can 
clearly generate stronger incentives for an individual teacher to meet the 
performance goals of the contracting unit. The share of civil service teach-
ers dismissed on performance grounds is extremely low in most systems, 
and these dismissals are almost always for egregious abuses, not simply for 
poor effectiveness in producing student learning outcomes. Good data on 
turnover of contract teachers unfortunately do not exist, but in the most 
carefully studied environments turnover has been substantially higher—in 
the range of 20–40 percent annually. However, there are no data on the 
share of contract teacher exits strictly related to performance, and many 
other factors are also typically at play. 

The core policy innovation is the creation of a parallel teacher cadre 
hired on short-term contracts, typically covering a single school year and 
renewable based on performance. In a large share of cases, the hiring of 
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contract teachers is also devolved to a lower level of the education system—
the school or village level—than the hiring of civil service teachers, who are 
typically hired at the national level. This creates potential for more effective 
monitoring of teacher performance by the contracting unit.

Despite this potentially tight link between contract renewal and teacher 
performance, goals or targets in such contracts are rarely precise or explicit. 
There are few developing-country cases of explicit links between contract 
teachers’ renewal and student learning improvements. If specifi c metrics 
are mentioned at all, they are more commonly teacher attendance or com-
munity satisfaction measurements, defi ned fairly broadly and somewhat 
subjectively. Student learning progress, however, may be an implicit factor 
in school managers’ or community satisfaction with a contract teacher’s 
performance. Table 4.1 summarizes the evidence base from rigorously eval-
uated cases in the developing world. 

Confounding analysis of the pure accountability effects of less-secure 
contract terms and possibly closer performance monitoring is the fact that 
both the background characteristics (level of education and socioeconomic 
status) and pay levels of contract teachers can be different and sometimes 
lower than those of civil service teachers. While economic theory predicts 
that contracts renewable annually based on performance and monitored 
locally will increase teachers’ motivation to perform in line with perfor-
mance measures established by the hiring unit, both teacher effort and 
results may be decreased by the lower compensation embodied in many of 
these contracts or by lower teacher capacity (at least in terms of formal 
preparation). How these competing tendencies play out in practice, and 
how they affect learning outcomes for students, has been a subject of much 
debate. Only recently has enough robust evidence from diverse settings 
begun to offer some answers. 

Impact Evaluation Evidence

India: Balsakhi contract teacher program 
The Balsakhi (“child’s friend”) program, implemented in two cities in India 
(Mumbai and Vadodara), paid locally recruited young women with a tenth-
grade (secondary school) education roughly 10 percent of a regular civil 
service teacher’s salary to teach basic literacy and numeracy skills to third- 
and fourth-grade children who needed remedial support. The targeted chil-
dren left the classroom in the afternoon and received tutoring for two hours 
per day. The program was highly effective in boosting the learning of these 
children, to the extent that average math and reading test scores in the treat-
ment schools increased by a 0.14 standard deviation in the fi rst year and a 
0.28 standard deviation after two years over the averages in the compari-
son schools (Banerjee and others 2007). Most of the gains were attributable 
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Table 4.1 Summary of Evaluated Contract Tenure Reforms 

Country 
(evaluation date)

Design, 
coverage

Performance 
measure

Contract teacher 
relative wage

India: Balsakhi teacher 
program (Banerjee and 
others 2007)

pilot program, 
two cities

student test scores; 
teacher absence

10% of civil service 
wage; lower educa-
tional level 

Kenya: contract 
teachers (Dufl o, Dupas, 
and Kremer 2009)

pilot program, 
140 schools in 
rural Kenya

student test scores; 
teacher attendance 
and time spent actively 
teaching; student 
attendance

30% of civil service 
wage; same 
educational level 

India: Andhra Pradesh 
(Muralidharan and 
Sundararaman 2010a) 

pilot program, 
100 schools in 
rural Andhra 
Pradesh

student test scores; 
teacher attendance 
and time spent actively 
teaching

20% of civil service 
wage; lower educa-
tional level 

Mali, Niger, and Togo 
(Bourdon, Frölich, 
and Michaelowa, 2007) 

national 
programs

student test scores —

Peru (Alcazar and 
others 2006) 

provincial 
program

teacher absence —
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Locus of 
contracting

Contract 
term

Period 
observed

Evaluation 
method Results

local NGO annual, 
renewable

3 yrs. RCT (1) Test scores for schools with 
Balsakhi program 0.14 SD higher 
in fi rst year, 0.28 SD higher in 
second year, and 0.1 SD higher 
one year after program end.
(2) Largest gains by children at 
bottom of initial test score 
distribution and by children 
receiving remedial teaching.

school 
councils

annual, 
renewable

3 yrs. (2 of 
intervention, 
1 of follow up)

RCT (1) Test scores for students of 
contract teachers were 0.21 SD 
higher than students of civil 
service teachers within the same 
school. (2) Contract teachers 
30 percentage points more 
likely to be found in class 
teaching than were civil service 
teachers. (3) 11% drop in 
absence rates for students of 
contract teachers. (4) Long-term 
impacts persisted only where 
school councils had received 
management training.

school 
committees

annual, 
renewable

2 yrs. RCT and 
matching

(1) Test scores 0.15–0.13 SD 
higher in math and language, 
respectively, for students in 
schools with an extra contract 
teacher. (2) Contract teachers 
absent 16% vs. 27% of time for 
regular teachers. (3) Contract 
teachers found teaching 49% of 
time vs. 43% for regular teachers 
during spot visits. (4) Nonex-
perimental estimation fi nds 
contract teachers as eff ective in 
producing learning gains, at 
one-fi fth the cost of regular 
teachers. 

school 
councils

annual, 
renewable

— matching Contract teachers had positive 
eff ect on low-ability students in 
low grades and negative eff ect 
on high-ability students in high 
grades.

— — — matching Contract teachers 12–13% more 
likely to be absent.

(continued next page)
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India: Madhya 
Pradesh (Goyal and 
Pandey 2009a) 

statewide 
program, 
200 schools

student test scores; 
teacher attendance 
and activity 

20–25% of civil service 
wage; higher educa-
tional level

India: Uttar 
Pradesh (Goyal and 
Pandey 2009a) 

statewide 
program, 
200 schools 

teacher attendance 
and activity

20–25% of civil service 
wage; higher educa-
tional level

Source: Authors’ compilation.

Note: RCT= Randomized control trial. NGO = nongovernmental organization. 
— = not available. SD = standard deviation(s).

Table 4.1 Summary of Evaluated Contract Tenure Reforms Continued

Country 
(evaluation date)

Design, 
coverage

Performance 
measure

Contract teacher 
relative wage
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district 
offi  ce

3 yrs., 
renewable 

2 yrs. matching (1) Contract teachers absent 
27% of time vs. 37% for regular 
teachers. (2) Contract teachers 
found teaching 37% of time vs. 
25% for regular teachers during 
spot visits. (3) Student test 
scores positively associated with 
teacher eff ort. (4) Contract 
teachers’ absence and activity 
rates worsen in second contract 
year but still better than regular 
teachers.

village 
education 
committee

10 mos., 
renewable

2 yrs. matching (1) Contract teachers absent 
26% of time vs. 39% for regular 
teachers. (2) Contract teachers 
found teaching 36% of time vs. 
19% of time for regular teachers 
during spot visits. (3) Student 
test scores positively associated 
with teacher eff ort. (4) Contract 
teachers’ absence and activity 
rates worsen in second contract 
year to similar levels as regular 
teachers. 

Locus of 
contracting

Contract 
term

Period 
observed

Evaluation 
method Results
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to increases in learning by the children who had received remedial tutor-
ing. Even one year after the program ended, the average student in the 
Balsakhi schools had test scores that were 0.1 of a standard deviation higher 
than the average student in comparison schools. 

Although the program was clearly effective as a targeted, complemen-
tary instruction strategy using low-cost community-based tutors, it was not 
designed as a “head-to-head” trial of the cost-effectiveness of contract 
teachers as opposed to civil service teachers. In addition to their different 
contract status and pay levels, the Balsakhi teachers had different curricu-
lum goals, teaching hours, and class sizes from those of the regular schools. 
Due to the design of the study, intermediate variables of teacher effort, such 
as absence rates and use of instructional time, were not monitored. How-
ever, the large learning gains produced by teachers contracted at 10 percent 
of the prevailing civil service teacher salary provides evidence that, at least 
in some contexts, contract teachers’ lower average qualifi cations, lower 
pay, and lack of long-term contract security do not impede effective perfor-
mance.

Kenya: Extra Teacher Program 
The Extra Teacher Program (ETP) in western Kenya provided funding to a 
randomly selected set of schools to allow their school committees to hire a 
local contract teacher. Given an excess supply of graduates from Kenyan 
teacher training schools, contract teachers in Kenya, unlike India, have the 
same academic qualifi cations as civil service teachers (Dufl o, Dupas, and 
Kremer 2009). However, the contract teachers were paid less than one-
third of the civil service pay and could be fi red by the school committee 
after each annual performance review. 

The evaluation found that contract teachers were 15 percentage points 
more likely to be in class and teaching during unannounced visits than 
were civil service teachers in the comparison schools. The attendance 
record of contract teachers was even more impressive—30 percentage 
points higher—when compared with that of civil service teachers in their 
own schools, whose absence rates increased when the contract teachers 
began working. However, training programs for the school committees in 
how to monitor teacher attendance and performance mitigated the 
“shirking” behavior of civil service teachers over time. 

The overall ETP program involved a number of different school-level 
interventions, including cutting class size in half (through the hiring of 
contract teachers) and assigning students to smaller classes, either ran-
domly or tracked by ability. Overall, the program produced signifi cantly 
higher student test scores. Among the program’s results was clear evidence 
that students randomly assigned to contract teachers scored a 0.21 standard 
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deviation higher on reading and math tests than their schoolmates assigned 
to civil service teachers. Students assigned to contract teachers also attended 
school more regularly (88 percent of the time versus 86 percent, corre-
sponding to an 11 percent drop in absence rates). The stronger learning 
outcomes produced by contract teachers provides evidence of higher—or 
at least more effective—teaching effort than that of civil service teachers, 
despite the contract teachers’ lower salaries. However, the fact that con-
tract teachers were assigned to a single class of students and stayed with 
those students for two successive years (unlike the typical pattern of a new 
teacher each year) may have played a role as well. 

The evaluation evidence was less clear on why students of Kenyan con-
tract teachers performed better. The contract teachers were absent less 
and their students’ attendance was slightly better, but relatively few 
school committees exercised the option not to renew a teacher’s contract 
on performance grounds. Nonetheless, provision of school-based man-
agement (SBM) training to school committees (on how to manage the 
hiring, performance monitoring, and renewal decisions for contract 
teachers) was correlated with positive long-term impacts of the program. 
At the three-year follow-up, only students of contract teachers in schools 
whose committees had been trained performed signifi cantly better than 
students in control schools. The SBM schools were also more likely to use 
funding from the community to retain the contract teacher once program 
funding ended; 43 percent of them did so, compared with 34 percent of 
non-SBM schools. 

As in other country cases, the authors noted questions around the long-
term sustainability of the contract teacher advantage. The superior perfor-
mance of these teachers could have been the result of better choice of 
teachers by the local school committees or the stronger incentives those 
teachers faced. But the contract teachers’ performance could also have 
refl ected their motivation to perform well as a stepping stone toward 
higher-paid civil service teaching positions. While the ETP program did not 
provide a formal pathway to civil service status, it did allow teachers to 
acquire valuable experience; by the end of the program, 32 percent of the 
contract teachers did, in fact, acquire civil service teaching positions. Dufl o, 
Dupas, and Kremer (2009) cautioned against assuming that average 
teacher performance, in Kenya or elsewhere, would match the perfor-
mance of contract teachers in their study if all teachers were placed on 
alternative tenure contracts. In every setting where they were used, con-
tract teachers worked alongside civil service teachers with higher pay and 
job security; the possibility of parlaying contract teaching experience into 
eventual civil service positions was a part of the incentive structure that 
contract teachers faced.
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Andhra Pradesh, India: Contract teacher program 
As part of a broader study of teacher incentives, contract teachers were 
hired in 2005 for a randomly selected set of schools across the state of 
Andhra Pradesh, India. As in the Balsakhi program, the contract teachers 
had lower average education than the civil service teachers in these schools 
and also tended to be younger, female, and more likely to live in the local 
villages. Whereas 84 percent of civil service teachers had a college degree 
and 99 percent had a formal teaching certifi cate, only 47 percent of con-
tract teachers had completed college and only 12 percent had a teaching 
certifi cate. Eighty-one percent of the contract teachers lived in the local 
village, compared with 9 percent of the civil service teachers. Seventy-two 
percent of the contract teachers were female, with an average age of 24, 
while only 34 percent of the civil service teachers were female, with an 
average age of 39. The contract teachers’ pay was also dramatically lower: 
less than one-fi fth of the civil service wage. 

Over the two years of the program, the contract teachers were absent 
signifi cantly less—16 percent of the time, compared with 27 percent for 
civil service teachers in the same school, with the performance differential 
higher in the second year than in the fi rst (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 
2010a). In both years, the contract teachers were also more likely to be 
found teaching during spot visits by observers. Among contract teachers, 
those with lower absence rates and higher rates of observed teaching activ-
ity in the fi rst year of their contract had higher rates of contract renewal for 
the second year. 

Higher effort from the contract teachers (measured by absence rates and 
observed teaching activity) plus the reduction in average class size that 
their recruitment permitted had positive effects on student learning. After 
two years, students in schools assigned a contract teacher scored a 0.15 
standard deviation higher in math and a 0.13 standard deviation higher in 
language than their counterparts in the same grade in schools without con-
tract teachers (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 2010a). In short, less-
educated teachers who were paid a small fraction of the civil service wage 
in Andhra Pradesh appeared to be more accountable for performance than 
their civil service counterparts—in terms of both attendance and teaching 
activity—and helped boost overall school outcomes. 

Although the study was a randomized trial, the recruitment of a contract 
teacher also had a major effect on class size in these small schools, so it is 
diffi cult to disentangle how much student learning outcomes were driven 
by the smaller classes rather than the differential effort or effectiveness of 
contract as opposed to regular teachers. Muralidharan and Sundararaman 
conducted a number of persuasive nonexperimental tests and concluded 
that the contract teachers were as effective as the regular teachers in improv-
ing their students’ learning. Given the contract teachers’ dramatically lower 



Making Teachers Accountable�|�155

wages, they were fi ve times more cost-effective in producing educational 
results. 

Other contract teacher studies 
No other randomized evaluations have directly compared the performance 
of contract teachers and civil service teachers, but several other developing 
country studies have used matching methods to explore these issues. Con-
tract teachers are widely used in West Africa, and Bourdon, Frölich, and 
Michaelowa (2007) compared the experience in Mali, Niger, and Togo, 
updating an earlier study of Togo by Vegas and De Laat (2003). They found 
that the presence of a contract teacher was positively correlated with the 
learning performance of low-ability students in the early grades but nega-
tively correlated with the results of high-ability students in the upper 
grades. 

A study in a rural province in Peru was the only study to date to docu-
ment higher absence rates for contract teachers than for civil service teach-
ers, by 12–13 percentage points (Alcazar and others 2006). The authors 
speculated that the lower salaries of contract teachers, in a context of weak 
local supervision, were a major reason for those teachers’ apparently lower 
effort. Unfortunately, the study did not include any data on the student 
learning performance of contract and civil service teachers. 

In two additional states in India that made extensive use of contract 
teachers—Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh—Goyal and Pandey (2009a) 
carried out a nonexperimental analysis of the relative performance of 
contract and civil service teachers. In these states, unlike Andhra Pradesh, 
contract teachers typically were more educated than regular teachers, 
although they were much younger, had much less teaching experience, 
and were more likely to come from the local community. Consistent with 
the results of experimental studies in India, the contract teachers work-
ing in Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh public schools consistently 
demonstrated higher effort than regular teachers, whether measured as 
daily attendance or as the likelihood of being actively engaged in teach-
ing during an unannounced visit. This higher effort was also correlated 
with signifi cantly better learning outcomes for their students on language 
and math tests after controlling for other school, teacher, and student 
characteristics. 

Goyal and Pandey followed the performance of the contract teachers 
over two years and noted that effort levels (attendance rates and likeli-
hood of being found teaching) declined for teachers in their second 
 contract period in both states and, in the case of Uttar Pradesh, became 
indistinguishable from regular teachers. They speculated that weak de 
facto oversight by school-level committees signifi cantly reduced contract 
teachers’ incentives to perform. In both states, less than 6 percent of school 
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committee members were even aware that selection and oversight of con-
tract teachers was one of their core responsibilities. In practice, most contract 
teachers were rehired after their fi rst year, and a number of contract teach-
ers in Madhya Pradesh were able to move into the regular teacher stream 
(although at a reduced salary). 

Weak de facto performance oversight, high likelihood of contract renewal, 
and opportunities for transfer into the regular civil service stream (or of 
successful union mobilization to equalize contract and regular teachers’ 
employment terms) all reduced the differential in performance incentives 
between contract teachers and regular teachers and thus weakened the 
potential power of alternative contracting to strengthen teacher account-
ability for results. While there is uncertainty in the Indian context, as else-
where, about the long-term sustainability of contract teacher policies, the 
evidence on their cost-effectiveness as a strategy for improving education 
accountability and outcomes is strong. 

Contract Teacher Programs: The Balance of Evidence 

The most rigorous of the available studies found contract teachers to be 
more cost-effective than regular civil service teachers—in India, dramati-
cally so. In both Kenya and India, randomized trials have found learning 
outcomes for students of contract teachers to be better than those of civil 
service teachers, despite contract teachers’ much lower salaries. Nonex-
perimental studies in India have found similar results. Earlier evidence on 
community-hired teachers in Central America (not included here but sum-
marized thoroughly in Vegas 2005) was less robust, but that evidence also 
suggested that contract teachers achieved similar or better student grade 
progression and learning outcomes (controlling for student background) at 
lower cost. 

Although contract teachers almost always work for lower salaries than 
their civil service counterparts, the cost-effectiveness of a contract teacher 
policy is likely to depend on country characteristics and the level of educa-
tion involved. For example, all of the recent cases cited involved contract 
teachers at the primary level (where the supply of potential teachers with 
adequate capacity is not as likely to be constrained as at the secondary level 
or for specialty subjects such as sciences and math). It cannot be assumed 
that in all contexts it will be possible to recruit adequately qualifi ed teachers 
at lower salaries.

In addition, there are major questions about the sustainability of this 
policy over time. Most of the evaluated cases suggested that contract 
teachers may have accepted the lower salaries and insecure tenure because 
they were queuing for civil service positions. Teachers’ unions have also 
aided contract teachers in some African countries and in Central America 
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to press successfully not only for tenure but also for equivalent wages—
undermining the rationale for alternative contracting. In many of the 
cases evaluated, a large share of contract teachers do end up entering the 
civil service. 

Nonetheless, the new wave of evidence on the short-term impacts of 
contract teacher reforms is fairly consistent: the use of contract teachers can 
strengthen the scope for local monitoring of teacher performance by par-
ents and school councils, which results in higher teacher effort, which 
results in better student learning outcomes. In contexts where the supply of 
adequately trained teachers is not constrained, these positive outcomes can 
also be achieved at lower costs per student. 

The evidence supports a theory of action in which the positive impacts 
of contract teacher reforms hinge on the de facto effectiveness of local mon-
itoring. In evaluated cases where decisions about the hiring and retention 
of contract teachers were made higher up the administrative chain and not 
at the school level, or where local school committees were not equipped or 
empowered to put “teeth” into contract renewal decisions, impacts have 
been lower or have broken down relatively quickly. Alternative contracting 
can stimulate higher teacher effort and resulting improvements in student 
learning, but only if the hiring authority actually exercises the scope for 
holding teachers more accountable for performance.

Pay-for-Performance Reforms

Salary scales for teachers, unlike salary scales in most other sectors of the 
economy, are typically highly compressed, and movement across salary 
bands is rarely linked to individual results. These facts are all the more strik-
ing given the research evidence that individual teachers’ ability to produce 
educational results varies widely. There is less consistent evidence across 
countries (and over time) on whether the average level of teacher salaries is 
suffi ciently competitive with those of comparable occupations to attract 
high-capacity individuals to teaching. But there is remarkable concurrence 
in the literature that the widespread pattern of relatively fl at salary progres-
sion over teachers’ careers plus promotion policies rigidly linked to senior-
ity combine to create weak incentives for teachers to perform to the best of 
their abilities and for high performers to remain in teaching. Indeed, in 
analyzing the large-scale migration of high-ability women out of the teach-
ing profession in the United States between 1960 and 2010, Hoxby and 
Leigh (2004) argued that the “push” of compressed pay scales played a 
stronger role than the “pull” of more lucrative jobs in other sectors (Ballou 
and Podgursky 2002; Delannoy and Sedlacek 2001; Odden and Kelley 
1997, cited in Umansky 2005). 
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To address these issues, school systems—and, indeed, other sectors and 
employers trying to stimulate higher worker productivity and effi ciency—
have resorted to bonus or “merit pay” schemes that establish a direct fi nan-
cial reward for the desired performance. In the United States alone, there 
have been hundreds of merit pay programs in education over the past cen-
tury (Murnane and Cohen 1986). These programs typically share the 
objective of introducing some degree of variable annual compensation for 
teachers based on a measure of relative performance. The rewards can be 
based on input measures of performance (such as teacher attendance) or 
outcome or results measures (such as student learning progress). They can be 
targeted to either individual teachers or groups of teachers, typically at the 
school level. 

Most of the cases reviewed in this chapter award bonus pay based on 
outcomes. The increased availability of student assessment data appears to be 
leading more school systems to try to link teacher pay directly to the per-
formance measure they value most: student learning progress. Bonus pay 
is an attractive format because it does not increase the base salary bill and 
maintains the annual carrot of an incentive. Group bonuses, which reward 
all staff in a school for the school’s average results, are more common than 
individual teacher bonuses. One reason for this is sheer practicality; indi-
vidual (classroom-level) teacher bonuses require the ability to measure 
learning gains for every subject and grade, which is costly administratively. 

An interesting new model being used in Brazil is a combined approach. 
The core bonus is a group reward (for all school personnel, including 
administrative staff), calculated based on average school learning results, 
but downward adjustments are made in the amounts paid to individual 
teachers and staff based on their individual absence rates.

Impact Evaluation Evidence

There is tremendous policy innovation and interest in education pay for 
performance currently, in the OECD as well as the developing world, 
and a complete review is beyond the scope of this chapter. We focus on 
(1) developing-country experiences that have been rigorously evaluated 
and (2) important or innovative developing-country cases that are cur-
rently being rigorously evaluated, even if fi nal results are not yet available.

To organize the diverse experiences, we use a typology based on two 
dimensions: what is rewarded, and whether the rewards are individual- or 
group-based. Table 4.2 presents a summary of data from the following 
reviewed cases:

• Bonuses based on student learning outcomes
 — Individual bonus (Andhra Pradesh, India 2009; Israel 2009)
 — Group bonus (Andhra Pradesh, India 2009; Kenya 2010)
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• Bonuses based on student learning plus other student outcomes
 —  Group bonus (Pernambuco, Rio de Janeiro, Sao Paulo, and Minas 

Gerais, Brazil forthcoming; Israel 2002)

• Bonuses based on student outcomes and teacher input measures
 — Group bonus (Chile 2009)

• Bonuses based on teacher input measures only
 — Individual bonus (Rajasthan, India 2010; Kenya 2001) 

Bonuses Based on Student Learning Outcomes 

India: Andhra Pradesh 
An ongoing randomized study in the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh offers 
the most persuasive evidence to date of the potential for individual and 
group bonuses for teachers to motivate more effective teacher performance 
in a developing-country setting. In a statewide representative sample of 
500 schools, Muralidharan and Sundararaman (2009) carefully measured 
the impact of four alternative treatments applied in 100 schools each: 

• An individual teacher bonus
• A group teacher bonus 
• Provision of one extra contract teacher (input strategy) 
• A block grant to the school (input strategy) 

One hundred schools, not eligible to receive either incentives or inputs, 
served as the comparison group. To minimize Hawthorne effects, all schools 
(including the comparison schools) received the same amount of monitor-
ing and measurement, differing only in the treatment received. Beginning 
and end-of-year tests were administered to all students and used to esti-
mate value-added (gain) scores.

All interventions were designed to cost the same: Rs 10,000 per school 
(around $200), roughly equivalent to a teacher’s monthly salary (including 
benefi ts).1 Even though the four interventions were calibrated to cost the 
same, in practice the group incentive treatment ended up costing less—
about Rs 6,000 ($125) per school.2 

The teacher incentive bonus was structured as a fi xed performance 
standard, meaning that awards were distributed to any teacher or school 
that raised test scores by 5 percentage points or more over their baseline 
test scores. Below this threshold, the bonus was zero. Above this thresh-
old, the bonus was calculated as the percentage additional gain in average 
test scores, multiplied by a slope of Rs 500 ($10). The average bonus was 
calibrated to be around 35 percent of a typical teacher’s monthly salary. 
Individual bonus payments were based on the average improvement in 
test scores for that teacher’s particular class. In group-incentive schools, 
teachers received the same bonus, based on the average school-level 
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Table 4.2 Summary of Evaluated Pay-for-Performance (Bonus Pay) Reforms

Country 
(evaluation date)

Bonus 
type

Design, 
coverage

Performance 
measure

Award 
process Predictability

Bonus based on student learning outcomes—Individual

India: Andhra 
Pradesh 
(Muralidharan and 
Sundararaman 2009)

indiv. pilot, 100 schools gain in student TS (end-
of-yr. vs. start-of-yr. TS 
for each classroom)

piecewise formula: 
bonus a function of 
% gain in TS, above 
a threshold of 5% 
gain 

60% of teachers in 
fi rst yr. got some 
bonus

Israel (Lavy 2009) indiv. pilot, 629 teachers 
in 49 high schools

avg. student scores on 
matriculation exams and 
avg. pass rate relative to 
predicted scores 
(adjusted for student 
SES)

rank order of 
teachers

302 of 629 (48%) 
teachers got some 
award 

Bonus based on student learning outcomes—Group

India: Andhra 
Pradesh 
(Muralidharan and 
Sundararaman 2009)

group pilot, 100 schools avg. gain in student test 
scores at school level 
relative to baseline 
scores

piecewise formula 
(see above)

(most teachers got 
some award)

Kenya (Glewwe, 
Ilias, and Kremer 2010)

group pilot, 50 schools avg. gain in student test 
scores at school level 
relative to baseline 
scores

rank order of 
“top-scoring” and 
“most-improved” 
(schools can win in 
only one category)

24 of 50 schools got 
award

Bonus based on student learning plus other student outcomes—Group

Brazil: Pernambuco 
(Ferraz and Bruns, 
forthcoming)

group statewide, 
950 schools

school-level targets for 
improvement in IDEPE 
(state TS and student 
grade progression); 
individuals’ bonuses 
discounted based on 
absence rates

piecewise formula: 
above threshold of 
50% of target 
attained, up to limit 
of 100% of target

479 of 929 schools 
(52%) in 2009; 758 
of 954 schools 
(79%) in 2010 
received bonus

Brazil: Sao Paulo
(Ferraz and Bruns, 
forthcoming) 

group statewide, 
5,500 schools

school-level targets for 
improvement in IDESP 
(state TS and student 
grade progression); 
individuals’ bonuses 
discounted based on 
absence rates 

piecewise formula: 
from 1% of target 
attained, up to limit 
of 120% of school 
target 

2009: 100% of 
schools, 87% of 
personnel got some 
bonus (13% of 
personnel received 
none for excess 
absence); 2010: 73% 
of schools, 77% of 
personnel got some 
bonus

Brazil: Minas 
Gerais (Ferraz 
and Bruns, 
forthcoming)

group statewide, 
3,972 schools

school-level targets for 
improvement in IDEMG 
(state TS and student 
grade progression); 
individuals’ bonuses 
discounted based on 
absence rates; school 
targets negotiated 
annually with regional 
admin.

piecewise formula: 
above threshold of 
60% of target 
attained on fi rst 
phase of institutional 
evaluation, capped 
at 100% of target

33% of schools in 
2009 
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Monitoring and 
support

Bonus size, 
distribution

Bonus 
frequency Cost

Evaluation 
method Results

substantial: 
feedback on test 
results, interviews, 
classroom 
monitoring

35% of MW annual during 
2-yr. experiment

Rs 1.9 million 
($42,200)

RCT 0.27 SD improvement in 
learning outcomes compared 
with control schools by 
second yr. 

limited: some 
interviews 
conducted

$1,750–$7,500 
per teacher per 
subject 
(70–300% of 
MW)

annual, 1-yr. 
experiment

—
(est. $1.5 million)

quasi-
randomized 
trial, RDD

(1) 14% higher math pass rate 
and 10% higher scores (2) 5% 
higher English pass rate and 
4% higher scores 

substantial 
(see above) 

$125/school 
distributed 
equally across 
teachers (about 
35% of MW)

annual during 
2-yr. experiment

Rs 1.8 million 
($40,000)

RCT 0.16 SD higher test scores 
compared with control 
schools by second yr. 

limited: one round 
of interviews 
conducted 

21–43% of MW one-time K Sh 1.8 million 
($30,700)

RCT (1) 0.14 SD higher test scores 
compared with control 
schools in fi rst yr. (2) Gains 
not sustained one yr. after 
(3) No decrease in teacher 
absence (4) Increase in exam 
prep sessions

school director 
surveys and 
classroom 
observations in 
sample of 
220–300 schools

all school 
personnel 
eligible, teaching 
or nonteaching 
avg. bonuses: 
180% of MW 
(2009), 140% of 
MW (2010)

annual 2009: R$28.8 million 
($15.3 million) 
2010: R$40 million 
($21.3 million)

RDD Schools with more ambitious 
targets improved 0.15–0.31 SD 
more than comparable 
schools with lower targets 

school director and 
teacher surveys 

all school 
personnel 
eligible, teaching 
or nonteaching 
avg. bonuses: 
150% of MW 
(2009), 150% of 
MW (2010)

annual 2009: R$600 million 
($319 million)
2010: R$655 million 
($350 million)

DD —

school director and 
teacher surveys; 
classroom 
observations in 
sample of 600 
schools

all school 
personnel 
eligible, teaching 
or nonteaching

annual 2009: R$311 million 
($173 million)
2010: R$371 million 
($206 million)

DD —

(continued next page)
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Brazil: Rio de 
Janeiro City (Ferraz 
and Bruns, 
forthcoming)

group municipality-wide, 
922 schools

school-level targets for 
improvement in IDERio 
(municipal TS and 
student grade 
progression); individuals’ 
bonuses discounted 
based on absence rates 

threshold of 100% of 
target for early 
grades, at least 50% 
of target for upper 
grades, and ceiling 
of 110% of targets; 
no bonus for person-
nel with more than 5 
days’ total absences 
(excused or 
unexcused)

— 

Israel 
(Lavy 2002) 

group pilot, 62 high 
schools

avg. credits taken, 
percentage of students 
receiving matriculation 
certifi cates, school dropout 
rates, school scores relative 
to predicted scores 
adjusted for student SES

rank order of schools top 33% earned 
award

Bonus based on student learning outcomes and teacher or school input measures—Group

Chile: SNED (Rau and 
Contreras 2009)

group national (all public 
and publicly 
subsidized basic 
education schools)

avg. student TS on 
national exam 
(SIMCE) (37%), SIMCE 
gains (28%), other 
school factors (35%) 

rank order 
tournament for 
schools stratifi ed by 
region, urbanicity, 
grade level, and SES

top 25–35% of 
schools get awards

Bonus based on teacher input measures only—Individual

India: Rajasthan (Dufl o, 
Hanna, and Ryan 2010)

indiv. pilot, 113 rural NGO 
schools 

teacher daily attendance 
monitored with a 
date-stamped camera

piecewise formula: 
bonus of 50 rupees 
per day for 
additional days 
worked over 
10-day-per-month 
threshold

bonus attainment 
automatic upon 
attendance

Kenya: preschools 
(Kremer and others 
2001) 

indiv. pilot; 50 preschools school headmasters 
given resources to 
award teachers bonuses 
for good attendance 

piecewise formula: 
deduction from 
maximum potential 
bonus based on 
days of absence; 
remaining funds 
went to school 
general account

headmasters granted 
full bonuses to all 
teachers, regardless 
of their actual 
attendance

Table 4.2 Summary of Evaluated Pay-for-Performance (Bonus Pay) Reforms 
Continued

Country 
(evaluation date)

Bonus 
type

Design, 
coverage

Performance 
measure

Award 
process Predictability

Source: Authors’ compilation. 

Note: RCT = randomized control trial. RDD = regression discontinuity design. 
DD = diff erence-in-diff erences. PSM = propensity score matching. SD = standard 
deviation(s). SES = socioeconomic status. TS = test scores. MW = monthly wage. 
— = not available. IDEPE = Index of Basic Education Development, Pernambuco (Brazil). 
IDESP = Index of Basic Education Development, Sao Paulo (Brazil). IDEMG = Index of Basic 
Education Development, Minas Gerais (Brazil). IDERio = Index of Basic Education Develop-
ment, Rio de Janeiro (Brazil). SNED = National System for Performance Evaluation of Sub-
sidized Educational Establishments (Sistema Nacional de Evaluación del Desempeño de 
los Establecimientos Educativos  Subvencionados). SIMCE = National System for Measuring 
the Quality of Education (Sistema Nacional de Medición de la Calidad de la Educación). 
NGO = nongovernmental organization.
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school director and 
teacher surveys 
and classroom 
observations in 
sample of 200 
schools

all school 
personnel 
eligible, teaching 
or nonteaching 
individual 
bonuses heavily 
discounted for 
absence

annual 2010: R$14.6 million 
($8 million)

RDD, DD —

limited $13,250–
$105,000 per 
school; teachers 
got $250–$1,000 
(10–40% of MW)

one-time $1.44 million RDD (1) 0.13 SD improvement in 
learning outcomes 
(2) Modest increases in 
credits earned and % of 
students taking matriculation 
exam

Chile has numerous 
teacher evaluation, 
observation, and 
school support 
programs not directly 
related to SNED

Initially 40% of 
MW, currently 
70–80% of MW; 
90% of award to 
teachers, 10% to 
school

annual for 
2 yrs., then 
new tournament 
starts

— DD with 
PSM, RDD

(1) 0.07–0.12 SD increase in 
average learning outcomes 
associated with introduction 
of SNED (2) No evidence 
that winning bonus 
stimulated subsequent 
improvement  

teacher surveys 
and spot visits, 
classroom 
observation

up to 25% of 
MW each month

monthly — RCT (1) Teacher absence in 
“camera” schools fell from 
42% to 23% (2) Student TS 
increased by 0.17 SD (3) 
Grade completion increased

spot school 
monitoring visits; 
teacher interviews

up to 300% of 
MW

per term 
(3 terms in each 
school yr.)

K Sh 4.6 million 
($61,700)

RCT (1) No decline in teacher 
absence rate (29%) (2) No 
change in pupil attendance 
or TS

Monitoring and 
support

Bonus size, 
distribution

Bonus 
frequency Cost

Evaluation 
method Results
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improvement in test scores. Teachers in all incentive schools were told 
that bonuses would be paid at the beginning of the next school year, con-
ditional on average improvements during the current school year (fi rst 
year of the experiment). Inputs (a block grant or an extra teacher) were 
provided unconditionally to selected schools at the beginning of the 
school year. 

At the end of two years of the program, both the individual and group 
teacher incentives were effective in improving student test scores. Students 
in incentive treatment schools had considerably higher test scores than 
those attending comparison schools, by 0.28 and 0.16 of a standard devia-
tion in math and language, respectively. The qualitative analysis suggested 
that the main mechanism for the incentive effects was not increased teacher 
attendance but greater, and more effective, teaching effort conditional on 
being present. In particular, teachers in incentive schools were signifi cantly 
more likely to have assigned homework and class work, conducted extra 
classes beyond regular school hours, given practice tests, and paid special 
attention to weaker children. These results were obtained from self-reports—
that is, answers to unprompted interview questions with treatment-school 
and control-school teachers. These behaviors, however, were not indepen-
dently verifi ed or observed in the classroom.3

At the end of the two years of the study, there were signifi cant (at the 10 
percent level) differences between individual and group incentives, and 
between incentive schools and input schools. Individual incentives pro-
duced an average increase in student test scores of a 0.27 standard devia-
tion, compared with a 0.16 standard deviation in group incentive schools. 
The input strategies also yielded positive effects when compared to control 
schools, but their magnitude (a 0.08 standard deviation) was substantially 
lower than incentive schools. In terms of cost-effectiveness, both the group 
and individual bonus programs were more cost-effective than the input 
programs, and they were roughly equal to each other in cost-effectiveness. 
Although the group bonus had a weaker impact on student learning results, 
this was offset by its lower costs. 

To analyze the possibility that bonus payments induced negative impacts 
on student learning in other subjects, the researchers also studied learning 
outcomes in science and social studies, which did not enter into the calcu-
lation of the bonus. Test scores in these subjects in the incentive schools 
were also higher (0.11 and 0.18 of a standard deviation in science and 
social studies, respectively) at the end of two years of the program. Con-
trary to concerns that bonus pay can lead teachers to “teach to the test” at 
the expense of nontested subjects, at least in some contexts there may 
actually have been positive externalities from bonus programs. In contexts 
of low average literacy and numeracy skills, the researchers hypothesized 
that teacher efforts to increase test scores in math and language can have 
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positive spillover effects on students’ mastery of other subjects (Muralidharan 
and Sundararaman 2009). 

In a related experiment in the same setting, the researchers analyzed 
whether providing teachers with more detailed feedback on their students’ 
performance could increase the power of bonus incentives to improve test 
scores. The NGO running the project provided individual teachers with 
written diagnostic feedback on the performance of their class of students, in 
both absolute and relative terms, at the beginning of the school year. The 
reports also included specifi c suggestions on how to improve learning levels 
in specifi c areas of weakness.4 The program was implemented in 100 rural 
primary schools that were randomly selected from the previous treatment 
schools across the state of Andhra Pradesh. 

The authors found that, by itself, the feedback treatment did not appear 
to have any signifi cant effects. However, feedback combined with teacher 
incentives had a signifi cant effect on student test scores.5 Based on indicators 
of teacher activity, the researchers concluded that while teachers in all of 
the feedback schools could have used the reports effectively if they had 
wanted to, only teachers in the incentive schools seemed to have done so. 
This suggests positive interactions between incentives and inputs and the 
possibility for incentives to also raise the effectiveness of other school inputs 
such as teacher capacity building (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 2010b). 

No other research to date provides a direct comparison of the impact of 
individual and group-based teacher bonuses in the same context. But there 
is additional experimental evidence on individual teacher bonuses based on 
student learning results from Israel and a group-based bonus program in 
Kenya. 

Israel: Individual teacher incentive experiment
Lavy (2009) evaluated a tournament-type bonus program in Israel that 
ranked teachers on the basis of value-added contributions to their stu-
dents’ test scores on high school matriculation exams, above and beyond 
the predicted scores for those students based on their socioeconomic char-
acteristics, their level of study in the relevant subject, grade level, and a 
fi xed school-level effect. Thus, teachers competed against each other in a 
fair way to produce learning gains in their classes. 

The program covered 629 teachers, of whom 207 competed in English 
and 237 in math.6 Relative to other incentive programs, the bonuses for this 
program were large and could amount to $7,500 per class (one teacher 
won two fi rst-place awards totaling $15,000—equal to six months of sal-
ary). Due to a measurement error in the way schools were assigned into the 
program, it was possible to approximate a randomized trial of the incentive 
offer. Lavy found that the program had signifi cant positive effects on stu-
dent achievement by increasing the test-taking rate among high school 
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seniors as well as the average pass rates and average test scores in both 
math and English. 

Postprogram interviews with participating teachers generated interest-
ing insights into how they responded to the incentives. Compared with 
teachers in schools not eligible for the program, teachers offered the incen-
tive modifi ed their teaching methods in several ways. They were signifi -
cantly more likely to add after-school classes, to track students by ability 
within the classroom, and to tailor instruction to the needs of individual 
students, with special focus on students of weaker ability. These actions 
resulted in a higher share of students taking the matriculation exams than 
otherwise would have and higher pass rates and average scores across all 
test takers. 

Lavy also found that teachers’ effectiveness (measured by their success 
in achieving the bonus) was not highly correlated with “observable” teacher 
characteristics such as age, education level, teaching certifi cation, or years 
of experience. However, teacher performance was correlated with the cali-
ber of university attended; teachers who had graduated from top-ranked 
Israeli universities were signifi cantly more effective than those who had 
attended less-prestigious universities or teachers’ colleges. Unfortunately, 
although the program was initially designed to run for three years, a change 
of government caused its cancellation after a single school year. 

Kenya: ICS teacher incentive program
A program in Kenya provided a group-based incentive to teachers, based 
on improvements in average student performance (Glewwe, Ilias, and 
 Kremer 2010). Fifty rural schools were randomly selected (out of 100) for 
the incentive program, which was implemented over two years with one 
additional year of follow-up to observe long-term effects. Each year the 
program provided in-kind prizes, such as bicycles, valued at up to 43 per-
cent of a typical fourth- to eighth-grade teacher’s monthly salary. The prizes 
were awarded based on the performance of the school as a whole on the 
Kenyan government’s districtwide exams. Performance was measured rela-
tive to baseline test scores at the beginning of the school year.7 Awards were 
offered to “top-scoring” or “most-improved” schools (schools could win in 
only one of the two categories). In each category, prizes were awarded for 
fi rst place (three prizes), second place (three prizes), third place (three 
prizes), and fourth place (three prizes). Overall, 24 of the 50 selected schools 
received a prize of some kind, and teachers in most schools felt they had a 
reasonable chance of winning a prize (Glewwe, Ilias, and Kremer 2010).

The program was careful to track the students initially enrolled in 
each school to ensure that new (potentially talented) students could not 
be recruited to take the exam and that poor-performing students were 
not held back from taking the exam. During the two years the program 
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operated, a higher share of students in treatment schools than in com-
parison schools took the exam, which did generate gains in test scores. 
By the second year, students in the bonus schools scored, on average, a 
0.14 standard deviation higher on the exams than did students in com-
parison schools, with the strongest improvements seen in geography, his-
tory, and religion (around a 0.34 standard deviation during the fi rst and 
second years versus the baseline [“year 0”] on the district exam, and a 
0.20 standard deviation versus the comparison schools in the second year 
on the district exam). The next-largest effects were in science and math 
(0.20 and 0.15, respectively, of a standard deviation on the district exam 
versus the baseline year), with no signifi cant effects in other subjects. 

However, these gains proved short-lived. One year after the program 
ended, there were no signifi cant differences in test performance across the 
schools. Glewwe, Ilias, and Kremer (2010) speculated that teachers’ strate-
gies for achieving the bonus focused on short-run efforts to boost perfor-
mance on the government tests, such as after-school tutoring in test-taking 
techniques, rather than changes in their core pedagogy or effort levels that 
might have had a higher chance of promoting long-term learning. For 
example, teacher absence rates did not decline from the baseline level of 
20 percent of school days missed. Classroom observations did not detect 
any changes in homework assigned or use of learning materials. But by the 
second year of the program, bonus-eligible schools were 7.4 percentage 
points more likely than comparison schools to conduct exam preparation 
sessions. The benefi ts of this strategy were narrow, however. When 
researchers applied tests using a format different from those of the govern-
ment exams, they found no difference in student performance between 
treatment and comparison schools.

Bonuses Based on Learning Improvement Plus Other 
Outcomes (Group-Based)

We know of no evaluated pay-for-performance programs based on multi-
ple student outcomes that reward individual teachers, but the evidence on 
group-based bonuses of this type is increasing, thanks to a wave of innova-
tion in this area in Brazil. Part of the reform stimulus is a conviction among 
Brazilian policy makers that low teacher quality is the binding constraint to 
education improvement and that restructuring the incentives for teachers 
must be part of the solution. 

Another factor appears to be the federal government’s establishment of 
the IDEB (Index of Basic Education Development) in 2007 (discussed 
further in box 4.1), which has provided states and municipalities with a 
convenient, transparent, and universally accepted metric for setting and 
monitoring annual school-level targets for improvement. Between 2008 
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Targets that Avoid Perverse Incentives: Brazil’s 
Index of Basic Education Development

The Brazilian Ministry of Education in 2007 introduced an innovative 
tool for systematic annual monitoring of basic education progress in 
every school, municipality, state, and region of the country: the Índice 
de Desenvolvimento da Educação Básica (Index of Basic Education 
Development, or IDEB). The innovation lies in IDEB’s combined mea-
sure of student learning results and student fl ows (grade progression, 
repetition, and graduation rates). Because the index is the product of 
both test scores and pass rates, it discourages automatic promotion of 
children who are not learning. However, it also discourages schools 
from holding children back to boost learning scores. Avoiding incen-
tives for grade retention is important in Brazil, where the average rep-
etition rate in primary school is approximately 20 percent, the highest 
in Latin America.

IDEB builds on the progress Brazil has made in scaling up its na-
tional student assessment system to a technically well-regarded learn-
ing assessment of math and language—called the Prova Brasil (Brazil 
Test)—that is applied every two years to every fi fth-, ninth-, and twelfth-
grade student. The IDEB measure combines Prova Brasil test results 
with administrative data on school enrollments, repetition, and grade 
promotion. The raw scale of the exams varies from 0 to 500, and the 
standardized scale ranges from 0 to 10. Pass rates are calculated based 
on the information reported by each school to the  National School 
Census, applied yearly by the Ministry of Education. 

The IDEB for each grade-subject is calculated as the product of the 
standardized Prova Brasil score and the average pass rate for the cycle 
evaluated (π): 

 IDEBasj = ProvaBrasilasj *πasj (4.1)

where  a is the subject evaluated (Portuguese or mathematics),
s is the cycle evaluated, 
j is the school. 

The average pass rate in the cycle varies between 0 and 1 (1 if the 
pass rate equals 100 percent). The standardized IDEB measure thus 
varies between 0 and 10.

The index has become rapidly accepted in Brazil as the leading met-
ric for gauging the relative performance of individual schools as well as 
municipal, state, and private school systems. Biannual IDEB results are 

(continued next page)

BOX 4.1
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widely reported in the media, and the federal government has estab-
lished targets for IDEB improvement for all of Brazil’s 26 state and 
5,564 municipal school systems. 

IDEB has also facilitated the implementation of teacher bonus pro-
grams at both the state and municipal levels over the past three years. 
Although the diff erent state and municipal programs in operation have 
a number of alternative design features, all are based on the IDEB met-
rics (states typically apply state-level tests that are equated with the 
Prova Brasil in the off  years to generate a corresponding annual mea-
sure of performance). From the standpoint of federal education policy, 
IDEB has created a powerful platform for comparative analysis of state 
and municipal innovations in basic education.

Source: Fernandes 2007.

and 2010, six states and one large municipality in Brazil adopted annual 
teacher bonus programs based on IDEB results. 

Because each of the Brazilian programs is being implemented system-
wide, it is not possible to evaluate rigorously the fundamental question 
of whether introducing a bonus program causes the education system to 
improve. In these systems, there are no schools operating outside of the 
bonus regime and thus no perfectly valid comparison group. However, 
researchers plan to track the evolution of results in the “bonus” and 
neighboring nonbonus states and municipalities over time, using differ-
ence-in-differences analysis. And rigorous evidence on how different 
design features of the bonus programs affect school performance is 
being generated, exploiting discontinuities in the ways that school-level 
targets have been set. The “rules of the game” for the bonus programs 
in Pernambuco state and Rio de Janeiro municipality are most condu-
cive to this approach. Although both evaluations are in an early stage, 
some fi rst-round results from Pernambuco are discussed here. 

Pernambuco, Brazil: Group-based teacher bonus program
In 2008, Pernambuco became the third state in Brazil to introduce a pay-
for-performance system that rewards school personnel for the attain-
ment of annual school improvement targets. All schools that achieve at 
least 50 percent of their targets receive a proportional bonus, up to a cap 
of 100 percent. Because the state budgets one month’s education payroll 
for the program annually, the average bonus will exceed one month’s 

BOX 4.1 continued
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salary if less than 100 percent of schools achieve it. In the fi rst year of the 
program, 52 percent of schools achieved over 50 percent of their targets, 
and the awards averaged 1.8 months of salary for most recipients. In the 
second year, 79 percent of schools received the bonus, and the average 
award was 1.4 months of salary. 

This is a relatively large incentive compared with other programs inter-
nationally. Pernambuco’s rule that schools achieving less than 50 percent of 
their targets receive nothing also creates a strong incentive. In some other 
Brazilian states, the rules of the game allow every school to receive some 
degree of bonus proportional to results, no matter how slight. Although the 
bonus is group-based (in that it rewards the whole school for its results), 
school directors have no discretion in how the funds are distributed. Each 
member of the school staff (teaching and nonteaching) receives the equiva-
lent percentage bonus applied to the staff member’s monthly salary. 

The “strength” of the incentives embedded in the Pernambuco pro-
gram’s design make it an important case to analyze. The rules used to set 
the initial targets in Pernambuco—based on whether schools fell in the 
bottom 25 percent, 26–50 percent, 51–75 percent, or 76–100 percent of the 
performance distribution in 2007—created discontinuities in the targets 
that permit rigorous evaluation of their effects. Similarly performing schools 
had more or less ambitious targets depending on which side of these cutoffs 
they happened to fall. These discontinuities permit research on a number 
of important questions: How, in the short run, do schools respond to targets 
for improvement that are more or less ambitious? Do “stretch” targets 
motivate higher effort, or do they cause schools to give up?

Pernambuco’s rule restricting bonus payments to schools that achieve at 
least 50 percent of their targets allows analysis of how achieving or not 
achieving a bonus payment in a given year affects a school’s effort and strat-
egies in subsequent years—including adverse impacts such as encouraging 
more time on tested subjects, teaching narrowly to the test, or inducing 
teachers to migrate to schools that are successful in achieving the bonus. 
Finally, as the evolution of Pernambuco’s student outcomes can be com-
pared over time to those of other states without bonus programs (using 
difference-in-differences analysis), the comparison will shed some light on 
the ultimate question: how does introducing a system of pay for perfor-
mance affect student learning, pass rates, and teaching practices? 

Results reported here are preliminary (Ferraz and Bruns, forthcoming). 
The fi rst bonus was awarded in June 2009, based on schools’ performance 
relative to their targets for the end-2008 school year (measured on stan-
dardized tests and administrative data collected by the federal govern-
ment in December 2008). Fifty-two percent of Pernambuco’s 929 schools 
achieved the bonus. A new set of targets was established for each school 
for the 2009 school year, and in mid-2010 the second round of bonus 
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payments was made. This time, 79 percent of schools (and 81 percent of 
Pernambuco’s 41,337 school-level personnel) received the bonus. The 
key fi ndings thus far from the Pernambuco study are summarized below.

Acceptance of the program was relatively high. Sixty-four percent of school 
directors surveyed believed that the policy is an appropriate one, and 66 
percent believed the program was having a positive impact on their school—
whether or not they received the fi rst-year bonus.

Schools with more ambitious targets achieved more progress (other things being 
equal). In almost every performance category (fourth-, eighth-, or twelfth-
grade math or Portuguese), schools falling on the “higher target” side of the 
performance cutoffs made larger test score gains than the comparison 
schools just below the cutoffs. The differential learning gains were sharpest 
for schools just above the 25th percentile of performance. For the eighth 
grade in 2008, for example, schools on the “higher target” side of the cutoff 
improved average Portuguese scores by a 0.31 standard deviation more 
than the schools just below the cutoff (with less-ambitious targets). In 
math, the differential gain was a 0.15 standard deviation. At the second 
cutoff, just above and below the 50th percentile in the performance distri-
bution, improvements were also higher for the schools with more ambi-
tious targets, but they were also of smaller magnitude. For the other tested 
grades (fourth and eleventh), impacts were in similar ranges but varied 
across subjects and, in a few cases, by cutoff point. Overall, however, the 
evidence was consistent—at least over the very short term—that higher 
targets in the presence of an attractive incentive in Pernambuco induced 
higher learning results by schools.8 

Learning levels across the state improved signifi cantly. By the end of 2009, 
the second year of the bonus program, Pernambuco’s state schools as a 
whole registered signifi cant average improvements in learning, especially 
in Portuguese. Average Portuguese scores in the eighth and eleventh 
grades increased by 0.44 and 0.57 of a standard deviation, respectively. 
Math scores in the eighth and eleventh grades rose by 0.27 and 0.31 of a 
standard deviation, respectively. These learning gains are large relative to 
observed results from other teacher incentive programs. However, since 
this was a universally applied program within the state, these are raw 
gains, not gains relative to a comparison group. Difference-in-differences 
analysis will be needed to bound these gains. As Pernambuco ranked last 
among Brazil’s 26 states on the 2007 IDEB rankings for primary schools 
(through eighth grade) and 19th for secondary schools, a signifi cant part 
of these gains likely refl ects reversion to the mean. 

Schools that just missed receiving the bonus in 2008 improved more in the follow-
ing year than schools that barely achieved the bonus. A key research question is 
whether schools that received the bonus in 2008 would be more moti-
vated in 2009, or would they exert less effort and coast. To examine this, 
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the performance of schools that fell just short of 50 percent of their 2008 
targets (and did not receive the bonus) was compared with the perfor-
mance of schools that achieved just over 50 percent of their targets and did 
get the bonus. Controlling for schools’ 2008 test results and other school 
characteristics, schools that barely missed the bonus in 2008 improved 
more than schools that barely achieved it. It appears that—at least for 
schools that came fairly close in 2008—not getting the bonus had a positive 
effect on schools’ motivation and performance. 

Schools whose teachers spent more time on instruction were much more likely to 
achieve the bonus. In contrast to studies that have found no clear evidence of 
changes in teacher classroom practice to explain student learning improve-
ments caused by the bonus, researchers in Brazil found signifi cant correla-
tions. A novel feature of the research is use of the Stallings “classroom 
snapshot” instrument (Abadzi 2009; Bruns, Evans, and Luque 2010) to 
generate detailed data on the pathways through which teacher incentive 
programs such as Pernambuco’s bonus affect teacher practice in the class-
room. In theory, if an incentive causes an improvement in student out-
comes, it should operate through changes in teacher behavior that are 
induced by the incentive, such as increased or more-effective teaching 
effort. 

Periodic observations are tracking comprehensive indicators of class-
room dynamics (teachers’ use of instructional time, materials, interaction 
with students, and student engagement) in a large sample of Pernambuco’s 
950 schools (1,800 classrooms in close to 300 schools, with oversampling of 
schools just above and below the original target discontinuities). Both 
tested and nontested subjects are being observed to try to capture adverse 
effects, such as diversion of school time from nontested subjects. 

The fi rst of several unannounced observations was carried out one 
month before the end-of-year tests that entered into the second-year bonus 
calculation. The data, shown in table 4.3, uncovered two main fi ndings. 

First, average teacher practice diverges widely from norms observed in 
the United States, where the Stallings instrument has been most extensively 
used. Against a U.S. good-practice benchmark of 85 percent of total class 
time effectively applied to instruction, the average observed in Pernambuco 
schools was 61 percent. Against a good-practice benchmark of 15 percent 
of time spent on routine classroom processes (such as taking attendance, 
passing out papers, or cleaning the blackboard), schools in Pernambuco 
averaged 28 percent. 

A second fi nding, however, was that signifi cant disparities existed across 
schools, and these were highly correlated with schools’ likelihood of 
achieving the 2009 bonus (paid in 2010 based on year-end performance in 
2009). While teachers were off-task a very high 12 percent of the time 
across the whole sample—either out of the classroom due to late arrival or 
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early departure or engaged in social interaction with students or colleagues—
such time loss was much more signifi cant in the schools that did not 
subsequently achieve the bonus (17 percent of total class time) than in 
those that did (10 percent of time lost).

Teachers in both successful (bonus-achiever) and less-successful schools 
spent a high share of total class time on routine management processes by 
U.S. standards. However, teachers in the bonus schools registered 
signifi cantly less time off-task and were able to devote this time to 
instruction: learning activities absorbed 62 percent of total class time in 
schools that did go on to achieve their targets, compared with only 53 
percent of time in schools that did not. There is also evidence of more 
intensive use of learning materials and higher rates of student engagement. 
The research as yet cannot determine whether these teacher behaviors 
caused students to improve more or whether the behaviors simply refl ected 
the fact that better students are easier to manage and teach. But the sample 
of bonus achievers included schools from all parts of the performance 
distribution, including a large number of low-income and low-performing 
schools, because the targets measured improvement from a school’s own 
baseline. The second year of observations will measure whether and how 
teachers’ practice and classroom dynamics evolve after schools process the 
“information shocks” and incentives of either achieving or not achieving 
the bonus. 

The evaluation of Pernambuco’s pay-for-performance program is 
expected to continue for several more years, permitting deeper analysis of 

Table 4.3 Classroom Dynamics in 220 Pernambuco Schools, 
November 2009

Teacher use of 
classroom time

U.S. 
good-

practice 
benchmarks 

(percent)

Overall PE 
sample 

(percent)

Achieved 
2009 
bonus 

(percent)

Didn’t 
Achieve 

2009 
bonus 

(percent)

Diff erence, 
bonus Vs. 
nonbonus 

schools
Learning 
activities

85 61 62 53 0.09 (0.04)**

Classroom 
management

15 28 27 30 –0.03 (0.03)

Teacher off -task 0 12 10 17 –0.04 (0.02)***

Teacher out of 
classroom

0 8 8 12 –0.04 (0.02)***

Source: Bruns, Evans, and Luque 2010. 

Note: PE = Pernambuco. 

Standard errors in parentheses: ** signifi cant at the 5% level; ***signifi cant at the 1% level.
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how annual targets and past rewards affect schools’ improvement strate-
gies, teacher behaviors, and overall system progress. Pernambuco’s results 
will also be directly comparable with the new program in the municipality 
of Rio de Janeiro, which also sets targets for improvements in IDEB out-
comes as the basis for the bonus and which also has established perfor-
mance bands that generate discontinuities in school targets around several 
different thresholds. As in Pernambuco, a large sample of schools is being 
followed in a panel study that includes systematic classroom observation, 
using the Stallings instrument. The Rio program design is additionally 
interesting because it embodies strong sanctions against teacher absence: 
only employees with fi ve or fewer absences for the entire school year 
(whether excused or not) receive the bonus. In 2010, 290 of Rio’s 1,044 
municipal schools qualifi ed for the bonus based on their schools’ 2009 
IDEB improvements, but more than one-fourth of these schools’ 11,000 
employees did not meet the bar for individual attendance. Rio’s program is 
currently the strongest effort to attack absenteeism; it will be important to 
measure how the bonus incentives affect these rates over time. 

These and the other new Brazilian experiences offer a promising oppor-
tunity to generate comparative evidence on some key issues in the design 
of teacher pay-for-performance programs. Before the new wave of pro-
grams in Brazil, however, the main evidence on group-based bonus incen-
tives for improvements in student outcomes was a small-scale program 
implemented in the 1990s in Israel.

Israel: Ministry of education school performance program 
Lavy (2002) examined a tournament-type program implemented in 1995 
that provided a group incentive to teachers in 62 nonrandomly selected 
secondary schools.9 The objective of the program was to reduce dropout 
rates and improve academic achievement. The program used three perfor-
mance measures: average number of credit units per student, proportion of 
students receiving a matriculation certifi cate,10 and the school dropout rate. 
Participating schools competed for a total of $1.44 million in awards. 

School performance was measured in two stages. First, school average 
outcomes (the three performance measures used in the program) were 
normalized relative to an expected score, estimated using regressions that 
controlled for socioeconomic background of the students. Second, schools 
were ranked according to improvement in average outcomes. The top third 
of schools won awards. In 1996, the highest-scoring of these schools won 
$105,000, and the lowest-scoring won $13,250. Seventy-fi ve percent of 
the award was distributed among teachers in the school, and the remaining 
25 percent could be used for schoolwide improvements (for example, 
teacher common rooms). Teachers’ individual share of the school-level 
bonuses ranged from $250 to $1,000 (10–40 percent of the average monthly 
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wage) depending on the size of the school’s award.11 All teachers in a school 
received the same award, regardless of individual contribution to the 
school’s average results. 

Lavy used a regression discontinuity approach to compare student out-
comes in the 62 treatment secondary schools with 119 similar schools that 
just missed the program’s eligibility rules. Lavy’s results suggested that the 
monetary incentives had some effect in the fi rst year of implementation 
(mainly in religious schools) and by the second year caused signifi cant 
gains in student outcomes in all schools. The program led to improvements 
in the number of credit units taken by students and average test scores in 
matriculation exams. Average exam scores across treated schools in the 
second year of the program increased 2.4 points more than in the com-
parison group. From Lavy’s descriptive statistics, this can be estimated as 
approximately .12 of a standard deviation. In addition, Lavy reported that 
more students in treatment schools gained matriculation certifi cates, and 
these schools also reduced dropout rates in the transition from middle 
school (grades 7–9) to high school (grades 10–12). 

An interesting feature of the Lavy (2002) paper is that it compared 
the incentive intervention with a “resource” intervention. The resource 
intervention was a separate program that rewarded schools showing 
improvement with in-kind resources, such as teacher training, of identical 
monetary value to the bonus program. Twenty-two schools were selected 
for the resource-intervention program. A comparison group of schools not 
admitted into the resource program served as the basis for identifi cation of 
program effects. The results of the resource program (evaluated only for 
secular schools) suggested that it also led to statistically signifi cant improve-
ments in student performance, but of much smaller magnitude. Lavy con-
cluded that the school bonus program was more cost-effective.

Bonuses Based on Student Learning Outcomes Plus Teacher 
Input Measures (Individual)

Several new teacher bonus programs being implemented in Chile and at 
the state level in Mexico use a very different—and quite interesting—
model. They provide individual rewards to teachers based on a combination 
of student outcomes and evaluation of teachers’ individual merit (including 
tests of teachers’ content mastery, direct observation of their classroom 
practice, and written assessments by principals and master teachers.) 

The 2004 Chilean Asignación Variable por Desempeño Individual (Variable 
Allocation for Individual Performance, or AVDI) program is the most 
sophisticated example, given its use of comprehensive, high-stakes perfor-
mance reviews (including videotapes of teachers’ classroom practice) and a 
signifi cant bonus in the form of a four-year increase in base pay for teachers 
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who are rated highly. New programs in the state of Mexico (PROEBB and 
Ser Maestro) and the Premio al Merito Docente (Teaching Award of Merit) in 
the state of Nuevo Leon also combine evaluation of teachers’ individual 
performance with student outcome measures. Unfortunately, none of these 
promising experiences is being evaluated rigorously. 

Bonuses Based on Student Learning Outcomes Plus Teacher 
Input Measures (Group-Based)

Chile: National System for Performance Evaluation of Subsidized
Educational Establishments (SNED)
One of the earliest experiences with performance pay in Latin America was 
Chile’s Sistema Nacional de Evaluación del Desempeño de los Establecimientos Edu-
cativos Subvencionados (National System for Performance Evaluation of Sub-
sidized Educational Establishments) or SNED. The program was introduced 
in 1996 and offers group bonuses to schools every two years based on an 
index that combines student learning results with other indicators of school 
and teacher performance. 

Student learning counts for 65 percent of the total score through a 
combined measure of a school’s results on the current year’s national 
assessment (37 percent) plus a value-added measure of the difference in 
its average scores over the past two cycles (28 percent). The other indica-
tors include schools’ initiative (6 percent, based on school surveys); labor 
conditions (2 percent, based on presence of a complete teaching staff, 
replacement of absent teachers, and other indicators); equality of oppor-
tunities (22 percent, based on the school’s retention and passing rates 
and lack of discriminatory practices, also measured through survey data); 
and integration of parents and guardians (5 percent, also based on survey 
data). 

SNED is conducted as a tournament. Once the SNED index is estimated, 
schools are ranked within homogenous groups.12 Schools in the top 25 
percent of the ranking within each group receive the SNED award of excel-
lence.13 Ninety percent of the bonus is distributed to teachers, while 10 
percent is distributed by the principal. The bonus for teachers typically rep-
resents an annual increase equal to approximately 40 percent of a teacher’s 
monthly salary. About 20–30 percent of schools win the award. 

The most recent evaluation of SNED estimated the impact of the incen-
tive program by comparing its effects on privately managed, government-
subsidized schools (about 30 percent of total enrollment) that are eligible 
for the incentive with results for privately unsubsidized schools, which are 
not eligible (Rau and Contreras 2009). Controlling for all other differences 
across these schools, the researchers found that the introduction of SNED 
in 1996 stimulated a statistically signifi cant 0.12 standard deviation 
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improvement in average student learning outcomes in the eligible schools 
relative to schools not covered by the program. Rau and Contreras (2009) 
also explored the effects of winning the SNED award on subsequent school 
performance. Over six rounds of SNED awards, however, they found no 
statistically signifi cant evidence that schools winning the award performed 
better in the next period. They did, however, fi nd that although SNED’s 
stratifi ed “homogenous group” performance bands are designed to help 
equalize schools’ chances of winning the bonus, almost 40 percent of 
schools have not yet done so.

Bonuses Based on Teacher Input 

Two rigorously evaluated programs, in India and Kenya, have explored the 
impact of bonus pay for teachers based on attendance. 

Kenya: Pre-school teacher bonus program 
Kremer and others (2001) evaluated a program that allowed school head-
masters in rural Kenya to award individual teachers bonus pay for regular 
attendance. The size of the bonus was large—up to three months’ salary for 
no absences. They found that the program had no impact on actual teacher 
attendance (measured by unannounced random visits). Absence rates 
remained at 29 percent. There was also no evidence of change in teachers’ 
pedagogy, pupil attendance, or pupil test scores, although it could be argued 
that both pedagogy and test performance at the preschool level may be 
noisy measures. 

Researchers also found that headmasters simply distributed the full 
bonus to all teachers regardless of attendance. Even though there was a 
fi nancial incentive for headmasters to hold back part of the funding (any 
funds not allocated to teacher bonuses reverted to the schools’ general 
fund), they chose not to do so. School headmasters clearly found it diffi cult 
to play a strict monitoring role at the school level. 

Rajasthan, India: “Camera” program 
An innovative program in rural India produced very different results (Dufl o, 
Hanna, and Ryan 2010). In a randomly selected set of rural, NGO-run 
schools in Rajasthan, a schedule of monthly teacher bonuses and fi nes based 
on attendance was monitored in a creative way—with daily date- and time-
stamped photographs. A student was asked to photograph the teacher and 
the children in the class at the beginning and end of each school day. Teach-
ers’ salaries were a function of the number of “valid school days,” in which 
the school was open for at least fi ve hours and at least eight students 
appeared in each picture. Unannounced visits to the “camera” and compari-
son schools measured actual absence rates and observed teacher activity. 
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The maximum bonus for a teacher with no days absent was approxi-
mately 25 percent of a month’s salary. The program over three years had a 
dramatic effect on teacher absenteeism, which fell from 42 percent to 
23 percent in the treatment schools. While there were no observed changes 
in teachers’ classroom behavior and pedagogy (other than greater presence), 
student test scores rose by a 0.17 standard deviation, and graduation rates to 
the next level of education also rose signifi cantly. While students’ atten-
dance rates (conditional on the school being open) did not increase, there 
was a signifi cant increase in the total amount of time children in treatment 
schools spent in classes: on average, 2.7 more days of schooling per month. 

Dufl o, Hanna, and Ryan (2010) noted that the intervention was quite 
cost-effective. The base salary for teachers in the treatment and compari-
son schools (Rs 1,000 per month) was the same. All of the other costs of 
the program (the bonuses, the cameras, and monitoring) totaled roughly 
$6 per child per year. In terms of raising test scores, the per-child cost of a 
0.10 standard deviation increase in test scores was only $3.58. 

These contrasting experiences suggest that it is possible to stimulate 
higher teacher attendance with bonus pay, but the credibility of the system 
for monitoring performance is important. At least in the rural India 
 setting—a context of very high teacher absence—teacher attendance also 
appears to be an important correlate of the desired education outcome: 
student learning. In other high-absenteeism settings, or settings where 
standardized annual student learning data is not available, bonus pay linked 
to teacher attendance is a reasonable approach, although it would be good 
to have additional evaluation evidence confi rming its impact on learning.

Pay-for-Performance Programs: The Balance of Evidence

The most recent and robust developing-country evidence on pay-for-
performance programs suggests that bonus pay incentives can improve 
learning outcomes, at least in the contexts studied most carefully to date. 
This evidence is in contrast to the more mixed, but less rigorous, developing-
country evidence that existed just fi ve years ago. It is also in sharp contrast 
to the most recent evaluation evidence from U.S. programs. In carefully 
conducted randomized trials of relatively generous bonuses aimed at both 
individual teachers (Nashville public schools) and schools (group-based 
bonuses in New York City public schools), researchers have failed to fi nd 
any impact on student learning outcomes. 

Under the aegis of the National Center on Performance Incentives, an 
impressive number of new U.S. education pay-for-performance programs 
are being evaluated experimentally. A three-year randomized trial of an 
individual bonus for 297 math teachers in Nashville public schools that 
offered large bonuses (up to $15,000 per year or 400 percent of a teacher’s 
monthly wage) found no difference in average learning outcomes among 
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students of the teachers who were and were not eligible for the bonuses. The 
fi rst-year results from a randomized trial of a school (group-based) bonus 
program in 323 schools in New York City, which also offered a relatively 
large award (up to $3,000 per staff member), have also shown no student 
test-score differences between treatment and comparison schools. However, 
in the New York case, the tests were administered only three months after 
the program was announced, and the researchers note that it is logical to 
expect that impacts from incentives may take more time to develop. 

In no study to date have long-term effects of performance-based pay been 
analyzed. Both theory and experience with performance-based rewards in 
other sectors indicate that the scope for perverse behaviors, such as gaming, 
cheating, or teaching to the test, can rise with time as system actors become 
more familiar with the rules of the game. As performance-based pay becomes 
increasingly—and logically—linked to student test results in many coun-
tries, the validity of those tests and the legitimacy of their application become 
centrally important challenges for education systems. 

In a context of persistently low education outcomes and widespread evi-
dence of “accountability failures” on the part of teachers and other education 
system actors, the evidence that pay-for-performance programs and the use 
of contract teachers can raise student outcomes in developing-country con-
texts is important. But the contrasting U.S. evidence suggests that it is impor-
tant to note that these developing-country contexts are characterized by

• Weak systems for performance monitoring and accountability—evidenced by 
relatively high teacher absence rates, low teacher dismissal rates, and 
low student learning performance

• Relatively weak teacher professionalism—evidenced, in most cases, by low 
standards for entry

• Relatively large bonus size—for example, an annual bonus equaling 30–300 
percent of a month’s salary

• Focused performance metrics—emphasis on a small number of key, measur-
able results, notably student learning improvements or relatively easily 
measured teacher “inputs” such as monthly attendance, rather than 
more complex, subjective, and comprehensive performance evaluations

• “Fair” performance metrics—rewards to schools on a value-added basis 
(for progress relative to their starting point) or compared with schools 
with similar geographic and student socioeconomic conditions, not for 
absolute levels of performance

• Rewards clearly linked to prior-period results—annual bonuses directly linked 
to results for the previous school year, such as school-level learning 
improvement, or monthly bonuses for input measures monitored over 
the previous month, such as attendance. 
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These pay-for-performance programs in developing countries have 
“worked” in the sense that student learning outcomes improved in the 
presence of the bonus. In the most careful studies, the size of the effect—a 
0.19–0.27 standard deviation increase in average student learning—is 
impressively large compared with the effects typically measured for other 
types of education programs. 

The sole developing-country evaluation to date designed as a “head-to-
head” comparison of individual bonus pay (rewarding each teacher for his 
or her own classroom’s average learning progress over the course of a 
school year) with “group” bonus pay (rewarding schools for their average 
learning improvement) showed similar results in the fi rst year but a stron-
ger effect on learning outcomes from the individual bonus by the second 
year. The impact measured in that program in rural Andhra Pradesh, 
India—a 0.27 standard deviation increase in language scores—remains the 
largest reported causal impact from an education pay-for-performance 
program. However, the group bonus alternative proved to be more cost-
effective because the average amounts awarded were smaller. In general, 
school systems will likely fi nd group bonus pay more technically feasible 
than individual bonus pay, which requires the ability to test students in 
every grade, subject, and classroom and thus presents signifi cant technical 
challenges and costs. 

Our understanding of the mechanisms through which bonus pay 
improves student outcomes is still weak. In several randomized trials, at 
least over the short term, the bonus program did not induce any reduction 
in teacher absence rates, which is one of the most obvious ways teachers 
can increase their efforts in response to an incentive. These teachers did 
nonetheless produce statistically signifi cant improvements in their stu-
dents’ learning outcomes relative to comparison groups of teachers who 
were not offered a bonus. Most did so by increasing the intensity of their 
work during school hours (assigning more homework and class work) and 
conducting test preparation sessions outside of school hours. 

In Brazil, where all programs to date have been implemented system-
wide, it is not possible to estimate how the introduction of a bonus per se 
affects schools’ performance. At the end of the day, this is the critical ques-
tion for policy makers: how cost-effective is the bonus program as a whole 
relative to alternative uses of education funds? But the Brazil studies can 
help elucidate both the pathways through which bonus incentives can 
change teacher behavior and the kinds of changes that are most effective 
in improving learning. There is intriguing evidence from Pernambuco that 
more-ambitious targets stimulated larger increases in student learning than 
less-ambitious targets did in comparable schools. This evidence suggests 
that, in the presence of an attractive performance award, schools focus on 
and are motivated to try to achieve specifi c targets. The Brazil research has 
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also generated evidence of more effi cient use of instructional time by teach-
ers in the schools that subsequently earned the bonus. Teachers in bonus-
earning schools lost less time due to late arrival or early departure, spent 
more time on instruction, made more intensive use of classroom resources 
such as learning materials, and kept a higher share of students engaged in 
learning.

Designing Teacher Accountability Reforms

What can recent experience tell us about the design of effective teacher 
incentives? How does the latest developing-country evidence square with 
issues that have long been associated with pay-for-performance programs, 
both in theory and in practice? In the United States alone, there is a long 
history of merit pay efforts in the education sector, and few have survived 
(Murnane and Cohen 1986). In this section, we review the theory on per-
formance incentives and try to unpack the evidence from recent program 
experience to generate practical guidance for policy makers. 

Principal-Agent Theory

Many of the issues in designing effective performance contracts transcend 
the education sector. As discussed in chapter 1, “principal-agent” (or 
employer-employee) relationships are a central topic of economics and 
industrial relations research because while employers (principals) need 
employees (agents) to help achieve organizational objectives, the two par-
ties have divergent interests. Employees want to maximize compensation 
and minimize effort, and employers want the opposite. The two parties also 
have asymmetric information: the employer cannot perfectly monitor the 
effort and activities of the employee. 

Under these circumstances, the role of the contract between the princi-
pal and the agent is to align their objectives by specifying the activities and 
results wanted and the compensation offered for these. An effective con-
tract will motivate the agent to focus his or her efforts on effi ciently achiev-
ing the principal’s objectives. On the other hand, if the contract is structured 
so that agents are paid a fl at rate irrespective of their level of effort or ability, 
or if job tenure is guaranteed irrespective of performance, it is unlikely that 
employees will exert additional effort or focus on doing the things that 
matter to the principal. It is striking how closely this textbook defi nition of 
an ineffective performance contract parallels the typical teacher contract 
(Prendergast 1999, cited in Courty and Marschke 2003). 

Some issues in designing effective performance-based contracts in edu-
cation are shared more broadly by public or nonprofi t sectors. In contrast to 
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fi rms that operate in a competitive environment, public sector agencies 
often face diffi culties in specifying performance goals. Even when they 
have clear objectives, they can have diffi culty establishing a clear hierarchy 
among competing objectives—something that is straightforward for fi rms, 
which seek to maximize profi ts or shareholder value. Baker (2002) argues 
that “the diffi culty in defi ning ‘good’ performance measures in nonprofi t 
organizations is one reason for the weak incentives that so often character-
ize organizations of this type, and for the dysfunctional consequences that 
often arise when these types of organizations try to use strong incentives.” 
In addition, agents may not “know the technology” for achieving complex 
organizational goals. Vegas (2005), among others, has questioned whether 
teachers in many developing-country settings have the core content mas-
tery and teaching skills required to produce desired learning improvements, 
no matter how strong their incentives to do so. 

On the other hand, the assumption that agents work only for extrinsic 
(fi nancial) rewards has come under scrutiny in both the psychology and 
economics literature in recent years. In their review of the economics and 
industrial relations literature on contracting, Fehr and Falk (2002) observed 
that “while it is certainly true that [agents’] desires to avoid risk and to 
achieve income through effort are important, it is equally true that there 
are powerful non-pecuniary motives that shape human behavior”—such 
as the desire to reciprocate, the desire for social approval, and the desire to 
work in interesting tasks.

Pink (2006) has argued that once a certain threshold level of fi nancial 
remuneration is achieved in knowledge professions, the most powerful 
incentives are individual workers’ own desires for autonomy, mastery, and 
a sense of contribution. It is interesting to note that all three of these incen-
tives fi gure prominently in the core “industrial model” of the school: Teach-
ers enjoy substantial autonomy within their own classrooms. The process 
of intellectual mastery is at the core of the work, for both teachers and their 
students. And abundant survey and other literature documents the attrac-
tion of the education profession for individuals seeking to make a social 
contribution. 

These different strands of the academic literature suggest two hypothe-
ses about performance contracts in education. 

Hypothesis 1: Other things equal, it may be easier to attract individuals into 
teaching than into equivalently remunerated professions
The experience of Teach for America and its recent Teach for All offshoots 
in European and developing countries provides some support for this 
hypothesis. These programs have found it possible to attract high-capacity 
individuals to teach in disadvantaged schools (at prevailing wages) by 
stressing the scope for social contribution and offering strong organizational 
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support for professional growth and mastery. However, the numbers of 
teachers recruited through these or parallel programs remain small rela-
tive to the system as a whole; after 20 years of experience, Teach for 
America placements represent only 7,000 of 3.2 million teachers in the 
United States. 

The broader lesson for public sector school systems is the power of these 
levers. The “intrinsic” rewards of teaching—even if they are explicitly max-
imized by a well-managed school system—cannot substitute indefi nitely 
for fi nancial remuneration. But public education systems in developing 
countries likely have more scope than they are currently exploiting to 
incorporate appeals to the intrinsic motivation of prospective teachers into 
their human resources policies. 

Hypothesis 2: Agents’ (teachers’) performance in education may be enhanced by 
clearer expression of performance goals and feedback
Research shows that public and nonprofi t agencies in general have diffi -
culty in specifying or prioritizing performance goals. In this context, improv-
ing the quality of performance feedback to teachers and the clarity of targets 
and goals, in theory, should enhance the effi ciency of agents’ performance. 
This belief is an important driver of the standards and accountability-based 
reforms in education seen in many OECD countries (such as Australia, New 
Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States) and some of the 
developing-country cases discussed in this chapter. 

Measuring Performance in Education 

The growing availability of nationally and internationally standardized data 
on student learning results over the past 20 years has reshaped the land-
scape on performance measurement in education systems. Despite deep 
controversies over the quality, credibility, and implementation of specifi c 
tests or testing in general, there is broad acknowledgment that learning 
outcomes are appropriate metrics for school system results. Education sys-
tems today in most countries are more advanced than other parts of the 
public sector in being able to track a meaningful indicator of system prog-
ress on an annual basis and, often, to be able to disaggregate results for 
specifi c subnational regions and target groups. 

This advantage has clear implications for the design of effective incentive 
programs in education. Much of the theoretical literature on principal-
agent contracts centers on the challenge of identifying an appropriate per-
formance measure that will align the employer’s goals with the employee’s 
efforts. Not only must the measure be appropriate and meaningful, it must 
also be something that can be adequately measured—meaning regularly, 
inexpensively, and credibly. The scope for gaming (efforts by the employee 
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to set artifi cially low targets), outright cheating, and other perverse behav-
iors must be managed. Psychologists argue that even valid and informative 
performance measures have a tendency to “degrade” or become dysfunc-
tional by the mere act of being used for incentive purposes (Darley 1991, 
cited in Baker 2002). 

None of these challenges is easy. But it is increasingly evident that, in the 
context of education, a core performance measure in most incentive pro-
grams will be student learning outcomes. Thus, the sheer identifi cation of a 
meaningful and appropriate performance measure—which presents major 
problems for many public sector and nonprofi t actors—is less of a challenge 
in education. This does not mean that learning outcomes are, or should be, 
the only performance measure used by school systems. There are clearly 
other important goals (building children’s self-esteem, appreciation for cul-
ture and the arts, physical development, citizenship, and so on), and con-
cerns are often expressed that these goals are shortchanged by excessive 
focus on learning outcomes. School systems must manage this tension. But 
what seems increasingly accepted is that a central task for every 21st- 
century school system is ensuring that well-designed and legitimately man-
aged testing systems to track student learning progress are in place. 

While high validity, well-administered testing programs are important 
for education systems irrespective of incentives, there is evidence that the 
stakes around test legitimacy and the scope for abuses become higher when 
incentives are introduced (Jacob and Levitt 2002). Rivkin (2009) recently 
articulated this point well: 

Over the long run, the success of [accountability and pay-for-performance] 
reforms hinges on a number of factors, but the validity of the teacher effec-
tiveness (a term I use interchangeably with teacher quality) measures is one 
of the most important. Unless the quality estimates are accepted as informa-
tive and fair, opposition will remain strong. Moreover, inaccurate or inade-
quate quality measures and poorly designed pay-for-performance programs 
will introduce adverse incentives to teach narrowly to test content, concen-
trate on only a fraction of the students, forgo important non-tested outcomes, 
or elicit frustration and distrust in response to reward structures with sys-
temic fl aws. 

Design Elements of Teacher Incentives: A Preliminary Typology

Our review of 15 different teacher incentive programs implemented in 
developing countries and Israel over the past decade offers an opportunity 
to analyze some of their design features. In doing so, we try to move beyond 
the basic taxonomy most commonly used in the education literature—for 
example, group or individual; input-based or outcome-based, and so on. In 
focusing on additional aspects of incentive design that theory predicts are 
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important for effective performance-based contracts, we also hope to create 
a framework that can be tested as the evidence from these experiences 
accumulates. Because the current set of cases remains too small for any 
defi nitive conclusions, this is an exploratory exercise only. 

Based on the evaluation evidence reviewed, three key dimensions may 
predict an incentive program’s effectiveness: controllability, predictability, and 
bonus size. We assess these features of different programs and examine the 
correlations with available empirical evidence of program impact. 

Transcending these features is something that might be termed the legit-
imacy or credibility of the incentive program as a whole. Achieving this 
legitimacy involves, in Rivkin’s (2009) words, ensuring that the specifi c 
performance measures used are perceived as “informative” and “fair.” But 
legitimacy also speaks to the perception that all aspects of the program are 
managed honestly and transparently. Further, legitimacy implies an accep-
tance that the rules of the game will be stable over time or that adaptations 
will be undertaken with due process and consultation, rather than through 
ad hoc adjustments. Murnane and Cohen’s (1986) observation that the 
 longest-standing pay-for-performance programs in the United States typi-
cally have been redesigned several times, with teacher input, suggests that 
sustaining credibility over time requires effort and processes that are per-
ceived as legitimate. 

We have argued that improved measurement of student learning out-
comes in many countries has created an expanded political space for pay-
for-performance programs because the technical platform—a relevant and 
meaningful source of data on schooling outcomes—has been established. A 
well-designed and cleanly administered national or subnational student 
assessment program could provide a ready anchor for pay-for-performance 
schemes. Brazil’s IDEB goes one step further by establishing a high-quality 
national data source on both student learning outcomes and grade progres-
sion. The combined measure mitigates at least one undesired teacher 
behavior that may be induced by a high-stakes focus on test scores: the risk 
that teachers trying to boost average student learning outcomes will hold 
back slower students. By combining the two measures of learning out-
comes and grade progression, IDEB builds in protection against this form of 
distortion. The degree of legitimacy that Brazil’s high-quality national test-
ing system and IDEB have achieved over the past fi ve years appears to be a 
factor in the increasing adoption of pay-for-performance programs there. It 
is interesting to note that several earlier pay-for-performance programs in 
Brazil, based on individual states’ testing programs, had diffi culty with 
credibility issues and were not sustained long. 

Perceived legitimacy may be the single most important factor in the 
impact and sustainability of teacher incentive programs, but it is diffi cult to 
assess objectively and especially diffi cult to assess ex ante.14 Our typology, 
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therefore, focuses on more specifi c and tractable design features. However, 
it bears noting that the experimental design programs reviewed here—
which constitute a strong part of the current evidence base on teacher 
incentives in developing countries—have special characteristics that posi-
tively affect their legitimacy.15 

Given the context for teacher incentive reforms in most developing 
countries—a status quo of poor education results—the potential for unde-
sired consequences is not per se an argument against teacher incentives so 
much as a call for eyes-open efforts to manage known risks. Some of these 
risks relate to specifi c choices in the design of incentives in the three areas 
we identifi ed: controllability, predictability, and bonus size.

Table 4.4 shows the hypotheses regarding program effects that can be 
derived from the principal-agent model and our typology.

Controllability in Incentive Program Design 

Controllability refers to how much of the measured outcome depends on 
actions taken by an individual teacher (or employee). Performance mea-
sures related to a teacher’s own behavior, such as attendance or training 
course participation, are directly dependent on the teacher’s actions. 
Awards based on such measures create incentives with a high degree of 
controllability from the standpoint of the employee or, conversely, low 
risks. Theory predicts that riskier contracts, based on less controllable fac-
tors, either demand a larger incentive (other things being equal) or will not 
be as effective. 

However, while school systems could reward many behaviors that are 
highly controllable from a teacher’s perspective, these may not be the most 
important behaviors for producing the results school systems desire most. 
The problem for incentives design is that teacher behaviors that contribute 
to student learning improvement are more diffi cult to specify, observe, and 
measure directly across an entire school system. On the other hand, it is 
easy to see why basing incentive programs on system results, especially 
student learning outcomes, is often resisted by teachers; these outcomes are 
less controllable—that is, riskier for the agent. 

The sources of risk can be unpacked into at least two dimensions that 
policy makers need to consider and manage: noise and locality.

The noise factor 
“Noise” refers to the degree to which the specifi c performance measure is 
affected by factors outside of the agent’s control. Student learning results 
for a particular classroom, for example, cannot be completely attributed 
to a teacher; they are also infl uenced by noise from other variables such 
as students’ prior grade preparation, socioeconomic level, or distractions 
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on the day of the exam. A specifi c test instrument can be noisy if it is not 
well mapped onto curriculum goals or fails to discriminate between stu-
dents who have and have not mastered the content. The noisier a perfor-
mance measure, the less responsive it is to the agent’s behavior and 
effort. Even on the same test instrument, cross-sectional student scores 
are noisier than longitudinal (value-added) measures that can identify 

Table 4.4 Incentive Program Design Features and Possible Eff ects

Feature Description Hypothesis

Controllability
�Noise The degree to which factors other 

than the teacher’s behavior (for 
example, student characteristics or 
the actions of other teachers) can 
aff ect the performance measure, 
therefore making it a less credible 
and adequate measure of a 
teacher’s individual contribution

The less noise in the measure, the 
more controllable it is and the 
more eff ective the incentive will 
be (at least in the short term).

�Locality The degree to which an individual 
teacher’s performance aff ects the 
result relative to other actors being 
incentivized. Measures based on 
individual performance (group 
size = 1) are maximally local. If group 
performance is being measured, as 
group size grows larger, the measure 
becomes less local.

The more local the measure, the 
more controllable it is and the 
more eff ective the incentive will 
be.

Predictability An individual teacher’s likelihood of 
achieving the bonus

If probability of earning the bonus 
is close to either zero or 100%, the 
incentive will not be eff ective. 
Piecewise formulations (which 
allow workers to earn some bonus 
in line with their production) will 
create stronger incentives than 
tournament-style awards (which 
set an ex ante cap on the share of 
schools or teachers that can win).

Bonus size Bonus payment as a proportion of 
monthly wages

The larger the bonus, the more 
eff ective the incentive will be, all 
things being equal. But larger 
bonus size can also stimulate 
cheating and other undesirable 
behaviors and can make bonus 
programs fi scally unsustainable or 
less cost-eff ective.

Source: Authors’ compilation.
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learning gains for individual teachers’ classrooms. Finally, test scores for 
small classes are inherently much noisier than for larger classes (Kane 
and Staiger 2001).16 

School systems can reduce the noise involved in test scores by grouping 
schools into comparative strata on socioeconomic grounds (as in Chile’s 
SNED) or using school-level targets (as in Pernambuco and other Brazilian 
states) that measure each school’s progress relative to its own baseline. A 
noteworthy feature of many of the new bonus programs is sensitivity to 
this issue, with built-in adjustments for schools’ baseline performance lev-
els or performance comparisons for schools grouped by socioeconomic and 
geographic strata.

The locality factor 
“Locality” refers to the scope for an individual teacher to infl uence the 
results being rewarded. If the result is produced by a group of teachers or 
schools, it will be less controllable from the standpoint of an individual 
teacher because the teacher’s actions will contribute only a fraction to 
the result. As the group gets larger, the individual’s contribution gets 
smaller, and he or she is less able to control the fi nal outcome. Control-
lability is higher (all things being equal) in highly local measures, such as 
classroom-level learning outcomes or individual contract teachers’ atten-
dance records. 

An important issue with group rewards (typically schoolwide rewards, 
in the case of education) is not only that they are less controllable from the 
perspective of an individual teacher but also that they can motivate free-
rider behavior. Free riders are members of a group who refuse to exert 
effort while counting on others to produce the group result (Holmstrom 
1979). In large schools, where an entire staff’s achievement of a school-
level bonus may depend on the results of a small handful of tested subjects 
and grades, free-riding can become an important issue. If teachers perceive 
that others are free-riding on their efforts—that is, the locality and thus 
controllability of the incentive is lower—the effectiveness of the incentive 
will be weaker. 

Does this mean that education incentives should be focused on out-
comes at the teacher level? More sophisticated testing data in developing 
countries is opening the possibility of measuring classroom-level learning 
gains for individual teachers, as is now possible in the United States and 
other OECD countries. Rewarding individual teachers can provide strong 
work incentives and negate free-riding. But on the other hand, individual 
rewards can discourage collaboration and teamwork to the detriment of 
overall school results. They also create incentives within a school for teach-
ers to avoid weaker students. This can complicate the work of principals; 
matching the more effective teachers with more diffi cult students might be 
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in the best interest of those students and the school’s overall results, but it 
would impede those teachers’ ability to earn fair rewards for their talent 
and effort. 

The question for policy makers is whether focusing incentives at the 
school level creates benefi ts—in terms of stimulating collaborative work 
among school personnel—that outweigh the free-rider concerns. Hybrid 
approaches (which reward school-level outcomes but adjust the award 
received by individual employees within the school for some measure of 
their individual effort, such as attendance) are an interesting alternative. 
Most of the experimental teacher incentive programs in developing coun-
tries to date have been in settings with very small schools (three to fi ve 
teachers, on average). Therefore, the new wave of research on the Brazilian 
programs (where urban schools can have 40 or more teachers) that is 
focusing research attention on the measurement of free-rider behavior may 
be a useful contribution.

Predictability in Incentive Program Design 

For an incentive to be effective, agents must perceive realistic scope to 
achieve it. If the likelihood of achieving a bonus is close to zero, teachers 
will have little incentive to exert effort. On the other hand, teachers with 
near certainty of receiving a bonus will also have little incentive to increase 
effort. Theory predicts that if performance-based contracts result in awards 
distributed to a share of workers nearer the midpoint of 0 and 1, rather 
than at the extremes, they will elicit the most effort. Dampening or enhanc-
ing this effect, however, would be the agents’ assessment of controllability 
or risk and the amount of payoff expected. 

For incentive programs that include sanctions—such as the prospect of 
contract nonrenewal for poorly performing contract teachers—the strength 
of the incentive is proportional to the likelihood of enforcement. 

Bonus Size in Incentive Program Design

Theory predicts that larger bonuses elicit stronger responses, conditional on 
the degree of risk inherent in the contract, the chance of earning the bonus 
or being sanctioned, and the cost of the effort. Even if teachers are intrinsi-
cally motivated, incentive contracts must still offer payoffs that exceed the 
marginal cost of effort, although this cost might be lower than it would 
have been for less intrinsically motivated individuals. The incentive power 
of a given fi nancial bonus is, of course, relative to the base wage and price 
levels in a given country context. Therefore, we attempt to standardize 
bonus size in relation to average monthly wages. We fi nd signifi cant diver-
gence across programs, with annual bonuses ranging from 35 percent of a 
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monthly wage (Andhra Pradesh, India) to 150–200 percent (Brazil) and 
even to 300 percent in one of the programs in Israel.

Table 4.5 categorizes the incentive programs reviewed for which there is 
some impact evidence. Categorizations of this kind always involve a degree 
of subjectivity, and the small number of programs makes this typology pre-
liminary and illustrative only. But this framework and the associated impact 
evidence may assist policy makers in thinking through the design features 
of new pay-for-performance programs. The impacts presented are typically 
for student learning outcomes, expressed as the average improvement in 
learning for the treated schools or classrooms compared to control groups, 
as a proportion of one standard deviation in the test score distribution. Our 
ratings of program design elements are on a standard Likert-type scale, 
from 1 (very low) to 5 (very high). The annex at the end of the chapter 
explains in further detail how the ratings for each feature were assigned.

Core Design Features 

The strength of a program’s core design features (controllability and pre-
dictability) is, to some extent, complementary to the fi nancial size of the 
bonus. In other words, an incentive program with high controllability and 
predictability—such as an individual incentive that teachers have a reason-
able chance of attaining and that is based on student learning progress on a 
well-designed test—will induce stronger performance than a program 
offering an equivalent fi nancial reward with lower controllability and pre-
dictability. The implication for policy makers is that what matters is the 
balance of these factors. The fi scal costs of an incentive program can to 
some extent be reduced by attention to the complementary design features 
of controllability and predictability. To put it another way, for every pay-for-
performance program, there is an optimal design that bundles these fea-
tures to stimulate the maximum performance response from teachers and 
schools at minimum fi scal cost. 

We explore this hypothesis in table 4.5 by averaging the ratings for a 
program’s noise, locality, and predictability features into a separate score, 
labeled “core design” (in column 4)—which is a simple average of the three 
preceding subscores. We compare programs’ scores on the strength of their 
core design with the size of the bonus. We then generate a combined mea-
sure that averages the scores for all of the program design features, includ-
ing the size of the bonus. This overall score is the program’s “predicted 
overall incentive strength.” We compare this predicted incentive strength 
with the observed impacts that the different bonus programs had on desired 
educational outcomes. 

In table 4.5, the programs are ordered by the strength of their “pre-
dicted overall incentive strength,” from lowest to highest. Comparing 
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Table 4.5  Pay-for-Performance Programs by Core Design Features and Eff ect Size
Likert-scale ratings (1–5) except where otherwise specifi ed

Program Noisea Localityb Predictabilityc

Predicted 
Strength, 

Core Design Bonus Sized
Average Bonus 
Value (% MW)

Predicted 
Overall 

Incentive 
Strength

Observed Eff ect 
Size (Max.)e

Israel (group) (Lavy 2002) 5 1 2 2.7 2 40 2.5 0.13

Chile SNED (group) 
(Rau and Contreras 2009)

4 3 2 3 2 40f 2.8 0.12

Brazil (group) (Ferraz and 
Bruns, forthcoming)

4 2 3 3 5 180 3.5 0.31–0.57g

Kenya (group) (Glewwe, Ilias, 
and Kremer 2010)

5 4 3 4 2 43 3.5 0.14

India (group) (Muralidharan 
and Sundararaman 2009)

5 4 4 4.3 2 36 3.8 0.16

India (individual) (Muralidharan 
and Sundararaman 2009)

5 5 4 4.7 2 36 4 0.27

(continued next page)
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India (attendance) (individual) 
(Dufl o, Hanna, and Ryan 2010)

5 5 4 4.7 2 30 4 0.17

Israel (individual) (Lavy 2009) 5 5 3 4.3 5 300 4.5 14% higher pass 
rates and 10% 
higher test scores

Source: Authors’ compilation. 

Note: MW = monthly wage. SNED = National System for Performance Evaluation of Subsidized Educational Establishments (Sistema Nacional de Evalu-
ación del Desempeño de los Estab lecimientos Educativos Subvencionados).

a. Some programs used multidimensional performance measures. In these cases, each measure was rated separately and then averaged out. 

b. Average group sizes are as follows: Brazil: 43 teachers; Chile: 18 teachers (fi gures from 2004); India: 3 teachers; Israel: 80 teachers; and Kenya: 6 teachers.

c. Predictability was based on actual award rates as follows: In Brazil, 51 percent of schools got the bonus in 2009. In Chile, 20–28 percent of schools got 
the awards (est. 2004). In the India programs, most teachers under all programs got some award. In Israel (both programs), about 33 percent of teachers 
got awards. In Kenya, about 48 percent of participating schools got the award. 

d. See annex for description of Likert scale used for bonus size.

e. Eff ect size typically represents the increase in learning caused by the program expressed in terms of standard deviation. For the Israel group incentive 
program, the authors converted Lavy’s (2002) reported impact into standard deviations, drawing on descriptive data presented. For the Israel individual 
bonus, this was not possible, so the outcomes presented are not strictly comparable to the others in the table.

f. Average award during the initial years of the program, which was the period evaluated. More recently, the average award is 70–80 percent of MW.

g. Impact estimates for Pernambuco, Brazil, are not rigorously estimated and thus not directly comparable to other estimated program impacts.

Table 4.5  Pay-for-Performance Programs by Core Design Features and Eff ect Size (continued)

Program Noisea Localityb Predictabilityc

Predicted 
Strength, 

Core Design Bonus Sized
Average Bonus 
Value (% MW)

Predicted 
Overall 

Incentive 
Strength

Observed Eff ect 
Size (Max.)e
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the scores for “core design” features with the bonus size does suggest 
some complementarity. Except for the 2002 individual bonus program 
in Israel, in all cases where programs’ core design features rated a 
(strong) score of 4 or higher, the size of the bonus adopted was rela-
tively low. 

However, programs with core design features rated lower than 4, such as 
Chile’s SNED, the Brazilian bonus program, and the Israel group incentive, 
show no clear pattern. In all three cases, the performance measures on 
which the bonus is based are rated highly for being designed in a way to 
minimize noise; Chile’s SNED pays careful attention to schools’ socioeco-
nomic contexts, and Brazil’s target-based system effectively focuses each 
school on improvement relative to its own prior-year performance. But 
locality and predictability ratings are relatively low because these bonuses 
are school-based rewards and typical school size is relatively large. In the 
Israel and Chilean cases, moreover, the tournament-style programs reward 
a relatively small share of schools. 

In the Brazil case, a relatively large bonus size (average awards more 
than one month’s salary) compensates for the relatively weaker incentives 
created by these core design features. It is interesting to note that Chile’s 
SNED program has increased the average bonus size signifi cantly over the 
years as well—from an initial 40 percent to a current 80 percent of the 
average monthly teacher wage. The Israel group bonus program appears 
exceptional in this regard. It is the only program in which the bonus size 
does not compensate for a relatively low score on core design features; 
instead, the relatively small maximum bonus further lowers the predicted 
strength of the incentive. 

Both of the Israel programs, in fact, are striking in that they are the only 
two programs where the bonus size does not exert a moderating effect on 
the strength of the “core design” but instead exacerbates it—making a 
rather weak incentive program weaker in the case of the group bonus and 
making an already strong incentive stronger in the case of the individual 
design. One might ask what is wrong with making a strong design stronger. 
In the context of our comparators, the answer appears to be that it makes a 
bonus program more expensive than it needs to be—an important concern 
from a policy standpoint. 

The overarching question is whether the “predicted strength” of a bonus 
program based on these design features is correlated with its impact. All of 
these programs were associated with positive outcomes and, in many cases, 
causality has been rigorously established. But the small number of pro-
grams and the limited years of observation for most of them make the 
comparisons here illustrative only. Figure 4.2 provide a simple visual map-
ping of how program impacts compare with estimates of predicted incen-
tive strength.



194�|�Making Schools Work

Programs are presented below the axis along the scale derived from table 
4.5, which predicts the overall strength of the incentives. Note that the scale 
is purely illustrative. Programs are presented above the axis in terms of the 
reported size of their effects on student outcomes. This continuum ranges 
from low effects (less than 0.1 of a standard deviation) to high effects (close 
to 0.3 of a standard deviation) relative to those usually seen in the economics 
of education and development literature. The Brazil program is not included 
here as it does not yet have equivalently rigorous impact estimates. The 
estimated impacts on student learning range from a 0.12 standard deviation 
for Chile’s SNED to a 0.27 standard deviation for the Andhra Pradesh, India, 
individual bonus program by the second year of implementation. 

A few cautious observations may be made. First, these pay-for-
performance programs have had positive effects on student learning, of 
roughly a 0.15 standard deviation. In comparison with the evaluation evi-
dence on other types of education interventions, it is noteworthy that these 
effects are statistically signifi cant and consistently positive across different 
bonus program designs and very different country contexts. But the effects 

Figure 4.2  Comparison of Bonus-Pay Programs by Impact Size and 
Predicted Incentive Strength

Source: Authors.

Note: “Indiv.” designates individual teacher bonus. “Group” designates group bonus (or 
school-level). “Attend.” indicates a study of programs rewarding teacher input (atten-
dance) rather than student outcomes. Relative eff ect size (upper axis) ranges from a low 
eff ect on learning outcomes (less than a 0.1 SD) on the left to a high eff ect (almost a 0.3 
SD) on the right. Relative strength (5-point scale along lower axis) indicates the overall 
“predicted strength” of each bonus-pay program according to the authors’ framework.
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are not huge. The one exception is the second-year impact observed in the 
Andhra Pradesh, India, program, which offered schools individual teacher 
incentives. It stands out, having produced a very large 0.27 standard devia-
tion increase in average math and language learning outcomes compared 
with randomly selected schools that were not eligible for an incentive.

Second, according to the metrics constructed for predicting the strength 
of a pay-for-performance incentive program, most of the programs cluster 
fairly closely around a rating of between 3 and 4 in our schema. The two 
outliers are the Israel programs. Across the entire set of programs, how-
ever, there does not appear to be any obvious correlation between the 
“overall incentive strength” of a program and its impact—at least in our 
simple ratings scheme and for this small sample of programs. In connec-
tion with our earlier observation that strength of these programs’ core 
design features tended to be dampened or balanced by the decisions on the 
average bonus size, there is an intriguing suggestion that there may be 
some kind of threshold incentive strength for a pay-for-performance pro-
gram to “work.” However, beyond this point, there may not be any payoff 
to making programs more generous. At least in the two Israel cases, there 
is no evidence that the considerably stronger and more expensive indi-
vidual bonus scheme produced better results than the “weaker” group 
bonus program. 

These observations, however, are highly speculative. The number of 
evaluated programs is small, and most of the impact data come from two 
years or less of program experience. Both positive and negative features of 
performance-pay programs develop with experience and can exert poten-
tially strong effects on their impact. On the positive side, agents’ awareness 
of programs and the experience of actually seeing benefi ts paid out will 
increase the credibility of the incentive and presumably its strength. Indeed, 
interviews with teachers and school directors in the fi rst year of Pernam-
buco’s bonus program showed that schools were not universally aware of 
their performance targets and had quite uncertain expectations about the 
potential size of performance bonuses. In the second year of the program, 
awareness was, as expected, much higher. 

On the other hand, schools’ and teachers’ ability to “game” the system 
also rises as their understanding of the rules of the game deepens with time. 
Evidence of gaming, cheating, scandals in test administration or the other 
performance measurement processes, or general perceptions of unfairness 
in the mechanics underlying a bonus program will undermine its credibil-
ity, in turn dampening its incentive effects. 

There is much to be gained from additional, careful evaluations of new 
pay-for-performance programs in education—perhaps especially in devel-
oping countries, where the challenges of improving teachers’ performance 
are most acute. The framework presented here is simple, but it is grounded 
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in key elements of principal-agent theory. It appears to map well onto 
the types of pay-for-performance programs being developed in experi-
mental pilot studies as well as systemwide education reforms. If this 
framework can assist policy makers in thinking through key design issues 
and encourage the systematic analysis of future programs, it will serve a 
purpose. 

Summary and Conclusions

Teachers and school-level administrators are the front-line providers of 
education services. Their work determines the quality of services delivered 
and their results—above all, how well students learn. New research shows 
convincingly that student learning outcomes drive the overall benefi ts from 
education investments. If rising access and schooling attainment do not 
result in higher learning levels on globally benchmarked assessments, 
national investments may be largely wasted. 

Recent research has also established that individual teachers vary widely 
in their ability to help their students learn. This evidence is leading coun-
tries to reexamine how they select, groom, and motivate teachers. It is also 
raising awareness of disconnects between the incentives teachers face and 
the results school systems want. Most school systems recruit teachers 
based on criteria that are not correlated with real effectiveness in the class-
room, fail to reward the capacities and behaviors that are correlated with 
effectiveness, and are unable to sanction teachers who do not perform. A 
disconnect between teacher incentives and accountability for performance 
occurs in OECD countries as well as in low- and middle-income countries. 
But the failures are deepest in the developing world, manifested in high 
teacher absenteeism and persistently low learning results by international 
standards. 

Countries are not standing still, however. Innovative, sometimes radical, 
reforms of teacher contracting and compensation policies are springing up 
in developing countries—reforms aimed at linking teacher incentives more 
closely to performance. An encouraging number of reforms are being rigor-
ously evaluated. Although the number of country cases is still small and 
most programs are still in the initial years of implementation, evidence is 
beginning to accumulate about their impact. 

This chapter reviewed the experience with two types of policies that can 
make teachers more accountable for results: contract tenure reforms and 
pay-for-performance reforms. Both have the advantage of overcoming the 
rigidity of existing teacher policies without requiring wholesale reform. 
Alternative contracting establishes different rules of the game for a new 
teacher cadre that works alongside the existing teacher stream. The new 
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teacher cadre is hired on fi xed-term (usually one-year) contracts without 
the job stability that regular teachers enjoy. 

Pay-for-performance programs leave core salary policies intact but create 
an incentive at the margin with the offer of an annual bonus based on some 
measure of teacher performance—be it an input measure, such as teacher 
attendance; an outcome measure, such as school or student results; or a 
combination. 

The most rigorous of the seven available evaluations of contract teachers 
all found them to be more cost-effective than regular civil service teachers, 
and in India dramatically so. In both Kenya and India, randomized trials 
have found learning outcomes for students of contract teachers to be equal 
to or better than those of civil service teachers, despite contract teachers’ 
much lower salaries. Nonexperimental studies in two additional states in 
India have found similar results. Earlier evidence on community-hired 
teachers in Central America (not included here but summarized thoroughly 
in Vegas 2005) was less robust but also suggested that contract teachers 
achieve similar or better student grade progression and learning outcomes 
(controlling for student background) at lower cost. 

Although contract teachers usually work for lower salaries than their 
civil service counterparts, the cost-effectiveness of a contract teacher policy 
is likely to depend on country characteristics and the level of education 
involved. All of the evaluated cases involved contract teachers at the pri-
mary level, for example, where the supply of potential teachers with ade-
quate skills is not as likely to be constrained as at the secondary level, or for 
specialty subjects such as sciences and math. Second, there are nagging 
questions about the sustainability of this policy over time. Many of the 
evaluated cases suggest that contract teachers may accept the lower salaries 
and insecure tenure because they are queuing for civil service positions. 
Teachers’ unions have also aided contract teachers in some African coun-
tries to press successfully for tenure and, in many cases, a large share do 
end up entering the civil service. 

Nonetheless, the new wave of evidence on the short-term impacts of 
contract teacher reforms is fairly strong and consistent: the use of contract 
teachers can strengthen the scope for local monitoring of teacher perfor-
mance, which results in higher teacher effort, which produces equal or 
better student learning outcomes than for regular teachers. And all of this 
is achieved at lower costs per student.

Teacher bonus initiatives in developing countries have proliferated over 
the past several years, both as small-scale experiments and as high-profi le, 
systemwide reforms. In contrast to the situation just fi ve years ago, and in 
contrast to recent U.S. evidence, a growing body of developing-country 
studies suggests that bonus pay incentives can work—at least in contexts 
characterized by
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• Weak systems for performance monitoring and accountability—evidenced by 
relatively high teacher absence rates, low teacher dismissal rates, and 
low student learning performance

• Relatively weak teacher professionalism—evidenced in most cases by low 
standards for entry

• Relatively large bonus size—for example, an annual bonus of 30–300 per-
cent of monthly salary

• Focused performance metrics—emphasis on a small number of key, measur-
able results, notably student learning improvements or relatively easily 
measured teacher “inputs” such as monthly attendance, rather than 
more complex, subjective, and comprehensive performance evaluations

• “Fair” performance metrics—rewards to schools on a value-added basis 
(for progress relative to their starting point) or compared with schools 
with similar geographic and student socioeconomic conditions, not for 
absolute levels of performance

• Rewards clearly linked to prior period results—annual bonuses directly linked 
to test or other results for the previous school year or monthly bonuses 
for input measures monitored over the previous month, such as teacher 
attendance. 

These programs “work” in the sense that student learning outcomes 
improve in the presence of the bonus. Across the eight most carefully eval-
uated cases, the bonus program raised average learning outcomes in incen-
tive schools relative to control schools by about a 0.15 standard deviation; 
in the highest case, learning outcomes by the second year of the program 
were a 0.27 standard deviation higher. Although not huge, effects on this 
order of magnitude are relatively rare across other types of education inter-
ventions, and the consistency of positive impacts, across a wide variety of 
country contexts, is noteworthy. 

Our understanding of the mechanisms through which bonus pay 
improves student outcomes is still weak, however. In Brazil, classroom 
observations found evidence of more effi cient use of instructional time by 
teachers in schools that subsequently earned the bonus. Teachers in these 
schools also lost less time due to late arrival or early departure, made more 
intensive use of learning materials, and kept a higher share of students “on 
task.” These patterns are consistent with Lavy’s observations in Israel. But 
in some randomized trials in Kenya and India, at least over the short term, 
the bonus program did not induce any reduction in teacher absence rates, 
which is one of the most obvious ways teachers can increase their effort in 
response to an incentive. These teachers did nonetheless produce statisti-
cally signifi cant improvements in their students’ learning outcomes relative 
to comparison groups of teachers who were not offered a bonus; the likely 
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channel is through offering extra homework and class work and conduct-
ing out-of-school sessions for test preparation. 

In Brazil, where bonuses were available statewide, there is intriguing 
evidence that more-ambitious targets stimulated larger increases in student 
learning than in comparable schools with less-ambitious targets. This evi-
dence suggests that in the presence of an attractive performance award, 
schools focus on and are motivated to try to achieve specifi c targets. How-
ever, the fact that under this program 50 percent of all schools earned the 
bonus during the fi rst year, and 70 percent in the second year, suggests that 
the targets, overall, were relatively accessible. 

Looking across pay-for-performance programs, several features derived 
from principal-agent theory appear important for the design of effective 
incentives. These include the controllability of the specifi c performance 
measure(s) being incentivized, from the standpoint of individual teachers; 
the predictability of the incentive (that is, what share of those eligible will 
achieve it); and bonus size. 

Controllability, in our framework, is affected by two dimensions: “noise” 
in the performance measure and “locality” (that is, whether the bonus is an 
individual or group-based incentive). For group incentives, school size 
appears important. If a school has a large number of teachers, yet the bonus 
is based on results produced by only a handful of its teachers (typically, 
those teaching subjects and grades that are subjected to annual testing), 
there is room for free-riding—in other words, some teachers coasting on 
the work of the others. 

The experience to date lends some support to the theory that core design 
features such as controllability and predictability affect the strength of the 
incentives in a pay-for-performance program. Particularly interesting from 
a policy standpoint is that these features appear complementary to the 
fi nancial size of the bonus. In other words, bonus programs that pay atten-
tion to the design of performance measures that are perceived to refl ect 
teachers’ work fairly (for example, student test scores for schools are 
adjusted for socioeconomic differences) and are reasonably predictable may 
(all other things being equal) achieve stronger impacts. Much longer-term 
and deeper analysis of experience with these and other education pay-for-
performance programs is needed for any conclusive observations, but the 
experience to date at least suggests the usefulness of considering a set of 
core elements systematically in the design of new programs. 

In conclusion, a growing number of school systems across the develop-
ing world are adopting two specifi c reforms aimed at strengthening the 
rewards and sanctions for teacher performance: the use of contract teachers 
and bonus pay linked to teacher performance. These programs have differ-
ent designs, costs, and primary objectives, but both address a deep issue of 
weak incentives for performance in education systems across the develop-
ing world. 
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Our review of the best-evaluated cases to date shows that the design of 
effective incentives presents challenges and that the impacts vary signifi -
cantly. An encouraging number of recent studies show positive impacts 
of incentive reforms on student learning outcomes. The number of 
 developing-country reform experiences is still small, and most are fairly 
recent. But they permit a preliminary typology of examples that merit con-
sideration by any education policy maker concerned with raising student 
learning as well as a framework for the generation of further research evi-
dence on “what works” to make schools more accountable for results.

Annex: Rating the Design Features of 
Pay-for-Performance Programs

Controllability Ratings 

We measure each of the two elements of controllability—noise and 
 locality—on a 5-point scale, ranging from very low (1) to very high (5), as 
described below. In some cases, programs measure results on more than 
one indicator, such as test scores and matriculation rates or grade progres-
sion rates. In these cases, we constructed a simple average of the noise and 
locality ratings for each of the different elements.

Noise ratings

 1.  (very low controllability): programs whose performance measures are 
likely to exhibit high noise (for example, programs using only cross-
sectional learning data with no adjustments for schools’ socioeco-
nomic context or other factors) and programs that measure perfor-
mance based on outcomes for a very small group (for example, test 
scores calculated over fewer than 10 students)

2–4.  (moderate controllability): programs with measures less likely to exhibit 
noise

 5.  (very high controllability): programs with performance measures 
designed to be as noise-free as possible—for example, programs using 
longitudinal data that are rich enough to produce value-added mea-
sures of teacher performance at the classroom level; programs that 
include adjustments for schools’ socioeconomic status and other con-
textual factors; programs with performance measures that are inher-
ently controllable (such as seniority, attendance, and participation in 
professional development);17 and programs that avoid measuring per-
formance of very small groups of students (less than 30) to reduce the 
potential for exogenous shocks or variation.
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Locality ratings

1.  (very low locality): programs based on group performance in very large 
groups of more than 50 teachers

2.  (low locality): programs based on group performance in groups of 25–50

3.  (moderate locality): programs based on group performance in groups of 
10–25

4.  (high locality): programs based on group performance in small groups of 
2–10

5.  (very high locality): programs based on individual performance

Predictability Ratings 

Predictability refers to the degree to which the agent or teacher can expect 
to earn the reward. A predictability rating thus ranges from 0 percent (total 
certainty that the bonus will not be attained) to 100 percent (total certainty 
it will be obtained). Theory predicts that if an individual’s chance of attain-
ing a bonus is at either of these extremes, the motivation to perform will be 
weaker. In the one case, there is no point; in the other, there is no need. Not 
surprisingly, few bonus programs in reality operate at these extremes. 
Most—including all of the programs reviewed here—have rules of the 
game that ensure that somewhere between 20 percent and 80 percent of 
eligible schools or teachers achieve the bonus. One might hypothesize that, 
all other things being equal, programs near the mid-point of predictability 
(about 50 percent of participants earn the bonus) would exert the strongest 
incentive effects, but there is little empirical evidence on this. 

The programs we reviewed use two different models of bonus assign-
ment: “piecewise” formulations and “tournaments.” In piecewise formula-
tions, each individual school or teacher’s award is determined by the value 
of the results they produce. In the case of Andhra Pradesh, India, teachers 
were rewarded for every student whose test scores increased by more than 
5 percent over the school year—and the higher the scores, the higher the 
reward. Under the tournaments used in the Israel programs and Chile’s 
SNED, awards are restricted to a certain percentage of schools or individu-
als, ranked in order of their performance. In the case of Chile’s SNED, the 
top 25 percent of schools in each socioeconomic band are rewarded, 
whether average scores go up or down. 

Both the average share of schools or teachers rewarded and the specifi c 
model will, in practice, enter into an agent’s estimation of the “predictabil-
ity” of a program—that is, his or her chance of actually earning the bonus. 
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Figure 4A.1  Bonus Predictability Ratings 
Likert scale ratings (below axis) compared with reported shares 
of schools/teachers rewarded (above axis)

Source: Authors.

Notes: “Predictability” is the degree to which a teacher/school can expect to earn the 
bonus—rated from 1 (low probability) to 5 (total certainty that the award will be attained). 
Our ratings are divided into quartiles aligned with the reported shares of eligible teachers/
schools actually receiving the awards in the programs evaluated (except for India-
Attendance, for which the actual fi gures are not available, and thus estimated from 
the discussion in the text).

In other words, piecewise and tournament-style bonus programs might 
both result in the same numerical share of all teachers earning the bonus, 
but they may incentivize agents slightly differently ex ante because of dif-
ferences in each individual’s levels of realism and risk aversion. Also, the 
evolution of a piecewise program over time will enable agents to refi ne 
their perceptions of predictability as evidence about the annual share of 
“winners” and average award size accrues. 

While the theoretical literature predicts that tournament models will 
induce all individuals to make the same effort, the underlying assumptions 
are quite strong (that all agents have symmetric information, risk neutrality, 
and equal abilities) (Lazear 2000). Other theoretical literature speculates 
that piecewise (linear) bonus contracts have the advantage of being more 
resistant to gaming—but again, under strong assumptions of exponential 
utility for the agent and normally distributed noise (Holmstron and  Milgrom 
1987). Again, the empirical evidence is limited.

For the purposes of this exercise, therefore, we use a limited but straight-
forward metric for assigning predictability ratings: the observed share of 
teachers or schools that accessed the bonus, on average, each year. For 
tournament programs, of course, this is a stable share. For the piecewise 
programs, the share will typically vary, but for many programs in our sam-
ple, only one year of experience was available. Figure 4A.1 indicates how 
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we assigned Likert-scale ratings from 1 (low predictability) to 5 (high pre-
dictability) for these programs, in line with reported data on the average 
share of participants (whether schools or teachers) that actually received 
the award. These percentages along map onto a 100-percentile scale. 

Size-of-Bonus Ratings

We express the size of all bonuses in terms of their proportion of the aver-
age monthly wage. Since most programs award a range of bonuses depend-
ing on the outcome achieved, we take the maximum bonus size as the main 
reference point to assign ratings. In doing this, we assume that all teachers 
have some ex ante awareness of the maximum size of the bonus and, fur-
ther, that they perceive the maximum bonus as attainable.18 As shown in 
fi gure 4A.2, we divide the 5-point rating scale into quartiles, with a bonus 
of 0–25 percent of a monthly wage rated as 1 (very low) to 90 percent or 
more of a monthly wage rated as 5 (very high). For reference, available 
data on the actual maximum and average bonus size for each program are 
also presented. 

Notes

 1. When describing this experiment, all Indian rupee-to-dollar conversions use 
the exchange rate reported by the authors: Rs 48 per $1. 

 2. The bonus payment in the group-incentive schools ended up being lower than 
the individual incentives because the treatment effect was smaller (that is, the 
percentage gain in average scores was lower) and also because classes with 
scores below their targets brought down the average school gain, while teach-
ers with negative gains (relative to targets) did not hurt teachers with positive 
gains in the individual-incentive schools (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 
2009).

 3. In fact, the authors argued that these kinds of behaviors would not be readily 
captured during classroom observations since many of these activities would be 
taking place after school or outside of the classroom. 

Figure 4A.2  Bonus Size Ratings
size of bonuses as a percentage of average monthly wage

Source: Authors.
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 4. More specifi cally, the material received by the “feedback” schools consisted of 
an independently administered baseline test at the start of the school year; a 
detailed written diagnostic feedback report on the performance of students on 
the baseline test; a note on how to read and use the performance reports and 
benchmarks; an announcement that students would be tested again at the end 
of the year to monitor progress in student performance; and low-stakes moni-
toring of classrooms during the school year to observe teaching processes and 
activity. In the feedback experiment, 100 schools received only the feedback 
treatment, while another set of randomly selected schools in the main experi-
ment (those receiving incentives) also received feedback (Muralidharan and 
Sundararaman 2010b). 

 5. Because these are the results of the main experiment, the magnitude corre-
sponds to the effects discussed above in Muralidharan and Sundararaman 
(2009).

 6. Other subjects (Hebrew and Arabic) were tested as well, and their teachers also 
participated in the incentive program.

 7. For the baseline, test scores in 1996 (Year 0) were used because there were no 
test scores for 1997. The fi rst program year was 1998, and the second year was 
1999.

 8. A different model used to instrument the targets for the discontinuities also 
showed evidence that higher targets—all other things being equal—led to 
larger improvements in learning results over the short term. 

 9. To be eligible for the program, schools had to be comprehensive (offer grades 
7–12) and be the only one of its kind in the community.

 10. Students in Israel high schools must take matriculation exams in core and 
elective subjects for each grade of high school (grades 10–12) but have the 
option of taking all of the tests in their last year of high school, which most 
students choose to do. Matriculation exams are national exams that award 
credits for a particular subject. A minimum of 20 credits is required to qualify 
for a matriculation certifi cate, which is a necessary, although not suffi cient, 
requirement for admission to a university (Lavy 2002).

 11. The average annual starting teacher salary of a high school teacher in Israel is 
$20,000. Mean high school teacher salaries are $30,000 (Lavy 2002). 

 12. “Homogenous” groups are constructed based on geographical locations, educa-
tional levels, and student socioeconomic characteristics (such as parents’ edu-
cation levels). The result is about 100 homogenous groups composed of schools 
that compete against each other (Romaguera 2008).

 13. Schools ranked between 25 percent and 35 percent receive 60 percent of the 
bonus. 

 14. There is signifi cant literature documenting undesired behaviors associated with 
high-stakes testing and teacher incentives programs in developed countries, 
notably in the United States, including cheating on exams (Jacob and Levitt 
2002), increasing student caloric intake on the day of the exam (Figlio and 
Winicki 2002), and removing low-achieving students from the classroom 
(Murnane and Cohen 1986). The developing-country literature on these issues 
is less extensive, but the Kenya and India evaluations reviewed in this chapter 
documented increases in test preparation tutorials offered by teachers after 
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school—rather than improvements in pedagogy during school hours—as one 
of the main teacher behaviors stimulated by pay for performance. 

 15. First, a signifi cant number of these programs have been run on a pilot scale, as 
experiments managed closely by academic researchers. Under these condi-
tions, the scope for poorly designed tests of student learning or abuses in test 
administration are minimal. Second, of the government-run initiatives being 
implemented at scale, several are very new. There has been little time for 
inconsistencies in administration to surface that may undermine the credibility 
and power of the incentives. Nor has there been time for system actors to 
develop the perverse behaviors that both theory and empirical experience pre-
dict will arise as school personnel gain better awareness of the stakes and famil-
iarity with the rules of the game.

 16. There are arguments against noise being such an important measure because it 
could average out in the long run. However, our rankings are based on gross 
differences across programs, such as having baseline exams, adjusting for stu-
dent socioeconomic status and other characteristics, or having a value-added 
framework that, even if not perfect, is technically more sound than a simple 
cross-section performance measure with no baseline to use for comparison. 

 17. Note that rating a measure as relatively noise-free does not imply that it is not 
susceptible to cheating or gaming. Attendance records, for example, are notori-
ous for their manipulability. 

 18. It is likely that if the experiments or programs are repeated over time, teachers 
can adjust their perceptions based on previous results. But most of these pro-
grams were present for only one year or two years at the most (with the excep-
tion of Chile’s SNED, which is ongoing).
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Drawing on new evidence from 22 rigorous impact evaluations across 11 
developing countries, this book has examined how three key strategies to 
strengthen accountability relationships in school systems—information 
for accountability, school-based management, and teacher incentives—
can affect school enrollment, completion, and student learning. Overall, the 
evidence base has increased signifi cantly, but broader country experience 
is needed, including much more experience in moving from effi cacy trials 
(pilot programs) to systemwide reform implementation. 

This chapter reviews the major conclusions and caveats that we draw 
from the evidence base to date in each of the three areas. It also looks across 
these three accountability reform strategies to consider how they may com-
plement each other when implemented in combination. We review the 
technical issues posed by extrapolating from small-scale pilot evaluations to 
broader program design and the political economy issues of implementing 
or scaling up these three types of accountability reforms. We conclude with 
some suggested directions for future research.

Information-for-Accountability Strategies

Impact evaluations are an important tool for establishing “proof of 
 concept”—that an intervention or type of intervention can have an impact 
on outcomes. The studies to date suggest that information for  accountability 
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can improve outcomes (see box 5.1). The three-state study in India and the 
studies in Liberia, Pakistan, and Uganda show that, under some confi gura-
tions, information provision can stimulate actions on the part of school 
stakeholders, or politicians, that result in increased learning outcomes. 

Such positive change can come through a variety of channels. In India, 
client power led to increased community oversight and increased effort on 
the part of teachers. In Liberia, information appeared to leverage parent 
engagement to make teacher capacity building effective. In Pakistan, infor-
mation distributed to parents and teachers strengthened the village markets 
for education. In Uganda, empowering the school community with knowl-
edge of school budgets affected both their “voice” and their “client power.” 

However, the evidence also suggests that information is not a panacea. 
The Jaunpur study in India, the Chilean example, and the Liberian 
“ information-only” intervention all had no, or very limited, impacts. 
Clearly, school-based information can be used effectively for change, but its 
effectiveness will depend on a variety of factors—not all of which are well 
understood. The four new fi eld studies, along with the two retrospective 
evaluations, do not provide a rich enough information base to parse out 
what makes information “work.” Nevertheless, two questions related to 
intervention design appear to be important and merit serious thought in 
any new program:

1. What information should be disseminated? Simplicity seems to be an 
important feature. The Pakistan case, which had some of the largest 
impacts identifi ed here, involved limited information—focused only on 
test score results. This is not to say that all school report cards should 
limit themselves to test scores only. But the fact that the information was 
narrow made it relatively easy for parents to understand and made the 
schools’ comparative performance unambiguous. 

2. How should information be disseminated? The two India cases docu-
mented a high degree of disengagement on the part of village-level edu-
cation stakeholders. In this context, it is unlikely that a “hands-off” 
approach to providing information will have large impacts. Finding ways 
to ensure that these stakeholders absorb and understand the information, 
and also understand the actions they can potentially take, is likely crucial. 
This may need to be done creatively—and several of the interventions 
suggest it may need to be done repeatedly—to effect change. In some 
contexts, ensuring that information feeds into the political process, and 
fi nding ways to make that happen, will be the key to effecting change.

When designing information-for-accountability interventions, it is also 
important to keep in mind potential downsides. First, information can 
exacerbate, rather than reduce, inequalities in the voice and power of 
different socioeconomic groups. If the most highly educated or politically 
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New Evidence on Information for Accountability

Pakistan: Report Cards

In the context of a school management reform in the Punjab province 
of Pakistan, student and school “report cards” were produced and dis-
seminated to parents and students in randomly selected villages—a 
setting in which a substantial number of students attended private 
schools (Andrabi, Das, and Khwaja 2009). The content of the cards 
was based on the results from a set of tests in English, mathematics, 
and Urdu—the local language. Parents received information about 
their child’s individual scores and quintile rank, the school’s average 
scores and quintile rank, and the average scores and quintile ranks of 
all other public and private schools in the village. Cards were delivered 
through discussion groups in which most of the time was spent ex-
plaining how to interpret the cards—with little advice provided as to 
what parents should do with the information. The evaluation ran over 
the course of two years.

The impact of the program rippled through local education markets. 
Learning achievement increased by between 0.10 and 0.3 of a standard 
deviation in government and lower-quality private schools, and the 
fees charged at higher-quality private schools fell by 21 percent. Among 
private schools, the results were consistent with the increased compe-
tition that information was introducing into the market: initially poorly 
performing schools responded by increasing the quality of teaching, 
and initially high-quality schools responded by reducing fees. It is less 
clear why learning increased in government schools. Unpacking the 
changes, the researchers found that schools in villages that received 
report cards were more likely to have textbooks by the end of the 
study, and they devoted around 30 more minutes per day to teaching 
and learning activities.

India: Jaunpur District and Three-State Studies

Two studies in India evaluated the impact of providing villagers with 
information about their rights and responsibilities regarding education 
provision and oversight. The settings were communities suff ering from 
a substantial disconnect between the users and the providers of 
schooling—despite the existence of formal community oversight 
groups. Indeed, one of the studies found that most members of the 
Village Education Committees (VECs) did not even know they were 
members or what the role of the council was. 

BOX 5.1

(continued next page)
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BOX 5.1 continued

(continued next page)

The fi rst study, carried out in the Jaunpur district of Uttar Pradesh 
(Banerjee and others 2008), included a three-arm research design—
with villages randomly assigned to each arm or to a comparison group. 
In the fi rst arm, community members were informed of the structure of 
service provision and of the role and responsibilities of VECs. The sec-
ond arm added an activity in which local volunteers were trained to 
administer a simple learning assessment to all children in the village 
and to publicize the results. The third arm added a component in which 
local volunteers were trained to provide reading instruction to village 
children. The study impacts were evaluated after a period of three to 
six months after the initial intervention. 

The second study was carried out in selected districts in three Indi-
an States—Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, and Karnataka (Pandey, 
Goyal, and Sundararaman 2009, 2010). The intervention was similar to 
that of the fi rst arm of the Jaunpur study, although the modalities for 
delivery of the information diff ered. For example, videos were shown 
on a mobile video screen, banners were erected in villages, and mate-
rial such as calendars were distributed to parents. Impacts were evalu-
ated over the course of two years (within which a “refresher” interven-
tion took place).

The two evaluations came to diff erent fi ndings. The Jaunpur study 
found virtually no impact of the fi rst two intervention arms—those that 
emphasized information alone. At the six-month follow-up, village 
members did know more about the role of the VEC and of the state of 
education in the village, although the magnitude of the increase in 
knowledge was small. But children in these villages performed no bet-
ter on a range of tests designed to measure basic reading and math 
abilities. 

The results from the three-state study were more pronounced. 
While the impacts were not consistent across all states and grades, 
they were measurable in several. For example, about 16 percent of 
third- and fourth-grade students in Uttar Pradesh had mastered one or 
more of the math competencies tested at baseline; the impact of the 
program was to raise that by about 5 percentage points more than the 
control group. Digging deeper into the sources of change, the study 
found that both knowledge and behaviors were aff ected by the inter-
vention. Community members tended to know more about school 
oversight committee functions and other school matters, such as 
school accounts. Teacher eff ort, as measured by teacher attendance 
and by teaching activity conditional on attendance, also increased 
measurably. 
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BOX 5.1 continued

Liberia: Early Grade Reading Assessment

In the context of an Early Grade Reading Assessment (EGRA) in 
 Liberia, two strategies for improving reading outcomes were evaluated 
and compared with a control group (Piper and Korda 2010). Assign-
ment to each of the treatment groups or the comparison group was 
random. The fi rst evaluated approach consisted of publicizing the 
EGRA results to parents and communities and showing teachers how 
to prepare quarterly report cards for parents. The second approach 
added an intensive teacher-training component focused on methods 
for reading instruction. 

After two years of the program, the “information-only” intervention 
had very small impacts. Only one of nine measures of children’s read-
ing skills (letter fl uency) was aff ected by the intervention. On the other 
hand, the “full” intervention had large impacts on reading  abilities—
ranging from a 0.38 standard deviation in listening comprehension to 
1.4 standard deviations for unfamiliar word decoding. Intriguingly, the 
study also found large and signifi cant impacts on an assessment of 
math skills, even though math instruction was not a part of the teacher 
training. Given the study design, it is impossible to know whether the 
teacher training without the information would have had a similar im-
pact. However, given the typically disappointing results from in-service 
teacher-training programs (World Bank 2003) and the spillover eff ects 
to math skills, it is possible that the increased accountability associated 
with the dissemination of scores, as well as the interaction (and super-
vision) associated with the “full” program,  contributed to the adoption 
of more eff ective teaching methods and the resulting higher learning 
achievements.a 

Uganda: Public Information Campaign

An alternative type of information intervention concerned not rights, 
responsibilities, or test scores but rather focused on inputs. Education 
funding in Uganda in the early 1990s was plagued by the fact that few 
of the resources allocated to schools actually reached them. A large-
scale information campaign was launched to sensitize parents and 
communities to the exact amount of operational funding each school 
could expect and the date when the transfer to the school would be 
made. Two main information channels were used: (1) posting of school 
budgets in prominent locations on school grounds and (2) local news-
paper listings of the amounts and dates of the school grant distribu-
tions. Importantly, these reforms were undertaken in the context of a 

(continued next page)
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BOX 5.1 continued

(continued next page)

larger-scale political focus on the education sector, including a drive to 
universalize public primary education by eliminating school fees. Ret-
rospective evaluations of the information campaign have used expo-
sure to media as an instrumental variable (Reinikka and Svensson 
2005, 2006; Björkman 2006). Assuming that exposure is exogenous 
(conditional on other observed characteristics), the impacts of dissem-
inating this information through the media can be identifi ed in this way. 

The studies found large impacts from the information campaigns on 
several outcomes. First, as mentioned earlier, the public media cam-
paign was associated with a sharp reduction in the leakage of school 
grant expenditures; by the early 2000s, more than 80 percent of funds 
spent on the school grants program actually reached schools. The re-
searchers also documented that schools in districts with higher media 
 exposure—and therefore more information conveyed—experienced 
greater increases in enrollments and higher test scores on the primary 
school exit exam than schools in districts with lower exposure. 

Chile: School Rankings

A very diff erent study exploited the long history of student testing and 
public dissemination of school-level results in Chile—the fi rst country in 
Latin America to introduce standardized student testing. Since 1996, 
Chile’s Sistema Nacional de Evaluación del Desempeño de los Estab-
lecimientos Educativos Subvencionados (National System for Perfor-
mance Evaluation of Subsidized Educational Establishments, or SNED) 
program of school-level bonuses has also provided cash rewards to 
schools that show the largest improvements in student scores and oth-
er outcomes. The impact of these incentives on school performance is 
discussed in Chapter 4 and summarized elsewhere in this chapter, in 
the context of evidence on pay-for-performance reforms. But research-
ers Mizala and Urquiola (2007) recently analyzed the SNED experience 
from another angle, asking whether the program may also produce 
separate impacts through an information channel. SNED’s identifi ca-
tion of “outstanding” schools and rankings of school quality by admin-
istrative region, adjusted for student socioeconomic characteristics, are 
widely publicized in Chile. Does this information aff ect parents’ choice 
of school? To analyze the extent to which this information dissemina-
tion aff ects school enrollments, the level of school fees, and the degree 
of socioeconomic heterogeneity in schools, Mizala and Urquiola (2007) 
exploited the fact that, within each “homogenous” group of schools, 25 
are selected as winners in each round of the program. Schools “just 
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BOX 5.1 continued

above” and “just below” the cutoff  can be considered similar, although 
the former receives publicity associated with being a winner.

The researchers found that none of the outcome measures ap-
peared to be aff ected by the program. A variety of robustness checks 
confi rmed that this was not because of low literacy among parents 
(the result held for more-educated parents) nor because of limited 
student mobility across schools (the results also held for the second-
ary level, where students move more freely). Instead, the  authors hy-
pothesized that the program may fail to register with parents, leading 
to limited impact on their choices. Or other factors—such as school 
proximity or peer group preferences—may play a more dominant role 
than school performance information in school choices in Chile. 

a. Li and others (2010) document how parental communication worked as a 
complement to tutoring in improving learning outcomes in a randomized fi eld 
experiment in China.

powerful members of society are better positioned to use information for 
their own benefi t (to the detriment of others), then information provision 
may foster elite capture. 

Second, a number of different studies in the context of high-stakes infor-
mation and testing (primarily in the United States) have documented stra-
tegic behavior on the part of schools—for example, manipulating who 
takes the test or outright cheating—that undermines the validity of the 
information intervention. 

Third, the validity of test scores themselves as a fair and accurate signal 
of learning progress and the relative performance of schools is subject to 
debate. Test scores can be a noisy measure, especially in small schools which 
are common in much of the developing world. 

Last, for information to have an impact, school-level actors must know 
how to improve service delivery. Some behavior changes may be 
 straightforward—for example, improved teacher attendance—but others, 
such as more effective instructional techniques, are harder to achieve. 
Unless agents possess the tools and the scope for change, additional 
 information may produce only frustration.

In summary, information for accountability—on its own—is a poten-
tially useful tool for improving learning outcomes but one whose success 
at leveraging change is sensitive to many factors. For information provi-
sion to be effective, service providers must have the ability to change in 
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response to the accountability pressures it can induce. If providers are cir-
cumscribed in their ability to take action, it is unsurprising if information 
has no impact. Information is therefore critically linked to local decision-
making authority—a theme explored more extensively in the discussion of 
school-based management. The impact of information is also likely to be 
higher if it is linked to performance rewards or sanctions, which we con-
sider in the discussion of teacher incentives.

School-Based Management Strategies

School-based management (SBM) models may have many positive benefi ts, 
all of which are associated with an improved and inclusive learning environ-
ment. At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that the institutional 
changes implied by SBM reforms may take time to affect test scores—both 
because it may take time for the new institutional arrangements to solidify 
and because it may take time for those changes to translate into test scores 
or examination results. That is, SBM is not a “quick fi x.” A meta-analysis of 
232 studies with over 1,000 observations from 29 programs implemented 
in the United States showed that SBM reforms need at least fi ve years to 
bring about fundamental changes at the school level and about eight years 
to yield signifi cant changes in test scores, as fi gure 5.1 illustrates.

Figure 5.1  SBM Results: A Meta-Analysis of U.S. Models
standard deviations of improvement in student achievement, 
year-over-year 

0.60

0.50

0.40

0.30

0.20

0.10

0.00

ad
ju

st
ed

 e
ff

ec
t 

si
ze

(s
ta

nd
ar

d 
de

vi
at

io
n)

0.17
0.14 0.15 0.13

0.23

0.39

0.50

0.25

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8–14

years of SBM program implementation

Source: Borman and others 2003.

Notes: SBM = school-based management.



Making Schools Work through Accountability Reforms�|�219

Autonomy and participation, key dimensions of SBM, vary substantially 
in implementation. But from the variety of experiences, certain fundamen-
tals emerge as key for effective reform. These elements include a focus on 
autonomous school strategic planning, involvement of multiple groups in 
goal setting, changes in teacher pedagogic practices, and stronger relations 
with parents and the surrounding community, all of which are mainstays 
of strong programs in the United States. Many of the programs in develop-
ing countries, including those designed to improve quality, emphasize the 
participatory aspects of SBM rather than the management aspects. To be 
effective, programs likely need to move beyond participation and involve 
empowerment of the actors to affect core education functions, such as 
teaching and learning. 

The evidence to date is that SBM can improve learning outcomes, though 
the results are mixed (see box 5.2). It is likely that for SBM to be effective, 
it must entail a real transfer of authority (that is, provide school committees 

New Evidence on School-Based Management

Kenya: Extra Teacher Project 

In western Kenya, an innovative project was designed to investigate a 
variety of issues related to resource allocation and learning outcomes 
in primary education (Dufl o, Dupas, and Kremer 2008). One aspect of 
the project was to explicitly test whether parental oversight of teach-
ers leads to signifi cant gains in test scores. Out of 210 schools in the 
project, 140 were randomly selected to receive funding for a locally 
hired contract teacher. Of these, 70 schools were randomly selected to 
participate in an SBM initiative designed to empower the school com-
mittees to monitor teachers’ performance. In those schools, school 
committees held a formal review meeting at the end of the fi rst school 
year of the program to assess the contract teacher’s performance and 
to decide whether to renew the teacher’s contract or to replace him or 
her. To assist the school committee, the project provided its members 
with a short, focused training on monitoring the contract teacher’s per-
formance. The school committee members were taught techniques for 
soliciting input from parents and checking teacher attendance. A for-
mal subcommittee of fi rst-grade parents was formed to evaluate the 
contract teacher and deliver a performance report at the end of the 
fi rst year.

BOX 5.2

(continued next page)
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BOX 5.2 continued

(continued next page)

The evaluation found that the impact of parental oversight of 
 teachers—that is, the SBM aspect of the intervention—was strong when 
combined with other reforms. The eff ect of reducing pupil-teacher ra-
tios from 80 to 1 to 46 to 1, absent other interventions, led to reduced 
teacher eff ort (two teachers could share the job previously done by 
one teacher) and to small and insignifi cant increases in test scores. In 
contrast, combining the extra teacher with better incentives; local hir-
ing of teachers on short-term, renewable contracts; or increasing pa-
rental oversight led to signifi cant test score gains. Eighteen months 
into the program, students in treatment schools had test scores a 0.22 
standard deviation higher than students in comparison schools. In 
schools where the school committee training was absent, however, the 
impact was smaller—only a 0.13 standard deviation—and statistically 
insignifi cant. The eff ect of the extra teacher was therefore largest 
when school committees were given training on how to supervise and 
manage teachers, and this eff ect was largest among the students as-
signed to a contract teacher instead of a civil service teacher. Overall, 
students assigned to a contract teacher in SBM schools scored a 0.30 
standard deviation higher than students in the nonprogram schools. In 
this case, the SBM initiative enhanced the eff ect of the other interven-
tions. 

Mexico: School Quality and Management Support Programs 

Two new evaluations in Mexico study the impacts of autonomy reforms 
that can be described as weak to intermediate. Although both SBM 
interventions are early in program implementation and analysis, they 
show small impacts on outcomes, mostly in the early grades of pri-
mary school. However, they also show changes in school climate, pa-
rental (low-income, rural, indigenous) perceptions and participation, 
and engagement among actors. 

Quality Schools Program (PEC). In the Mexican state of Colima, the 
federal SBM program Programa Escuelas de Calidad (Quality Schools 
Program, or PEC) was randomly assigned in 2006. The study found a 
mixed set of results on intermediate indicators (Gertler, Patrinos, and 
Rodríguez-Oreggia 2010). Teachers reported an increase in the time 
they devoted to administrative tasks. There was a signifi cant increase 
in the total number of hours per week that teachers reported spending 
on supporting students who were lagging behind and on meetings 
with parents to discuss student performance. There was a signifi cant 
increase in principals’ engagement in meetings to solve school con-
fl icts as reported by teachers (overall, there was a very high reported 
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BOX 5.2 continued

(continued next page)

participation of teachers and principals in meetings over school mat-
ters). On the other hand, there was no observed signifi cant change in 
the number of meetings held by the diff erent school agents during the 
academic year. 

In terms of student achievement, preliminary analysis suggests that 
test scores increased overall in Colima, for both treatment and control 
schools, although the diff erences were small. When disaggregated by 
grade, however, the cohort that was exposed to treatment the longest 
experienced the largest gains—students who were in third grade in the 
baseline year (2005/06). These students’ scores increased by a 0.5 
standard deviation between third and sixth grade if they were in the 
treated schools, while those in control schools increased by a 0.34 
standard deviation—for a diff erence-in-diff erences estimated program 
impact of a 0.16 standard deviation.

School Management Support program (AGE 125). Another evalua-
tion focused on the Apoyo a la Gestión Escolar 125 (Support to School 
Management Program, or AGE 125) program in four Mexican states, 
which doubled the resources that AGE 125 schools received.a After just 
one year of implementation, a fi rst follow-up survey revealed several 
impacts. First, interaction among directors, teachers, and parents 
changed—in particular, through the increased participation of school 
agents in the design and execution of school improvement plans. Sec-
ond, class time, preparation, and extra classes for lagging pupils all 
increased more in the treatment schools than in the control schools. 

After the fi rst year of implementation, the AGE 125 project caused a 
dropout-rate decrease of between 1.56 and 1.73 percentage points in 
the treatment schools compared with the control schools. Among 
third-graders, the program had a positive impact on Spanish and 
mathematics test scores. The results suggest that the AGE 125 caused 
an increase of about 5.0–5.6 percent in Spanish scores and of about 
6.3–8.0 percent in mathematics scores for third-grade students 
(Gertler, Patrinos, and Rodríguez-Oreggia 2010).

Nepal: Community-Managed Schools

The Government of Nepal notionally transferred responsibility for 
managing schools from the state to the community in 2001. Commu-
nity schools, working through the school management committee 
consisting of parents and infl uential local citizens, were given de jure 
decision-making powers over various staffi  ng and fi scal issues. In addi-
tion, community-managed schools were given more untied block 
grants so that the management committee had more control over 
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 discretionary spending. An evaluation of SBM in this context exploited 
a “randomized encouragement” design in which an advocacy cam-
paign by a nongovernmental organization (NGO) encouraged a ran-
dom subset of schools and school management committees to take de 
facto management control (Chaudhury and Parajuli 2010).

Short-run impact estimates suggest that the devolution of manage-
ment responsibilities to communities had signifi cant impacts on cer-
tain schooling outcomes related to access and equity. The impact on 
school governance measures was mixed, with important regional vari-
ation in outcomes. There is no evidence yet that these changes were 
associated with improvements in learning outcomes.

Pakistan: NGO-Managed Schools

A reform in Pakistan involved hiring an NGO to manage schools to-
gether with the school councils (Das 2008). Each school received a 
grant on the order of $4,000 for school needs. In addition to assisting 
with managing these funds, the NGO was allowed to transfer teachers. 
The program ran from 2004 to 2008, but the randomized controlled 
evaluation has yet to show any eff ects on student enrollment, teacher 
absenteeism, or an index of facilities (infrastructure). It may be possi-
ble that the eff ects of school council management will only be in the 
long term. In addition, the results are weakened because the original 
randomization was not fully upheld, and the analysis uses an intent-to-
treat approach. Intriguingly, the results showed that the proportion of 
council members whose children are students in the school signifi cant-
ly increased in treatment schools.

a. This randomized trial built on the retrospective evaluation conducted earlier 
on AGE schools (Gertler, Patrinos, and Rubio-Codina 2006).

and parents with real tasks) and the building of capacity to carry out those 
tasks. Importantly, the transfer of authority should be accompanied by 
resources. Two critical elements—information and teacher incentives—
relate to the other topics touched on in this book.

For SBM to work beyond merely engendering participation, as in 
meetings of the parent association, information is vital. When SBM requires 
school councils to develop school development plans, those plans have a 
higher likelihood of success. When goals are related to student well-being 
and academic success and can be based on accurate and timely information 
on schooling outcomes, this helps channel efforts. This information may be 
test scores but can be broader than that, and all can be benchmarked against 
other schools—either locally or nationally.
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Access to relevant information, adequate resources, clear goals and path-
ways, and a participatory council are some of the main ingredients of a suc-
cessful SBM initiative. Weak forms of SBM that do not involve personnel 
decisions will likely not suffi ce to affect learning outcomes. The programs 
that can signifi cantly improve outcomes, especially for the poorest and 
most-lagging schools, empower parents and councils to affect personnel 
decisions. A critical aspect of SBM effectiveness is management of teachers, 
for example, the ability to establish incentives and to fi re nonperforming 
teachers.

SBM is, of course, not without controversy. Decentralization may not 
necessarily give more power to the general public because the power 
devolved by the reform is susceptible to being captured by elites. Local 
 control over resource allocation or decision making may not yield the 
desired outcomes for three main reasons (Bardhan 2002; Bardhan and 
Mookherjee 2000, 2005): 

• Local democracy and political accountability are often weak in develop-
ing countries and can lead to elite capture.

• In more traditional and rural areas with a history of feudalism, some-
times the poor or minorities feel the need for a strong central authority 
to ensure that they are able to access services as well as more powerful 
local citizens can. A related issue may be the lack of a culture of 
accountability within communities, meaning that no one would think 
to question any actions taken by the group running the school (De 
Grauwe 2005).

• Challenges often arise in the implementation of SBM reforms that can 
undermine their potential.

Teacher Contracting and Pay-for-Performance Strategies

Contract Teacher Policy Reforms

The newest wave of evidence on the short-term impacts of contract teacher 
reforms in low-income developing countries is fairly consistent: the use of 
contract teachers can strengthen the scope for local monitoring of teacher 
performance by parents and school councils, which results in higher teacher 
effort, with positive impacts on student learning. In contexts where the 
supply of adequately trained teachers is not constrained, these positive out-
comes can be achieved at sometimes dramatically lower costs per student.

The evidence supports a theory of action in which the positive impacts 
of contract teacher reforms hinge on the de facto effectiveness of local 
monitoring (see box 5.3). Where decisions about the hiring and retention 
of contract teachers are made higher up the administrative chain and not 
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New Evidence on Contract Teachers

India: Contract Teachers in Andhra Pradesh 

As part of a broader study of teacher incentives, contract teachers 
were hired in 2005 for a randomly selected set of schools across the 
state of Andhra Pradesh (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 2010a). In 
general, the contract teachers were less educated than the civil service 
teachers working in the same schools and also tended to be younger, 
female, and more likely to live in the local villages. The contract teach-
ers’ pay was less than one-fi fth of the civil service wage.

Despite the lower pay, the researchers found contract teachers ab-
sent signifi cantly less—16 percent of the time, compared with 27 per-
cent for civil service teachers. Contract teachers were also more likely 
to be found teaching during spot visits by observers. As theory would 
predict, contract teachers with lower absence rates and higher rates of 
observed teaching activity in the fi rst year of their contract also had 
higher rates of contract renewal for the second year. 

Student test scores support the hypothesis that this higher eff ort by 
contract teachers plus the reduction in class size that their recruitment 
permitted had positive eff ects on student learning. After two years, 
students in schools assigned a contract teacher scored a 0.15 standard 
deviation higher in math and a 0.13 standard deviation higher in lan-
guage than same-grade students in schools without contract teachers. 
In short, less-educated teachers who were paid a small fraction of the 
civil service wage in Andhra Pradesh appeared to be more account-
able for performance than their civil service counterparts, in terms of 
attendance and teaching activity, and helped boost overall school out-
comes. The researchers concluded that, in this context of very low ac-
countability, contract teachers were fi ve times more cost-eff ective 
than regular teachers in producing education results. 

India: Balsakhi Contract Teachers 

In two cities in India (Mumbai and Vadodara), the Balsakhi (“child’s 
friend”) program paid locally recruited young women with a secondary 
school education (grade 10) roughly 10 percent of a regular civil ser-
vice teacher’s salary to teach basic literacy and numeracy skills to 
third- and fourth-grade children who needed remedial support. The 
targeted children left the classroom in the afternoon and received tu-
toring for two hours per day. The program was highly eff ective in 
boosting the learning of these children, to the extent that average 

BOX 5.3

(continued next page)
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math and reading test scores in the treatment schools increased by a 
0.14 standard deviation in the fi rst year and a 0.28 standard deviation 
after two years over the averages in the comparison schools (Banerjee 
and others 2007). Most of the gains were attributable to increases in 
learning by the children who had received remedial tutoring. Even one 
year after the program ended, the average student in the Balsakhi 
schools had test scores that were a 0.1 standard deviation higher than 
the average student in comparison schools. 

The program was not designed as a “head-to-head” trial of the 
cost-eff ectiveness of contract teachers vs. civil service teachers. In ad-
dition to their diff erent contract status and pay levels, the Balsakhi 
teachers had diff erent curriculum goals, teaching hours, and class siz-
es from those of the regular schools. Due to the design of the study, 
intermediate variables of teacher eff ort, such as absence rates and use 
of instructional time, were not monitored. However, the large learning 
gains produced by teachers contracted at one-tenth of the prevailing 
civil service teacher salary provides evidence that, at least in some 
contexts, contract teachers’ lower average qualifi cations, lower pay, 
and lack of long-term contract security do not impede eff ective teach-
ing performance.

Kenya: Contract Teachers 

The Extra Teacher Program (ETP) in western Kenya provided funding 
to a randomly selected set of schools to allow their school committees 
to hire a local contract teacher (Dufl o, Dupas, and Kremer 2008). Un-
like the India cases, these contract teachers had the same academic 
qualifi cations as civil service teachers. However, they were paid less 
than one-third of the civil service pay and could be fi red by the school 
committee after each annual performance review. Researchers found 
contract teachers signifi cantly more likely to be in class and teaching 
during unannounced visits: 74 percent of the time versus 59 percent of 
the time for civil service teachers in comparison schools. The atten-
dance record of contract teachers was even more impressive when 
compared to civil service teachers in their own schools, whose absence 
rates increased when the contract teachers began working. However, 
training programs for school committees in how to monitor teacher 
attendance and performance mitigated the “shirking” behavior of civil 
service teachers over time. 

Students randomly assigned to contract teachers under the ETP 
program scored a 0.21 standard deviation higher on reading and 
math tests than their schoolmates assigned to civil service teachers, 
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suggesting higher—or at least more eff ective—teaching eff ort by the 
contract teachers despite their lower salaries. However, the fact that 
contract teachers were assigned to a single class of students and 
stayed with those students for two successive years (unlike the typi-
cal pattern of a diff erent teacher each year) may have played a role 
as well. 

As discussed in the previous section on SBM, the Kenya researchers 
also found that training school committees on how to manage the hir-
ing, performance monitoring, and renewal decisions for contract 
teachers was correlated with positive long-term impacts of the pro-
gram. At the three-year follow-up, only students of contract teachers 
in schools whose committees had been trained (“SBM schools”) per-
formed signifi cantly better than students in control schools. The SBM 
schools were also more likely to use funding from the community to 
retain the contract teacher once program funding ended; 43 percent 
of them did so, compared with 34 percent of non-SBM schools. 

Other Contract Teacher Studies 

Mali, Niger, and Togo. Contract teachers are widely used in West Afri-
ca. Bourdon, Frölich, and Michaelowa (2007) compared the experienc-
es in Mali, Niger, and Togo, updating an earlier study of Togo by Vegas 
and De Laat (2003). They found that the presence of a contract teach-
er was positively correlated with the learning performance of low-abil-
ity students in the early grades but negatively correlated with the re-
sults of high-ability students in the upper grades. 

Peru. A study in a rural province in Peru carried out by Alcazar and 
others (2006) is the only study to date to document higher absence 
rates for contract teachers than for civil service teachers, by 12–13 per-
centage points. The authors speculate that the lower salaries of con-
tract teachers, in a context of weak local supervision, are a major rea-
son for these teachers’ apparently lower eff ort. Unfortunately, the 
study does not include any data on the student learning performance 
of contract and civil service teachers. 

India: Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh. In two additional states 
in India that made extensive use of contract teachers—Madhya Pradesh 
and Uttar Pradesh—Goyal and Pandey (2009) carried out a nonex-
perimental analysis of the relative performance of contract and civil 
service teachers. In these states, unlike Andhra Pradesh, contract 
teachers typically were more educated than regular teachers, although 
they were much younger, had much less teaching experience, and were 
more likely to come from the local community. Consistent with the 
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results of the experimental studies in India cited previously, the con-
tract teachers working in Madhya Pradesh and Uttar Pradesh public 
schools consistently demonstrated higher eff ort than regular teachers, 
whether measured as daily attendance or as the likelihood of being 
actively engaged in teaching during an unannounced visit. This higher 
eff ort was also correlated with signifi cantly better learning outcomes 
for their students on language and math tests, after controlling for 
other school, teacher, and student characteristics. 

However, the researchers followed the performance of the contract 
teachers over two years and noted that eff ort levels (attendance rates 
and likelihood of being found teaching) declined for teachers in their 
second contract period in both states—and, in Uttar Pradesh, became 
indistinguishable from the eff ort levels of regular teachers (Goyal and 
Pandey 2009). They speculated that very weak de facto oversight by 
school-level committees signifi cantly weakened contract teachers’ in-
centives to perform. Fewer than 6 percent of school committee mem-
bers were even aware that selection and oversight of contract teachers 
was one of their core responsibilities.

at the school level, or where local school committees are not equipped or 
empowered to put “teeth” into annual renewal decisions, impacts have 
been lower or break down relatively quickly. 

The current evidence base does not answer some key questions, how-
ever. Although contract teachers almost always work for lower salaries 
than their civil service counterparts do, the cost-effectiveness of a contract 
teacher policy is likely to depend on country characteristics and the level of 
education involved. All of the cases cited involved contract teachers at the 
primary level, where the supply of potential teachers with adequate capac-
ity is not as likely to be constrained as at the secondary level or for specialty 
subjects such as sciences and math. It cannot be assumed that in all contexts 
it will be possible to recruit adequately qualifi ed teachers at lower salaries.

There are also questions about the sustainability of this policy over time. 
Contract teachers may accept lower salaries and insecure tenure because 
they are queuing for regular positions. In the Kenya Extra Teacher Pro-
gram (further described in box 5.3), 32 percent of the contract teachers 
subsequently obtained relatively highly paid civil service positions. In West 
African countries, where contract teachers have reached a critical mass, 
teachers’ unions have made the extension of job stability to contract teach-
ers a political goal. Dufl o, Dupas, and Kremer (2008), among other 
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researchers, caution against assuming that average teacher performance 
would match the performance of contract teachers if all teachers were 
placed on alternative tenure contracts. Nonetheless, in developing coun-
tries struggling to achieve universal access to primary education at sustain-
able fi scal costs, the evidence to date clearly supports the use of contract 
teachers as a cost-effective policy. 

Pay-for-Performance Reforms

The most recent and robust developing-country evidence on pay-for-
performance programs suggests that bonus-pay incentives can improve 
learning outcomes, at least in the contexts studied most carefully to date 
(see box 5.4). This evidence is in contrast to the more mixed, but less rigor-
ous, developing-country evidence that existed just fi ve years ago—and in 
sharp contrast to the most recent evaluation evidence from U.S. programs. 
In carefully conducted randomized trials of relatively generous bonuses 
aimed at both individual teachers (Nashville public schools) and schools 
(group-based bonuses in New York City public schools), researchers have 
failed to fi nd any impact on student learning outcomes. 

BOX 5.4

(continued next page)

New Evidence on Pay for Performance

India: Andhra Pradesh 

An ongoing randomized study in the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh 
off ers the most persuasive evidence to date of the potential for 
 performance-based pay to motivate more eff ective teacher perfor-
mance in a developing-country setting. In a statewide representative 
sample of 500 schools, Muralidharan and Sundararaman (2009) mea-
sured the relative impacts of both individual and group (school-based) 
teacher bonuses compared with other equivalent-cost input strategies 
(such as books, materials, and infrastructure improvements) and with 
comparison schools that received no interventions. Bonuses were 
linked to improvements in student learning over the course of a school 
year, and the average bonus was around 35 percent of a typical teach-
er’s monthly salary. 
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By the end of the fi rst year, students in both the individual and 
group-bonus treatment schools performed signifi cantly better than 
students in comparison schools. By the end of two years, researchers 
also observed diff erentiated results between the individual- and group-
incentives schools, with the former registering an average increase in 
student test scores of a 0.27 standard deviation compared with a 0.16 
standard deviation in group-incentive schools. The input-only strate-
gies also yielded positive eff ects when compared with control schools, 
but their magnitude (a 0.08 standard deviation) was substantially low-
er than in incentive schools. Both the group and individual bonus pro-
grams were more cost-eff ective than the input programs and were 
roughly equal to each other in cost-eff ectiveness. Although the group 
bonus had a weaker impact on student learning results, this was off set 
by its lower costs. 

Qualitative analysis suggests that the main mechanisms for the 
incentive eff ects was not increased teacher attendance but greater, 
and more eff ective, teaching eff ort conditional on being present. 
In particular, teachers in incentive schools were signifi cantly more 
likely to have assigned homework and classwork, conducted extra 
classes beyond regular school hours, given practice tests, and paid 
special attention to weaker children. The researchers also found that 
providing teachers with more detailed feedback on their students’ 
performance increased the power of bonus incentives to raise test 
scores, while the same feedback provided to teachers in compari-
son schools had no eff ect. This suggests positive interactions be-
tween incentives and input and the possibility for incentives also to 
raise the eff ectiveness of other school inputs such as feedback re-
ports or teacher capacity building  (Muralidharan and Sundararaman 
2010b).

Israel: Individual Teacher Incentive Experiment 

Lavy (2009) evaluated a tournament-type bonus program in Israel 
that ranked teachers on the basis of value-added contributions to 
their students’ test scores on high school matriculation exams. Rela-
tive to other incentive programs, the bonuses for this program were 
large (up to several months of salary). The program had positive ef-
fects on student achievement by increasing the test-taking rate 
among high school seniors as well as the pass rate and test scores in 
math and English. However, the experiment was maintained for only 
one school year.
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Kenya: ICS Teacher Incentive Program 

Glewwe, Ilias, and Kremer (2010) evaluated a randomized program in 
Kenya that provided a group-based incentive to teachers (equivalent 
to about 40 percent of a month’s salary) based on improvements in 
student learning. By the second year, students in the bonus schools 
scored an average of a 0.14 standard deviation higher on the exams 
than did students in the comparison schools. However, the gains proved 
short-lived. One year after the program ended, there were no signifi -
cant diff erences in test performance across the schools. The research-
ers speculated that teachers’ strategies for achieving the bonus fo-
cused on short-run eff orts to boost performance on the government 
tests, such as after-school tutoring in test-taking techniques, rather 
than on changes in their core pedagogy or eff ort levels that might have 
a higher chance of promoting long-term learning. Other puzzling fi nd-
ings were that teacher absence rates did not decline from the baseline 
level of 20 percent of school days missed, and classroom observations 
did not detect any changes in homework assigned or use of learning 
materials. 

Brazil (Pernambuco): Teacher Bonus Program 

Ongoing evaluations are studying recently adopted teacher bonus 
programs in four diff erent states in Brazil and in the municipality of Rio 
de Janeiro (Ferraz and Bruns, forthcoming). All of the programs are 
school-based (group) incentives, and the typical bonus size is fairly 
large (one to two months of salary). As the programs are implemented 
systemwide, the evaluations use regression discontinuity designs to 
compare results for similar schools that face stronger or weaker per-
formance incentives as a result of the rules for setting individual 
schools’ performance targets. Targets are for value-added student 
learning improvements in math and language and student grade pro-
gression. 

In Pernambuco (the state with the most advanced results to date) in 
the fi rst year, schools with more ambitious targets made signifi cantly 
larger test score gains than similarly performing comparison schools 
that had been assigned lower targets (a 0.31 standard deviation higher 
in language and a 0.15 standard deviation higher in math). In the second 
year, researchers also found that—controlling for schools’ 2008 test 
results and other school characteristics—schools that barely missed 
the threshold for achieving the bonus in 2008 (at least 50 percent 
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achievement of the school’s target) improved more than schools that 
barely achieved it. It appears that both higher targets and barely miss-
ing the bonus created incentives that had a positive eff ect on schools’ 
motivation and performance. 

In contrast to some of the studies in India and Kenya, classroom 
observations in a sample of over 200 of Pernambuco’s 900-plus 
schools found signifi cant diff erences in teacher practice that were 
highly correlated with schools’ likelihood of achieving the bonus 
(Bruns and others 2010). Teachers in schools that went on to earn the 
bonus registered signifi cantly less time off -task and were able to de-
vote this time to instruction; learning activities absorbed 62 percent 
of total class time in these schools compared with 53 percent of class 
time in schools that did not earn the bonus. While teachers were off -
task 12 percent of the time across the whole sample (either out of the 
classroom due to late arrival or early departure or engaged in social 
interaction with students or colleagues), such time loss was much 
more signifi cant in the schools that did not subsequently achieve the 
bonus (17 percent of total class time) than in those that did achieve 
the bonus (10 percent of total class time). There is also evidence of 
more intensive use of learning materials and higher rates of student 
engagement in the schools that subsequently earned the bonus.

Israel: Ministry of Education School Performance Program 

Lavy (2002) examined a tournament-type program implemented in 
1995 that provided a group incentive to schools for progress in reduc-
ing student dropout rates and improving academic achievement. Us-
ing a regression discontinuity approach, Lavy’s results suggested that 
monetary incentives had some eff ect in the fi rst year of implementa-
tion (mainly in religious schools) and by the second year caused sig-
nifi cant gains in student outcomes in all schools. The program led to 
improvements in the number of credit units taken by students and 
average test scores in matriculation exams. In addition, more students 
gained matriculation certifi cates, and schools reduced dropout rates 
in the transition from middle school (grades 7–9) to high school 
(grades 10–12). 

Comparing the incentive program with a “resource” intervention 
(such as direct provision of teacher training) of equivalent overall cost, 
Lavy found that the resource program produced much smaller im-
provements in student performance; the school bonus program was 
more cost-eff ective.
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Chile: National System for Performance Evaluation of Subsidized 
Educational Establishments (SNED)

Chile’s SNED program off ers group bonuses to schools based on a 
combination of student learning results and other indicators of school 
and teacher performance. It is conducted as a tournament every two 
years; the bonus represents an annual increase of around 70 percent 
of one month’s salary, and approximately 25 percent of schools in 
Chile typically receive the award. The most recent evaluation of SNED 
(Rau and Contreras, 2009) concluded that the program’s introduc-
tion in 1996 stimulated an overall increase in student learning out-
comes of approximately a 0.12 standard deviation. The researchers 
also explored the eff ects of winning the SNED award on subsequent 
school performance and found, over six rounds of SNED awards, no 
consistent evidence that schools gaining the award performed better 
in the next period. 

In contrast to the above programs, which rewarded schools and 
teachers for improving student outcomes, two programs—in Kenya 
and India—rewarded teachers for attendance. 

Kenya: Preschool Teacher Bonus Program 

Kremer and others (2001) evaluated a program that allowed school 
headmasters in rural Kenya to give individual teachers bonus pay for 
regular attendance. The size of the bonus was relatively large: up to 
three months’ salary for no absences. They found that the program had 
no impact on actual teacher attendance (measured by unannounced 
random visits); absence rates remained at 29 percent. There was also 
no evidence of change in teachers’ pedagogy, pupil attendance, or pu-
pil test scores, although it could be argued that both pedagogy and 
test performance at the preschool level may be noisy measures. Re-
searchers found that headmasters simply distributed the full bonus to 
all teachers regardless of actual attendance. Even though there was a 
fi nancial incentive for headmasters to hold back part of the funding 
(any funds not allocated to teacher bonuses reverted to the schools’ 
general fund), they chose not to do so. School headmasters clearly 
found it diffi  cult to play a strict monitoring role at the school level. 

India: Rajasthan “Camera” Program 

A program in rural India evaluated by Dufl o, Hanna, and Ryan (2010) 
produced very diff erent results. In randomly selected rural, NGO-run 
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schools, a schedule of monthly teacher bonuses and fi nes based on 
attendance was monitored in a creative way with daily date- and time-
stamped photographs. A student was asked to photograph the teach-
er and the children in the class at the beginning and end of each school 
day. Teachers’ pay was a function of the number of “valid school 
days”—in which the school was open for at least fi ve hours and at least 
eight students appeared in each picture. Unannounced visits to the 
“camera” and comparison schools measured actual absence rates and 
observed teacher activity. 

The maximum bonus for a teacher with no days absent was ap-
proximately 25 percent of a month’s salary. The program over three 
years had a dramatic eff ect on teacher absenteeism, which fell from 
42 percent to 23 percent in the treatment schools. While there were 
no observed changes in teachers’ classroom behavior and pedagogy 
(other than greater presence), student test scores rose by a 0.17 stan-
dard deviation, and graduation rates to the next level of education 
also rose signifi cantly. While students’ attendance rates (conditional 
on the school being open) did not increase, there was a signifi cant 
increase in the total amount of time that children in treatment schools 
spent in classes because schools were open, on average, 2.7 more 
days per month. 

Dufl o, Hanna, and Ryan (2010) note that the intervention was quite 
cost-eff ective. As the base salary for teachers in the treatment and 
comparison schools was the same, the incremental costs of the pro-
gram consisted of the bonus, the cameras, and monitoring—totaling 
roughly $6 per child per year. In terms of raising test scores, the re-
searchers estimate the per-child cost of a 0.10 standard deviation in-
crease in test scores was only $3.58. 

In no study to date have long-term effects of performance-based pay 
been analyzed. And both theory and experience with performance-based 
rewards in other sectors clearly indicate that the scope for perverse behav-
iors (such as gaming, cheating, or teaching to the test) can rise with time as 
system actors become more familiar with the rules of the game. As 
 performance-based pay becomes increasingly—and logically—linked to stu-
dent test results in many countries, the validity of those tests and the 
 legitimacy of their application become centrally important challenges for 
education systems. 

Still, in a context of persistently low education outcomes and widespread 
evidence of “accountability failures” on the part of teachers and other 
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education system actors, the evidence that pay-for-performance programs 
and the use of contract teachers can raise student outcomes in developing-
country contexts is important. But the contrasting U.S. evidence suggests 
that it is important to note that these developing-country contexts are char-
acterized by

• Weak systems for performance monitoring and accountability—evidenced by 
relatively high teacher absence rates, low teacher dismissal rates, and 
low student learning performance

• Relatively weak teacher professionalism—evidenced by low standards for 
entry

• Relatively large bonus size—for example, an annual bonus equaling 30–300 
percent of a month’s salary

• Focused performance metrics—emphasis on a small number of key results, 
usually school-level improvements in student learning measured on 
annual standardized tests or relatively easily measured teacher “inputs” 
such as monthly attendance

• “Fair” performance metrics—rewards to schools on a value-added basis 
(for progress relative to their starting points) or compared with schools 
with similar geographic and student socioeconomic conditions, not for 
absolute levels of performance

• Rewards clearly linked to prior period results—annual bonuses directly based 
on test scores or other results for the previous school year, or monthly 
bonuses for input measures monitored over the prior month, such as 
teacher attendance 

In these contexts, the most recent developing-country bonus pro-
grams appear to “work” in the sense that student learning outcomes 
improve in the presence of the bonus. In the most careful studies, the size 
of the effect—a 0.19–0.27 standard deviation increase in average student 
learning—is impressively large compared with the effects typically mea-
sured for other types of education programs. 

The sole developing-country evaluation to date designed as a “head-
to-head” comparison of individual bonus pay (that is, rewarding each 
teacher for his or her own classroom’s average learning progress over the 
course of a school year) with group-based bonus pay (rewarding schools 
for their average learning improvement) showed similar results in the 
fi rst year but a stronger effect on learning outcomes from the individual 
bonus by the second year. The impact measured in that program, in rural 
Andhra Pradesh, India—a 0.27 standard deviation increase in language 
scores—remains the largest reported causal impact from an education 
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pay-for-performance program. However, the group bonus alternative 
proved to be more cost-effective because the average awards were smaller. 
In general, school systems will likely fi nd group bonus pay more techni-
cally feasible than individual bonus pay, which requires the ability to test 
students in every grade, subject, and classroom. The latter presents sig-
nifi cant technical challenges and costs. 

Our understanding of the mechanisms through which bonus pay 
improves student outcomes is still weak. In several evaluations, at least over 
the short term, the bonus program did not induce any reduction in teacher 
absence rates, which is one of the most obvious ways teachers can increase 
their effort in response to an incentive. These teachers did nonetheless pro-
duce statistically signifi cant improvements in their students’ learning out-
comes relative to comparison groups of teachers who were not offered a 
bonus, but the evidence suggests that a key channel was out-of-school 
tutoring, which is not a wholly desirable effect. 

 In Brazil, where bonus programs have been implemented systemwide, 
it is not possible to estimate how the introduction of a bonus per se affects 
schools’ performance. But detailed classroom observations in Brazil are 
helping to elucidate the pathways through which bonus incentives can 
change teacher behavior and the kinds of changes that are most effective in 
raising learning. There is clear evidence of more time spent on instruction 
by teachers in schools that subsequently earned the bonus, with less time 
lost by teachers due to late arrival or early departure. There is also evidence 
of more intensive use of learning materials and higher rates of student 
engagement in the successful schools.

Looking across pay-for-performance programs, several features drawn 
from classical principal-agent theory appear important for the design of 
effective incentives. These include (1) the controllability of the specifi c per-
formance measure(s) being incentivized, from the standpoint of individual 
teachers; (2) the predictability or “coverage” of the incentive (that is, what 
share of those eligible will achieve it); and (3) bonus size. 

Controllability is, in turn, affected by two dimensions—“noise” in the 
performance measure and “locality” (whether the bonus is an individual or 
group [school]-based incentive). For group incentives, school size appears 
important. If a school has a large number of teachers, yet the bonus is based 
on results produced by only a handful of its teachers (typically, those teach-
ing subjects and grades that are subjected to annual testing), there is room 
for free-riding (some teachers coasting on the work of the others). 

The experience to date supports a hypothesis that core design features 
such as controllability and predictability affect the strength of the incentives 
in a pay-for-performance program. Particularly interesting from a policy 
standpoint is that these features appear to be complementary to the fi nan-
cial size of the bonus. In other words, bonus programs that pay attention to 
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the design of performance measures so that these are perceived to refl ect 
teachers’ work fairly (for example, student test scores for schools are 
adjusted for socioeconomic differences) may—all other things being 
equal—achieve larger impacts. Much longer-term and deeper analysis of 
experience with these and other education pay-for-performance programs 
is needed for any conclusive observations, but the experience to date at 
least suggests the usefulness of considering these three core elements sys-
tematically in the design of new programs: controllability, predictability or 
coverage, and bonus size.

In conclusion, a growing number of school systems across the develop-
ing world are adopting two specifi c reforms aimed at strengthening the 
rewards and sanctions for teacher performance: the use of contract teachers 
and bonus pay linked to teacher performance. These programs have differ-
ent designs, costs, and primary objectives, but all address a deep issue of 
weak incentives for performance in education systems across the develop-
ing world. The best-evaluated cases to date show that the design of effective 
incentives presents challenges, and their impacts can vary signifi cantly. 
But an encouraging number of recent studies show consistently positive 
impacts of incentive reforms on student learning outcomes. The number of 
developing-country reform experiences is still small, and most are still very 
new. But they offer examples that merit consideration by any education 
policy maker concerned with raising student learning as well as a frame-
work for the generation of further research evidence on “what works” to 
make teachers more accountable for results.

Linking Accountability Reforms

The accountability-oriented education reforms reviewed in this book pro-
duced impacts on learning achievement, as measured by test scores, rang-
ing from 0 to about 0.3 of a standard deviation. This is consistent with other 
assessments of education interventions, which point to a 0.2 standard devi-
ation as a “respectable” impact (Kremer and Holla 2009). As illustrated in 
chapter 1, however, developing countries are currently far from Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average levels 
on internationally comparable assessments such as the Programme for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) or the Trends in International 
Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), with mean scores that are more 
than 1 standard deviation lower than the OECD average. Clearly, the 
short-run impacts measured in the individual evaluations documented 
here will make only a limited dent in the performance gap. Allowing 
reforms to solidify, and impacts to accumulate over time (as shown in 
fi gure 5.1), may help. 
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However, even accumulated “respectable” gains may not be enough to 
address the challenges that developing—and especially the lowest-income—
countries are facing. Multiple challenges likely need to be addressed simul-
taneously in a sustained manner. The three approaches to promoting 
accountability described here can reinforce one another as well as reinforce 
other strategies to improve learning outcomes. Some of the evaluations 
reviewed here provide insights into those reinforcing effects. For example, 
information dissemination seems to have enhanced the impact of teacher 
training in Liberia. SBM, in the form of trained school committees, enhanced 
the impact of locally hired contract teachers in Kenya. Information, in the 
form of a new national system for monitoring student learning and grade 
progression, has played a critical part in the implementation of teacher 
incentive reforms in Brazil. 

Information for Accountability

Information about schooling outcomes will likely be at the heart of any 
program that tries to improve school quality through accountability inter-
ventions. Information can come in many forms, and strengthening admin-
istrative data systems—particularly data on outcomes—can potentially lay 
the foundation for a range of reforms. Because of its public-good nature, 
information will tend to be underproduced relative to the optimal level, 
and reaching that level will require subsidies—domestically from govern-
ments and internationally from donors. Information underpins knowledge 
of what the situation is and where more effort is needed; it also provides 
the means to monitor progress. Information can be an accountability tool 
in and of itself, but its role is also broader. 

The potential for information to strengthen accountability is sensitive to 
several factors. First, of course, is the content and presentation of the infor-
mation: it needs to be understandable. In addition, while information can 
highlight problems and spur action, it is also unsurprising if its impacts are 
limited where the scope for decision making is heavily circumscribed. Pro-
viding information on school quality to actors who lack authority over the 
allocation or use of inputs will have limited impact. 

School-Based Management

SBM can have an impact, but only if it is meaningful, in the sense that it 
goes beyond simply socializing parents—generating “participation” without 
authority. While participation may have intrinsic merits (creating active 
citizens, empowering poor and indigenous peoples, promoting democracy, 
instilling voice, and so on), these merits may have limited power to improve 
schooling outcomes. SBM initiatives, to matter, need to create effective 
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opportunities for school management committees to improve quality—for 
example, by increasing their ability to shape adequately resourced school 
improvement plans. 

Successful models consistently show that clarity in the role of participa-
tion, adequate resources, and capacity building can create positive change. 
One of the most critical elements, however, is likely to be the ability to 
oversee teachers. As the Kenya school committee evaluation showed, 
lower pupil-teacher ratios had little effect on learning without an appropri-
ate incentive framework for teachers. 

Contract Tenure and Pay-for-Performance Reforms

Linking teacher tenure or pay for performance has potential in developing-
country contexts, where monitoring and performance incentives are gen-
erally weak. The cases presented in this book suggest that, given the right 
set of arrangements, teacher incentive reforms can result in increased 
teacher effort and improved student learning. When combined with local 
autonomy—allowing parents to hire teachers on renewable contracts out-
side the civil service system and to infl uence those teachers’ tenure—the 
impacts may be reinforcing.

Complementarity of Accountability Interventions 

Figure 5.2 illustrates the complementarities of these reforms. Information is 
a fundamental building block. It signals problems in the education system, 
serves as an instrument to measure subsequent progress, and can be used 
to set goals. On its own, however, it is likely to have limited potential when 
not linked to changes in how inputs are allocated. SBM, in turn, offers the 
potential to effect change but requires an information base. And even with 
information, the potential impacts of SBM are limited if it does not include 
oversight of teachers. 

Incentives that affect teachers—the most vital and expensive schooling 
input—have the greatest potential to affect student learning, but they also 
depend on information. Student test score data allows teachers to bench-
mark their students’ current performance and to work toward specifi c 
improvement targets. The studies in this book provide evidence that infor-
mation provision can be a critical input to teacher effectiveness and that 
its power is also increased in the presence of incentives. For example, 
teachers who were offered bonus pay in Andhra Pradesh, India, made 
more effective use of detailed feedback on their students’ performance 
than did teachers not offered a performance incentive. In Pernambuco, 
Brazil, the teachers given more-ambitious targets for student learning 
gains produced greater improvements than comparable teachers given 
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less-ambitious targets. This research base is still nascent, but it points to 
important interactions. 

The complementarities between information for accountability, SBM, 
and teacher incentive reforms mirror a broader set of complementarities—
those embodied in the accountability framework fi rst described in chapter 1. 
Reforms that aim only at affecting citizen voice may be ineffective at 
improving outcomes if the compact between policy makers and front-line 
service providers is broken. Similarly, improvements to the compact may 
have perverse consequences if the priorities of citizens—or subsets of 
citizens such as the poor, for example—are not refl ected in policy priorities.

External Validity: From Evaluated Programs 
to National Reforms

The Perils of Scaling Up

This synthesis has drawn from a variety of types of impact evaluations. 
Some were undertaken in relatively small sets of schools (sometimes less 
than 100) under tightly monitored conditions—for example, report cards 
in Pakistan, the training of school committees in Kenya, and teacher incen-
tives in Israel. Others dealt with reforms on a systemwide scale—for exam-
ple, SBM reforms in Mexico, information reforms in Chile, and teacher 
incentive reforms in Brazil. All impact evaluations, however, raise the issue 
of external validity: to what extent are the study fi ndings relevant for other 

Figure 5.2 Complementarities in Accountability Reform

Source: Authors.
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contexts or countries or for programs that are implemented at substantially 
larger—or smaller—scale?

The studies included in this volume all meet a fairly high bar for inter-
nal validity: they used evaluation methods that credibly established that 
measured impacts were indeed caused by the program. However, as we 
noted in chapter 1, while internal validity is necessary for external valid-
ity, it is not suffi cient. Establishing external validity allows us to say that 
results are generalizable and replicable and to project how the size of the 
impacts measured in these evaluations would carry over to other samples 
or populations. 

Any single impact evaluation raises questions of external validity. Com-
bining theory with meta-analysis—or the systematic review of a signifi cant 
body of comparable impact evaluations—is the only true strategy for estab-
lishing external validity over time. While our review takes careful stock of 
the current state of knowledge on these types of education accountability 
reforms, the number and range of cases are still too small to support con-
clusive meta-analysis, as we have emphasized throughout. 

One concern is the limited geographic scope of the evidence to date. We 
have rigorous impact studies from just 11 countries, and a disproportionate 
share of the most compelling evidence comes from a single country: India. 

Second, most of the studies reviewed (15 of 22 cases) are pilot programs 
implemented under careful supervision by international research teams. In 
a number of cases, the programs were implemented in schools run by local 
NGOs rather than in regular public sector schools. The reforms therefore 
played out within unique administrative arrangements that may not refl ect 
the broader public sector reality in those countries, let alone in others. 

Third, particularly in the case of reforms aimed at strengthening account-
ability, an inherently important contextual issue is the local political situa-
tion. In different countries—and even across different states in countries 
such as Brazil or India—the relative power of principals, teachers, and par-
ents and community members varies. This is an especially important factor 
for programs that aim to change the power relations among these stake-
holders, as in SBM programs. A program to make teachers more account-
able for performance may be successful in one country because teachers’ 
unions are relatively weak relative to other stakeholders. Where teachers 
are more organized and politically active, the same program might be less 
successful or even impossible to implement. Particularly for accountability-
oriented reforms, understanding the local political context is critical.

A fourth variable that can affect external validity is the baseline quality 
of teachers and students—the objects of change for most programs. Even 
if a program improves learning outcomes by 0.20 of a standard deviation 
on average in one context, it does not follow that it will have the same 
impact if it is targeted to students from only the bottom 20 percent of 
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performers—or the top 20 percent. The “average treatment effect” of a 
program may be a poor guide to the impact it will have on different cat-
egories of students, different groups of teachers, or different sets of 
schools. Is it easier to improve student performance for weak students? 
Do pay-for-performance targets motivate teachers to focus on the better 
students or “bubble students” (those at the threshold for incentivized per-
formance) rather than on others? Will SBM programs have weaker 
impacts in poor communities than in others? There is much still to learn 
about how programs differentially affect different groups of system actors 
and benefi ciaries. 

Finally, taking any reform to new contexts or to scale within a given 
context generates questions of general versus partial equilibrium effects. 
From a political economy standpoint, as we discuss in the next section, 
experimentation on a pilot scale versus moving to statewide or national 
implementation pose very different challenges. But even on a technical 
level, since impact evaluations typically compare the difference between 
treatment and comparison populations in a given localized area, they are 
not able to pick up general equilibrium effects (Dufl o, Glennerster, and 
Kremer 2008). These effects may be particularly important for scaling up a 
program. A pilot in one region of a country may work well, but it might not 
be possible—for technical, human capacity, or fi nancial  reasons—to repli-
cate it on a large scale and achieve the same results. From a political econ-
omy standpoint, opponents of reform may not object to a pilot on a small 
scale but would mobilize against national implementation of the program if 
it threatened their interests.

One way to deal with these replication or generalization issues is to 
promote systematic experimentation with successful interventions at pro-
gressively larger scale. That is, if a small pilot works in one region of a 
country, then expansion would take it to the next administrative level (say, 
from a municipal pilot to a regional trial) before considering national 
expansion. Similarly, while the evaluation of national or statewide programs 
in Mexico or Brazil may support a judgment of their effectiveness at scale 
in those settings, the recommendation for other countries might still be to 
adapt the programs and trial them on a smaller scale fi rst. 

The generation of solid evidence on the replicability and impacts of 
accountability reforms and other important interventions in education 
would be greatly facilitated by more comprehensive and consistent cross-
country data on education outcomes. One of the largest costs in any impact 
evaluation is the collection of outcome data—above all, on student learning. 
When countries have standardized national assessments in place to track 
student learning on a census basis every year or two years, an invaluable 
platform for evaluation of all types of education programs is created. Equally 
important, the costs of conducting good impact evaluations are radically 
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lower. Even if national learning assessments are sample-based rather than 
universally applied, they are a boon to rigorous evaluation. 

Global efforts to coordinate the defi nitions and quality of administrative 
data (including enrollments, completion, student-teacher ratios, and 
fi nancing) and to expand developing-country participation in globally 
benchmarked learning assessments such as PISA, TIMSS, and the Progress 
in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) will have payoffs for 
cross-country impact evaluation and our knowledge of what works under 
different country conditions. While the size of national test samples in 
most international assessments may not support evaluation of pilot 
programs in all areas, there are interesting examples of countries that spe-
cifi cally oversample certain populations to support program impact evalu-
ations. Mexico, for example, has oversampled and stratifi ed its sample of 
15-year-old students in the OECD’s PISA test to make it representative at 
the level of its 32 states and make it possible to evaluate state-level imple-
mentation of programs (Álvarez, García, and Patrinos 2007). Brazil has 
done the same. Poland has extended the application of PISA also to 16- 
and 17-year-olds, thus allowing researchers to evaluate the cumulative 
impact of some key reforms over time (Jakubowski and others 2010). In 
the context of its participation in TIMSS, Jordan has oversampled schools 
where costly information and communication technology programs are 
applied to measure the impact of these on learning outcomes (Patrinos 
and others, forthcoming).

Costs and Cost-Effectiveness

A key reason why impact evaluations are important is that they are critical 
inputs into cost-effectiveness analysis, or the comparison of how much 
alternative strategies cost to achieve the same degree of education improve-
ment. For education policy makers and the development agencies that sup-
port them, the crucial question is not necessarily whether an intervention 
“works”; it is how well it works in relation to its cost and in comparison with 
alternative uses of those resources. Despite the centrality of this question, 
education economics is still far away from answers. As this book has made 
clear, the global evidence on programs’ impact (even in areas such as SBM, 
which has been the subject of decades of policy experimentation across the 
world) is still limited by the relatively small number of rigorous studies. 

A critical constraint to the cost-effectiveness analysis of alternative inter-
ventions is the lack of comparable outcome measures. While it is meaningful 
to compare a percentage-point increase in school enrollment or comple-
tion, an improvement of 1 standard deviation in a particular test is not 
necessarily equivalent to an increase of 1 standard deviation in another 
test.1 Therefore, a simple comparison of “dollars per standard deviation of 
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test score increase” across different evaluations is not necessarily meaning-
ful. To the extent that evaluations use internationally benchmarked tests, 
or apply tests whose scale can be anchored to those of an internationally 
benchmarked test (as was done in Brazil and Mexico), this limitation can be 
overcome. But doing this can be logistically diffi cult and technically 
demanding. This calls for caution in comparing learning impacts across 
evaluations.

Even if it were possible to fi nd a common outcome metric across evalu-
ations, few studies track program implementation costs carefully and com-
prehensively enough to support the cost side of a full cost-effectiveness 
analysis. But even without good data, we can recognize that average imple-
mentation costs vary considerably across the three types of reforms ana-
lyzed in this book. Information interventions are likely the cheapest to 
implement—especially if they can draw from existing data collection sys-
tems. Those systems can be costly, but they serve multiple purposes. If 
information dissemination is accompanied by effective “socialization” of 
the results, costs also rise. Two of the studies reviewed attempted to bench-
mark the cost-effectiveness of the intervention internally. The Pakistan 
report cards study found the cost of the intervention roughly equal to the 
total reduction in school fees that it generated. The three-state study in 
India showed that the salary equivalent of the increase in teacher atten-
dance was orders of magnitude greater than the cost of the information 
program.

SBM interventions are also relatively low-cost to implement—with most 
of the costs associated with one-time training and the dissemination of 
information. Costs can be higher if programs are tailored to the specifi c 
needs of dispersed rural populations, indigenous groups, illiterate parents, 
or other groups with special communications needs. Nevertheless, the rural 
SBM program in Mexico is estimated to cost about $6.50 per student—
including both the training and grants allocated to parent associations. 
Compared with the per-student cost of schooling (estimated at over $800 in 
2006), this is low (Patrinos 2009). The costs are also low compared with 
other potential spending on alternative classroom inputs in these schools, 
such as computers ($500 per student, 10 computers per class), teacher sal-
ary increases ($240 per student), or annual school building costs ($160 per 
student). Only the implementation of student assessments has a similar 
unit cost, at $6 per student (Patrinos 2009). However, because SBM involves 
parent participation—and therefore time—a full cost accounting would 
include the estimated opportunity cost of parents’ time.

Contract teachers typically earn lower salaries than public sector teach-
ers. Given clear research evidence that they can produce student learning 
improvements on par with regular teachers, they offer scope for net savings 
in public education expenditure. The political economy issues of sustained 
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use of contract teachers must fi gure into such cost-effectiveness analysis, 
too, however—as discussed in chapter 4 and in the next section of this 
chapter. Political pressure to regularize contract teachers (after a net expan-
sion of the teaching force) would raise overall education costs and wipe out 
effi ciency gains.

Teacher bonus incentives, on the other hand, are inherently costly. Even 
if average awards are relatively small and relatively few schools or teachers 
achieve them, there is a net payroll cost that must be exceeded by the gain 
in desired outcomes for the program to be cost-effective. The cases reviewed 
in this book had annual bonuses ranging from 30 percent to 300 percent of 
a month’s salary. At the high end of this range, programs are undeniably 
costly to implement on a broad scale. 

However, in Brazil and many other developing counties, teachers’ 
salaries are low in relation to other sectors of the economy, and there is 
evidence this is constraining the education system’s ability to attract 
adequate talent. In such contexts, the counterfactual policy to a teacher 
bonus program might well be across-the-board wage increases. These 
could be as or more expensive than a bonus program and fail to create 
incentives for better performance. Indeed, research in the U.S. context 
suggests that the compression of teacher pay scales over time (eliminat-
ing differential rewards for performance) was the most important driver 
of high-ability women out of the teaching profession (Hoxby and Leigh 
2004). 

Therefore, although teacher bonus programs are costly, they may be 
more cost-effective than alternative wage policies. But another dimension 
to the cost-effectiveness of pay-for-performance programs, which is diffi -
cult to assess on current evidence, is the cost of distortions that may arise in 
the medium to long term, such as attempts to game the system. These dis-
tortions could be costly to overcome—for example, requiring increasingly 
elaborate efforts to protect the security of student testing instruments and 
administration. Or they could generate long-term distortions in system per-
formance (such as “teaching to the test” and neglect of other subjects) that 
are diffi cult not only to detect but also to “cost.” What is the value of the 
learning lost if teachers deliver a narrower curriculum? How does this value 
compare to the value of learning gains in the core subjects (math and lan-
guage) that are typically tested? Ultimately, the cost-effectiveness of pay-
for-performance programs in education may hinge on the social utility 
assigned to these and other possible tradeoffs. But given the relatively lim-
ited developing-country experience with such programs and the even more 
limited longevity of these experiences, we are still in an early stage of 
research, trying to build basic data on the extent to which these issues do 
arise over time, under different pay-for-performance program designs, and 
in different country contexts. 
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The Political Economy of Service Delivery Reform

Service delivery failures stemming from weak public sector accountability 
are, at root, a political economy challenge as much as a technical one. The 
common thread behind the three strategies highlighted in this book is that 
they all aim to realign the incentives of education system actors so that 
higher-quality service provision to citizens is the result. As such, they are 
reforms that touch the broader political economy of education service 
delivery. The political dynamics of implementing these types of reforms is 
not the focus of this book, but it cannot be ignored. First, the political 
dynamics determine the potential types and pace of reform in a given 
country context. But, second, an important feature of the accountability-
oriented reforms reviewed here is that they themselves can alter the politi-
cal economy of education service provision.

The politics of public service delivery are complex, even in democracies 
where citizens can ostensibly hold politicians accountable through the bal-
lot box (Devarajan and Widlund 2007; Keefer and Khemani 2005). Just as 
complex is the political economy of education reform. Direct incentives to 
teachers and school personnel in the form of performance pay, SBM pro-
grams that extend autonomy at the school level, or programs that empower 
parents with oversight over teacher performance can face resistance from 
education bureaucracies and teachers’ unions. Indeed, Grindle’s 2004 anal-
ysis of key education reforms in Latin America during the 1990s showed 
how reform movements stimulated counterreform movements in country 
after country. Education bureaucracies and teachers’ unions typically favor 
expanded budgets in efforts to maintain or enlarge the size of the teaching 
force (Hoxby 1996). For a given budget, unions and bureaucracies will also 
typically favor investments in teacher-related rather than nonteacher-
related investments (Pritchett and Filmer 1999). Reform movements chal-
lenge these interests, which tend to resist even experimentation with 
changes (Hanushek and Woessmann 2007).

Finding systematic ways to overcome these political economy hurdles 
is challenging. Grindle (2004) found it diffi cult to identify characteristics 
that could predict ex ante which reform efforts would be successful in 
Latin America. In most cases of major reform, the process was character-
ized by stop-and-go efforts where reform proposals were put forward, 
faced pushback, in many cases were scaled down, and then only in some 
cases were successfully put in place. The process was idiosyncratic. But 
major reforms have taken place. Despite having one of the region’s stron-
gest teachers’ unions, the Mexican government has been able to intro-
duce stronger accountability for teachers through tests and to decentralize 
signifi cant decision making to local levels (Álvarez, Garcia, and Patrinos 
2007).
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Information can play a critical role in breaking the political deadlock. It 
can expose shortcomings and biases, and its wide dissemination can over-
come information asymmetries that perpetuate inequalities (Keefer and 
Khemani 2005; Majumdar, Mani, and Mukand 2004). Information about 
outcomes, such as test scores, can become a basis for political competition, 
either at a national or local level (Khemani 2007). In addition, information 
can bolster change agents—those who might lead reform efforts. 

Strategic issues of sequencing, bundling, and packaging are bound to be 
important in any reform effort. Brazil’s radical 1997 education fi nancing 
reform—Fundo para Manutenção e Desenvolvimento do Ensino Fundamental e 
Valorização do Magistério (Fund for Primary Education Development and 
Maintenance and Enhancement of the Teaching Profession, or FUNDEF)—
attacked sharp regional disparities in education funding by mandating 
states to share their resources with municipal education systems (Melo 
2007). Despite large scope for political resistance from states that would 
lose direct control over a substantial part of their revenues, FUNDEF’s 
design cleverly built a countervailing pro-reform constituency. First, the 
capitation funding formula introduced by the reform created strong incen-
tives for enrollment expansion, which implied hiring more teachers and 
building more schools—generally the most politically salable reforms. 
Second, a mandate that 60 percent of the capitation funding go to teacher 
salaries implied increased salaries in many regions and got teachers on 
board. Most important, by mandating a shift in resources to municipal 
school systems, many of Brazil’s 5,000-plus mayors became important 
pro-reform agents. Making this radical reform work required building a 
suffi ciently large coalition of actors who could expect to benefi t politically 
and fi scally from the reform to balance the more concentrated opposition 
from Brazil’s 26 states and the federal district.

Reforms that involve teacher incentives—whether indirectly through 
SBM or directly through performance pay—are among the most politically 
sensitive. The reforms need to address issues of intrinsic motivation as well 
as the level of pay. In the case of contract teachers, they also need to foresee 
the likely demand for eventual regularization. Clearly some teachers have 
high intrinsic motivation to teach, and fi nancial incentives that appear to 
demean that intrinsic motivation may create demoralization and backlash. 
Likewise, a perception that contract teachers are second-class—doing the 
same work for less pay and less security—may cause frustration and resis-
tance to grow over time. 

It is important to recognize up-front that accountability-oriented reforms 
implemented at any scale will likely face challenges, from both teachers’ 
unions and education bureaucracies. Working as much as possible to create 
coalitions for reform—and using information and communications chan-
nels to drive home the goals and benefi ts of the reforms—is critical. 
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But humility and fl exibility may be equally important factors. As docu-
mented in this book, not all interventions have produced improvements in 
learning. Policy makers—and researchers—need to be willing to admit that 
this is the case and be ready to try alternatives. The policy process should be 
fed by credible public information on inputs and outcomes so that progress 
can be monitored transparently. Rigorous impact evaluations managed by 
third parties can help establish the credibility of implementing agencies in 
seeking reforms that truly “work” rather than advancing an agenda. It is 
interesting to note that despite heated controversy around education pay 
for performance in the United States, randomized trials of individual and 
group-based teacher bonus programs in three U.S. school districts gained 
the support of local teachers’ unions through the credible promise of meth-
odologically rigorous, third-party evaluations and transparent reporting of 
results.

Future Directions

Rigorous evaluations of education interventions in the developing world are 
a relatively new phenomenon, but the number of cases is increasing rap-
idly. For example, a large and important set of evaluations in Sub-Saharan 
Africa that have not yet generated results are not reported here. This book 
will not be the last word on accountability-focused interventions. But our 
review of the evidence to date suggests that future work should be encour-
aged along at least two dimensions.

First, given a sound theoretical framework—that is, a logical chain for 
how an intervention might work to effect change—replication is an impor-
tant tool for deepening our understanding of what works, where, and why. 
The number and range of evaluations to date do not support a satisfying 
synthesis. Replicating successful models in different contexts is necessary to 
quantify the extent to which programs work under varying circumstances. 
Replicating interventions that have been successful in small-scale settings 
at a regional or national level is necessary for confi dence about what works 
“in the real world.”

Second, the research discussed here points to the potential benefi ts of 
interventions that combine information, SBM, and teacher incentive 
reforms. There will be a high payoff to research designs that test various 
combinations and extensions of these approaches. Some of the studies 
reviewed here had solid crossover designs, and these have played an out-
sized role in advancing our understanding. It is not easy to organize such 
research; crossover designs require larger sample sizes and greater supervi-
sion. But given the evidence generated to date that reforms that make edu-
cation actors more accountable for results can motivate increased uptake 
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and more effective use of other education resources, this seems the most 
promising route to “making schools work.” 

Note

 1. Even percentage-point increases in attendance are hard to compare across set-
tings: attending a school where little learning takes place is not the same as 
attending a school where a lot of learning takes place.
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