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FOREWORD

The Aga Khan Foundation (AKF) is part of the Aga Khan Development Network (AKDN), a group of non-
denominational development agencies whose mandates range from the fields of health and education to
architecture, culture, rural development and the promotion of private-sector enterprise and civil society.
Its agencies and institutions, working together in some of the poorest parts of South and Central Asia,
Africa and the Middle East, seek sustainable solutions to long-term development problems. Such solutions
develop and draw upon the capacity of people to shape and improve their own lives and as such education
is the foundation for AKDN s undertakings and for positive social change. It is integral to the well-being
of individuals, communities and nations.

AKF aims to increase access to and improve the quality of education. It does this through building capacity
and developing local systems and institutions in partnerships with AKDN agencies, governments, various
civil society organisations and academic institutions. AKF also prioritises analysis and learning, both
from its own and others’ programmes (this review is a good example), and seeks to use this learning to
influence both policy and practice.

Since 2006, AKF has highlighted four cross-cutting themes:

* Transition (into and between different educational levels),

* Reaching marginalised or excluded groups (including girls and children from disadvantaged Muslim,
minority, remote rural or urban slum communities);

* Pluralism and respect for diversity,

o Community-public-private partnerships promoting quality education.

The current publication focuses on the first of these — Transitions. Why is it important?

Completion of primary school is a key goal within the Millennium Development and Education for All
(EFA) Goals. Yet, there has been little attention to where education efforts break down: right at the
beginning. Analysis of grade-disaggregated data indicates the highest drop-out and repetition rates are in
Grade 1. In too many countries in Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia nearly half the children who enrol
either repeat first grade or drop out. Of those who stay many become established in persistent patterns of
under-achievement and leave school with no useful skills. This is costly in both human and financial terms,
and represents a serious inefficiency within education systems that has received far too little attention.
A growing number of the Foundation's programmes and research studies now focus on the issue of early
transitions — not only as it relates to expanding provision of a range of early childhood supports to children
and families but also, and critically, to improve the quality of learning in early primary classrooms.

Transition is closely linked with another of AKF's cross-cutting themes — the work with marginalised
or excluded groups. Not surprisingly, it is precisely these children who are most at risk during the key
transitions in the education system. Given competing demands, unless the education on offer seems
relevant and useful to both the children themselves and their families, early drop-out is near certain.
Children growing up in the countries where AKF works need to develop multiple skills during the course
of their lives. Key competencies which are needed in addition to the vital literacy and numeracy skills
are adaptability, innovation, problem-solving and communication as well as responsible citizenship
and respect for diversity. Whether or not expanded educational opportunities translate into meaningful
development — for either the individual or the society — depends on child rearing and teaching practices
which fosters this.



Foreword

AKF staff have written a number of papers and reports highlighting the issues involved in transitions
including for the 2007 EFA Global Monitoring Report. AKF commissioned Dr. Sheridan Bartlett to
undertake this literature review in order to learn more about what does and does not happen during the
early years of primary and what we know (and don't know) about what works in different contexts. The
current document draws on available evidence from programme evaluations and research studies (mostly
from low-income countries) and is a synthesis of the original longer review. In addition to making use of
a wide range of research literature, the paper also draws on two companion papers. One, by a University
of Cambridge team, Dominic Wyse and Helen Bradford, looks more closely at policy and progress within
sub-Saharan countries. The other, by Colette Chabbott, from George Washington University, focuses on
early grade reading. Both of these were co-funded by AKF and a grant from the Hewlett Foundation for a
new programme starting up in East Africa.

Caroline Arnold & Kathy Bartlett
Co-Directors, Education

Aga Khan Foundation

Geneva, Switzerland



INTRODUCTION

This paper reviews some of the available evidence on a range of
interventions for primary education in low-income countries. It considers
the effectiveness of these interventions for children’s learning achievement
and the contexts within which they have proven to be effective — or not.
Particular attention is given to the earliest years of school.

Access to school has continued to improve in low-income countries over
recent years, especially for girls; but there are still widespread problems
with school quality. Overcrowded classrooms, poor infrastructure, a lack
of materials, acute teacher shortages and inadequate contact time are
endemic.! Tronically, the very gains in school access have exacerbated the
quality issue. The influx of children following successful enrolment drives
has in many countries put added pressure on already under-resourced
schools. The impoverished background of many new learners explains why
just providing more school inputs can fail to show any effect.? High rates
of malnutrition and ill health; low rates of parental literacy and an absence
of pre-school education — in combination with poorly trained teachers and
under-resourced schools — create significant barriers to the achievement of
basic competence. Literacy is the most neglected of the EFA goals; most
children in low achieving countries are unable to comprehend grade-level
texts. This has direct implications for achievement in all areas of study.

These challenges are widely recognised to be greatest in sub-Saharan
Africa, where both access and quality remain critical problems.* The region
has the highest proportion of out-of-school children, the greatest gender
disparities, the highest ratio of pupils to teachers and the lowest primary
completion rates. Less universally recognised is the widespread disregard,
worldwide, for the earliest years of schooling. There is compelling
evidence of the cost-effectiveness of good Early Childhood Development
(ECD) and early grade programming, and of their critical importance for
children’s learning and general development.® Yet these years continue to
be the most neglected on every front.

This review attempts to sort through some of the research evidence on
interventions in the early grades in low-income countries and to assess
their value. It also draws on two additional papers commissioned by AKF.¢
However, some important constraints must be acknowledged:

*  Most of the available research comes from high-income countries and
the findings are not always relevant in other contexts;

» The recognised inadequacies of achievement tests for younger children
limit the extent to which early grade learning can be evaluated;

*  Most research is on more easily measurable interventions that can be
isolated in terms of their effects. Yet experience tells us that vibrant



classrooms that promote growth and learning are a product of many things
working together in synergy;

e From much of the available research, we learn about outcomes, but not
the processes through which they have been reached.

This review takes a pragmatic approach, drawing on everything from
large-scale production-oriented research and randomised trials on specific
interventions to more fine-grained case studies. Especially in low-income
countries, any studies that make use of reliable methods and valid tools,
qualitative or quantitative, are extremely valuable. Even less rigorous
work, put into context, can contribute to an overall picture. But the
evidence calls for careful reading. Where a broad consensus exists, it can
provide valuable guidance. Where there are discrepant results, we are
forced to think critically about what might have made the difference. On
topics where little research exists, findings can provide insight, but not
grounds for generalisation.

Introduction

There is
the cost-effectiveness of good Early
Childhood Development (ECD) and
early grade programming, and of their
critical importance for children’s learning

compelling evidence of

and general development. The Aga Khan
Foundation's Madrasa Early Childhood
Programme in East Africa has helped es-
tablish over 200 community pre-schools
and taught over 70,000 children.



CHILDREN’S LEARNING OUTCOMES: WHAT MAKES A DIFFERENCE?

Parents, including illiterate parents, can

make a significant difference to children’s
school achievement, especially when
there are measures to involve them.
AKF is experimenting with establishing
small “libraries” for children to encour
age greater parental involvement. Here
mothers in Cabo Delgado, Mozambique,
are reviewing books in their new com-
munity learning space.

Resource Investments

In high-income countries, research does not point to a close or consistent
relationship between resources and learning outcomes.” In some cases,
higher investment has even been accompanied by lower achievement.?
In low-income countries, limited evidence suggests a closer relationship
between resources invested and children’s achievement. However, this
relationship is neither significant on a consistent basis, nor does it vary
systematically across countries. Results on cost-effectiveness are often
ambiguous, most likely because of the subtleties that get lost when data is
aggregated in large cross-country comparisons. What does come through
clearly is that what makes the most difference is not how much money
is spent, but how it is spent. Evaluations in Kenya, for instance, make
it clear that de-worming in primary schools was more cost effective in
increasing attendance than the provision of school uniforms. De-worming
programmes in another context might be a waste of money.’

What Children Bring to School

Home and parents

In the USA and other high-income countries, family background is a
major determinant of academic achievement; in low-income countries
the impact does not appear to be as strong,' most likely because of
numerous other school-related factors that also challenge children’s
performance. This does not mean that the connection does not exist —a
study from Brazil, for instance, found meaningful correlations between
various factors in the home and children’s learning achievement.!
(See Box 1.) Parents, even illiterate parents, can make a significant
difference to children’s school achievement especially when there
are active measures to involve them. Pressure from parents can be
very effective in ensuring more proactive attention to children within
schools.'?

In most countries, even if tuition is free, families still pay for books,
supplies, uniforms and entry fees. Various interventions to cut these
costs have had good results for enrolment and retention,'* but there
is less evidence with regard to their effect for learning achievement,
except in the presence of other supports. A study in Nepal, for
instance, indicated that the positive impact of subsidies for dalit (or
“untouchable”) children depended on the quality of the school.'* Various
studies have looked at the effect of cash transfers to families that are
conditional on keeping children in school, but in general, evaluations
have focused more on the impacts for enrolment and family poverty
than on children’s achievement. '



Children’s Learning Outcomes: What Makes a Difference?

Box 1: THE INFLUENCE OF HOME AND FAMILY ON CHILDREN’S ACHIEVEMENT IN NORTHEAST
BraziL

A study in Northeast Brazil looked at the specific effects of various home factors related to the literacy scores of
Grade 1 and 2 children. Mothers’ education had a powerful effect. When mothers had completed four years of
primary, their children’s scores went up 7.5 percent; they went up to 10 percent when mothers had been through
eight years of school. The effect was stronger for girls than for boys. Fathers’ occupation had no effect, but
children with absentee fathers scored higher, a difference that came close to reaching significance. (It has been
found in a number of situations that children of single mothers do better on various fronts, most likely because of
mothers’ tendency to allocate more resources towards their children’s needs.) The presence of books in the home
pushed scores up an additional 5 percent, again with a stronger effect for girls. Children in crowded houses did
less well, and the presence of running water was significant for girls, who presumably carried more water than
boys. Children’s scores dropped 2.5 percent for every additional chore they handled each day. All these effects
taken together, however, explained less than 10 percent of the total variance in scores, a small share compared to
that typically related to home factors and family background in high-income countries.

Source: Fuller, Bruce; Lucia Dellagnelo; Annelie Strath; Eni Santana Barretto Bastos; Mauricio Holanda Maia; Kelma Socorro
Lopes de Matos; Adélia Luiza Portela; Sofia Lerche Vieira (1999) “How to Raise Children’s Early Literacy? The Influence of Family,
Teacher, and Classroom in Northeast Brazil,” Comparative Education Review 43 (1):1-35.

Children’s Health and Well-being

Poor health and malnourishment are facts of life for many children in low-
income countries. Among the endemic challenges that erode their chances
are malaria, diarrhoeal diseases, worms and parasites, malnutrition and a
lack of specific nutrients. In sub-Saharan Africa, for instance, more than

Better health and nutrition have been
40 percent of children under five are physically stunted.'® The effects

positively linked not only to better
for learning are both immediate and long-term."” Children who are sick ;051 scores. but to better attendance,
or malnourished lack the energy and interest to be active learners."® An  jower repetition and better grade
abundant literature relates lower cognitive performance to illness and  completion.

under-nutrition. Children, who are sick or stunted at an early age, have

been found repeatedly to demonstrate later cognitive deficits, along with

lower school achievement and higher rates of drop-out.'

Evidence on the overall efficacy of health and nutritional supports in
enhancing children’s capacity for learning is clear, although not copious.
Better health and nutrition have been positively linked not only to
better test scores, but to better attendance, lower repetition and better
grade completion.”” The most conclusive research is on the effects of
supplementary feeding programmes in early childhood, both short and
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The enormous challenges facing
teachers posed by classes where there
is a wide range of ages of children as
well as very large class sizes have not
been sufficiently addressed in many
countries, and the consequences of

the same not well understood.

longer term.?! In Bangladesh, for instance, the provision of eight fortified
biscuits a day to about 1 million children in 6,000 primary schools, at a
cost of US $.06 a day, resulted after a year in over 15 percent higher test
scores than those in control schools — in mathematics over 28 percent
higher — as well as improving health, retention and attendance.?? Feeding
programmes generally show the greatest effects for children who are
significantly undernourished, and for younger children.?

A number of studies have pointed to the positive effects of de-worming
on school attendance and performance.”* There is less evidence
available on the effectiveness of malaria treatment for performance,
although some studies have shown improvements in attention and in
examination scores.?

A growing body of literature demonstrates how poverty-related stress
erodes the cognitive capacity of children. This is increasingly being
associated with the physiology of brain development, especially where
poverty is of long duration.”® Stress causes the secretion of hormones
which are potentially most damaging to the immature brain, altering
anatomy and function over the long term,?” and showing particular effects
for the development of language, memory and cognitive control.®

Children’s age

Children’s age is widely assumed to be an important determinant of
both their school achievement and social adjustment, yet research in
the USA finds only modest and temporary advantages for those who
start school later.? The situation in lower income countries is far more
complex. It is not simply a matter of the relative merits of starting
school at age 5, 6 or 7. Grade 1 classrooms can often include children
as young as 3 or 4 and as old as 14 or 15. At stake are not just the
relative benefits for individual children, but also the complexity for
teachers of dealing with children across such a wide age range.

Evidence on the effects of age is scanty however. For Grade 1 children
in Balochistan, Pakistan, promotion to Grade 2 was closely related
to age.’® Research from Northeast Brazil with much larger numbers
of Grades 1 and 2 students found that age was positively related to
children’s scores on an early literacy exam, which increased for every
additional year of age.’!

On the other hand, research from Mozambique, drawing on census and
education records, found that children who start school late have higher
drop-out rates than younger students.’> More than one explanation may
come into play here. Where children’s development has been delayed by
malnutrition and disease, another year or two can make a great difference.
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On the other hand, the evidence pointing to diminishing results for older
children could reflect the possibly lower socio-economic status of children
whose families enter them in school late, and who may be expected to
contribute more household work.

No research has been identified that compares the effect of a narrow
versus wide range of ages in the classroom for children’s achievement
in the low-resourced schools of developing countries. This is arguably
a more important factor than the average age within a class and calls for
more research attention.

ECD programmes

ECD programmes are an invaluable contribution to learning and school
achievement (as well as overall well-being), especially for children from
disadvantaged backgrounds.®* A substantial number of studies from a range
of low-income countries demonstrate significant advantages for children
who have participated in ECD programmes in terms of basic cognitive
skills, social development, retention in school and pass rates in the early
years.’ Research also draws attention to the positive social qualities in
these children.®

Specific programme features or approaches have been found to have
specific effects. For instance, a review of programmes in 15 countries
noted that children’s language performance at age 7 was correlated to the
degree of autonomy they were given during pre-school and to the pre-
school’s teacher’s educational level.*® Aboud’s work in Bangladesh is
interesting as it found that the Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale
(ECERS)* sub-scale indicators, which were key to learning achievement,
were activities, interaction and programme structure. Changes such as
more free play time and a greater emphasis on small group and individual
work resulted in higher school readiness scores and in better non-verbal
reasoning.*® The ECERS sub-scale indicators for space and furnishings
were not associated with children’s learning outcomes.’® The same
findings applied in Aboud’s more recent research which looked at actual
performance in Grade 1. Children with pre-school experience did better
than those without and there were clear correlations between the quality of
the programme and first grade competencies.*

Similarly, a review of US research indicates that programme quality
correlates strongly with children’s development and well-being.*! The
research shows that it is the interaction between the facilitator and
the children which is associated most strongly with enhanced child
development rather than structural features such as class size, staff-child
ratio and staff training. In other words, it is the dynamics which really
count.* The above findings are somewhat comforting given that many of

The research shows that it is the
interaction between the facilitator
and the children which is associated
most strongly with enhanced child

development rather than structural

features such as class size, staff-child

ratio and staff training.
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The most powerful determinant of
children’s achievement in low-income
countries is what actually goes on with-
in the classroom — the way teachers
teach and how much they teach. When
the Aga Khan Foundation learned that
many rural Kyrgyz children were missing
out on kindergarten during the annual
migration to the “jailoo”, or high pas-

tures, for four to five months a vyear, it
supported a programme to bring early
childhood education to the mountains.

the structural features are hard to address in situations which have access
to only minimal resources. The relationship between ECD curricula and
achievement in the early grades remains an unexplored area. The tension
between formal preparation for school and a more active play-based
approach to early learning is evident in many countries, with parents most
often opting for the academic approach, which they see as most likely to
help their children succeed within competitive test-driven school systems.*
Yet almost no research from low-income countries has been found that
specifically compares later school outcomes for children who attended pre-
schools focused on formal school preparation versus those who attended
more play-based programmes — or the relationship of these programmes to
different approaches within the early grades.

Some studies remind us that not all ECD interventions are equally effective.
A World Bank evaluation of India’s Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS) programme indicated only modest cognitive gains
for children, because of inadequate attention to this area and a focus
on nutrition, low funding and too little training and almost no support
for overworked community ECD workers.* The very successful Nepal
programme described in a 2003 study* a few years later did not show the
same dramatic gains for children because the rapid and substantial growth
of the programme was not accompanied by a corresponding increase in
technical support.*

However, overall, early childhood programmes offer outstanding social and
financial returns and the evidence regarding improved school achievement
is impressive. ECD programmes are especially important in improving
enrolment, retention and learning achievement for disadvantaged groups.
Whatever the factors underlying exclusion or marginalisation — be they
gender, poverty, ethnicity, caste, religion, disability or rural isolation —
studies from Turkey, India, Nepal, Brazil, Colombia, Uganda, Guinea and
Cape Verde all confirm that early childhood programmes are remarkably
effective in countering disadvantage.*’

A review of the literature on ECD in low-income countries points to seven
“critical success factors”. These include community-based knowledge and
experience; programme models of proven high quality; supportive work
environments for teachers; flexible training for teachers; ensuring that
government is supportive, financially engaged and able to take leadership;
multidisciplinary research, especially longitudinal studies; and mobilisation
of the public and of policymakers.*

There are now many publications which highlight the significance of ECD
for school achievement.* However, only a few>® examine the importance
of what goes on when children enter school. Moreover, only a small
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percentage of children and their families have access to ECD programmes
of any kind. Pre-school enrolments stand at just 14 percent in Sub-Saharan
Africa for example. The South Asia GER pre-primary is 39 percent with
wide variation between countries. Moreover, disadvantaged children who
would benefit the most are the least likely to access ECD services. For this
reason, it becomes even more critical to look at what happens as children
go into Grade 1 and move through their initial primary school years. This
is therefore the focus of the second half of this review.

What Happens in School

What teachers bring to the classroom

The most powerful determinant of children’s achievement in low-income
countries is what actually goes on within the classroom — the way teachers
teach and how much they teach.> In contrast to the situation in the USA and
other high-income countries, this outweighs home and community factors
as a predictor of achievement.*

Teacher capacity

Research in India and Brazil finds that teachers’ level of education is
a significant predictor of their students’ achievement, even in the early
grades.™ Given the minimal education of many early grade teachers in
low-income countries, good supplementary training and professional
development is critical, and can be extremely effective. However,
too often training reflects the same rote practices that take place in
the classroom, with little attempt to ensure understanding or provide
hands-on experience.’ Teachers often find it hard to reject what is
familiar, adapt flexibly to new demands and internalise the import of
new ideas.” They may, for instance, place students’ desks together, in
theory to encourage mutual learning and support, but then continue to
assign exercises involving no cooperative work.’® Teachers appear to
learn new methods best when they are clearly structured, supported and
accompanied by community backing.’” (See Box 2.)

Another useful approach is the creation of learning communities of
teachers, often in combination with teachers’ resource centres, through
which more experienced teachers can mentor newer teachers, and
teachers can work together to take shared ownership of the practices
they are working to master.® School networks or clusters can also
improve cost-effectiveness, enhance monitoring and supervision of the
teaching and learning environment, promote professional development,
and provide a forum for teachers and school leadership to engage in
professional dialogue and discuss problems and solutions.*® The role of
head teachers is also critical in managing school improvement.®

Overall, early childhood programmes
offer outstanding social and financial
returns and the evidence regarding
improved — school achievement is
impressive. However, the majority of
children in developing countries do not

have access to ECD programmes.
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Box 2: SUPPORT FOR TEACHERS

When teachers are trained in new and unfamiliar methods, their natural inclination in many cases is to revert
to familiar models when pressures either within or outside the classroom are too great. The level of support
they receive can make all the difference. In Bangladesh, the Dirha Suchana programme, an intervention that
emphasised more active teaching methods in the early grades, was highly successful in one out of three districts.
In the other two, the impact was negligible or non-existent. The successful area was more remote, which made it
necessary for programme support staff to live together close by the schools. As a result they were more intimately
and regularly involved, able to support and consolidate the teachers’ learning as well as encourage community
support for the new methods. Their time together also enhanced their own growth. These young support people
had received only limited training. In this more successful programme area, the initial suspicions that experienced
teachers felt towards these raw recruits gave way to an appreciation of their interest and commitment, and to
greater interest and commitment on their own part.

Source: Bartlett, S (2005) Dirha Suchana: A summary of final research results. Unpublished report for Save the Children
US, Bangladesh

Teacher motivation

High absentee rates of primary teachers throughout low-income countries
is a significant problem, ¢' along with a lack of engagement when they are
in school.® In Nepal, it is not uncommon for teachers to hand over their
duties (and a small fraction of their pay) to untrained substitutes, often the
school janitor, while they tend to other obligations or teach at their own
private schools.® A number of observers have argued for teacher incentive
programmes (essentially paying for results) as a productive, cost-effective
alternative to teacher training.** But evidence on their success has been
mixed. Results from Africa have not been encouraging on the whole.%
More evidence of success has been noted in India, in a few experiments,®
making it clear that context is critical.

The quality of interactions

The way teachers interact with students can clearly affect performance;
evidence from Brazil, Nepal and Uganda demonstrates the benefits of
warmer and more encouraging teacher responses.’ (See Box 3.) However,
the quality of interaction is not independent of the mode of instruction. Rote
learning approaches promote a one-way interaction between teachers and
students, and a more constrained atmosphere. Approaches that encourage
problem solving or cooperative work with other students (as opposed to
only a passive relationship with the teacher) have clear implications for the
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quality of interaction. The question then becomes not only how effective
teaching methods are, but to what extent they promote practices that may
mediate their success.

Use of time

In low-income countries, scheduled time for Grade 1 children averages

only 700 hours a year (compared to 850 in higher income countries).®

However, many factors reduce actual class time (poor attendance, teacher  Children’s attendance can be affected
absenteeism, in-service training, multiple shifts, local conditions such by a number of factors including
as hostilities), and there may be 200-300 fewer hours of instruction than  work responsibilities at home, lack
officially indicated. of a uniform, or reluctance to face

punitive teachers.

Children’s attendance can be affected by a number of factors including work

responsibilities at home, lack of a uniform, or reluctance to face punitive

teachers. Increasing numbers from AIDS-affected households do not wish

to attend because of the associated stigma.®” Although not all research

finds connections between attendance and achievement, Indian studies in a

number of states have found strong correlations.” A number of factors have

been found to positively affect children’s attendance including cash grants,

the presence of toilets, de-worming programmes and feeding programmes.

Children’s learning is also a function of how effectively time in school is

used. Many teachers spend significant amounts of school time outside the

classroom,”! or on such routines as taking attendance, or collecting and

Box 3: FRIENDLIER TEACHERS IN NEPAL

Schools can be extremely stressful places for children, adding to the more general burden of stress imposed by
poverty. Physical punishment and humiliation, for instance, are common teaching tools, and can undermine any
joy that children might find in learning. In Nepal, the significantly higher performance of Grade 1 programme
children over control children in standardised tests of reading and math was related in no small part to the greater
warmth from teachers. While teachers had little success in fully adopting the active teaching-learning methods
that were a focus of the programme, they were very responsive to the objective of changing the quality of
interaction, and were found to be far less likely to use physical discipline and harsh methods with children, and
more likely to be friendly, encouraging and responsive. Children showed significantly higher levels of confidence
and satisfaction with their lives and lower levels of fear and anxiety than their peers in control schools. These
differences extended even to their sense of social support outside of the school setting. They were far more likely,
for instance, to feel that they were valued by their family members, and that their neighbours would help them if
they had a problem.

Source: Save the Children (2007) Finding Hope in Troubled Times: Education and Protection for Children in Nepal, Save the Children
Norway and Save the Children US, Kathmandu, Nepal
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Fortunately, the evidence suggests that
classes of up to 40 or 50 are practically
manageable, and that teachers can
create  vibrant  environments  for
learning even without the potential for

one-on-one interaction.

grading homework, while children sit idle.” Kaul and colleagues point
out that children in India may spend more time in class doing nothing than
being “on task”.”®

Numbers and grouping of children

* Class size and pupil-teacher ratio: Evidence on the effects of class
size for children’s learning remains mixed and a reflection of the number
of variables that can come into play. Reductions in class size definitely
appear to make the most difference in the early grades, especially where
classes are very large.” (See Box 4.) An analysis of 100 studies of class
size, for instance, found the strongest effects for K-3.7

Although in the high-income world, Grade 1 and 2 classes of more than 25
children would commonly be considered large, the chances of this becoming
a standard within most of the majority world is remote. Fortunately, the
evidence suggests that classes of up to 40 or 50 are practically manageable,
and that teachers can create vibrant environments for learning even without
the potential for one-on-one interaction.”” However, in many majority world
classrooms, 50 children is a small class. Extra para-professional support
appears to be the most promising alternative, and experience in India has
shown excellent results with the assistance of minimally trained young
women from the community to assist with lagging members of a class.”

* Grouping children: The way teachers group and mix students can
theoretically help them to cope with large numbers as well as with diverse
abilities in their classrooms. Students in groups of like ability can provide

Box 4: EVIDENCE OF THE VALUE OF SMALLER CLASSES FROM KENYA

A randomised controlled study from Kenya provides strong evidence in favour of the positive effects of reduced

class size in the early grades, where classes are large. World Bank funds were used to hire extra teachers, in order

to be able to split 140 Grade 1 classes of close to 100 children each on average.” Children remained in these

split groups through Grade 2, and were then compared to children from control schools, where class size had

not been reduced. Children in the reduced size classes scored significantly better (0.22 standard deviations) than

the control children on externally administered tests. This was especially the case in classes that had been ability

grouped or, interestingly, in classes with contract rather than regular teachers. Classes in the treatment schools

were also found to be more interactive and participatory.

Source: Duflo, Dupas, Kremer (2008) Unpublished study, Poverty Action Lab
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challenge and support to one another; while mixed groupings or pairs
make it possible to draw productively on the skills of more able students.”
When groups are used effectively, they can have strong learning benefits
for children. In Kenya, as described in Box 4, children assigned to ability
grouped classes had higher test scores than those who were randomly
assigned to classes.®® However, most reviews of studies from low-income
countries have shown only modest benefits in general from small group
work, most often because teachers lack the skills to make productive use
of such arrangements.?! (See Box 5.)

» Ability streaming children: A related issue is that of assigning children
to classes based on their achievement, on the assumption that teachers can

Box 5: WHY SMALL GROUP WORK FAILS TO PRODUCE RESULTS

The major reason for the failure of small group work is the failure of teachers to change their practices sufficiently
to take advantage of these different classroom arrangements. There is a danger, in fact, that teachers will believe
that simply by placing children in small groups, they have accomplished something educational. The reality is
far more complicated. Schoenfeld points out, “Structuring and supervising student interactions so that students
can make progress on the problems, learn from each other, and know when they need more expert advice, is very
hard. When these things are done well, students can learn a great deal. When superficial aspects of reform are
implemented without the underlying substance, students may not learn much at all. The logistical problems of

supporting reform in substantive ways should not be underestimated.” **

Source: Schoenfield, Alan (2004) “The Math Wars”, Educational Policy 18 (1,) 253-286, page 272.

teach more effectively with children of similar abilities. Evidence from
the minority world has in general pointed to mixed benefits, although a
recent experimental study in Kenya indicated solid advantages to ability
streaming, both in terms of children’s achievement and the involvement
and motivation of teachers.®

The nature and quality of instruction

» Pedagogy: Different approaches to teaching and learning have been
intensely debated in the minority world. On the more traditional side is an
emphasis on “basics” and the acquisition of solid skills, with structured
teaching methods, pre-specified objectives and measurable results. On
the more progressive side the focus is less on knowledge and more on
understanding, less on drill and more on problem and project-oriented
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learning; more on provision of support to learners than explicit instruction.
This debate has filtered into classrooms in low-income countries, where
different conditions may change the terms of success. In many countries,
there is currently a shift back to an emphasis on basic skills and structured
approaches, which has been contested by many educators.**

Few of the same conditions prevail in most classrooms in the poorest
countries, and an emphasis on structure may have added relevance here.
The taken-for-granted supports available to middle-class children almost
anywhere, but especially in higher income countries, are mostly absent
for the new learners in poorer countries. Too many have to cope with poor
health, illiterate families, overcrowded classrooms, a lack of supportive
Immersion in the world of print is

. materials and under-motivated teachers — the usual overwhelming litany
strongly related to later success in read- .
ing with understanding In the remote of challenges. The arguments in favour of more carefully structured

Kalash Valley of Chitral, Pakistan, girls ~ approaches take on added weight in this context. These methods must be
study in a community school supported  carefully evaluated, however, to ensure that they do not in their own way

by AKF, which uses the government cur-  perpetuate the disadvantage of poorer students.*’
riculum and also respects and draws on

aspects of the unique local culture.

* Approaches to reading and literacy: Literacy is a particular concern
in terms of this debate in low-income countries — both the weakest point
in terms of children’s achievement, and the set of skills most critical
for mastery in all subject areas. The “phonics” and “whole language”
approaches to literacy can be roughly equated here with the traditional
and progressive schools of pedagogy. The phonics-based approach views
reading as a set of discrete skills, sequentially acquired like building
blocks; a certain level speed or fluency in decoding syllables is seen as an
essential step in achieving comprehension.* The whole language approach
sees reading as something that children, as active learners, can pick up
more spontaneously from an everyday immersion in the world of print
and literacy.’” The first stresses structure over meaning and the second
meaning over structure. Students from poor, often illiterate backgrounds,
in the low-resource environments of many classrooms, may be seriously
short-changed by both of these approaches, especially those children
functioning in a second language.

There is a broad consensus that literacy begins long before school does
— at least for children who grow up in literate environments.® Early
immersion in the world of print is strongly related to later success in
reading with understanding. Most children in high-income countries
have, with little effort, acquired many of the skills and much of the print
awareness that are essential precursors to reading with understanding.
What happens when they enter the classroom matters, but it matters
less. In low-income countries, “whole language” approaches have too
often failed to result in strong skills for children who lack the requisite

background in print rich, literacy rich environments. Far more explicit
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and systematic instruction in reading appears necessary, especially for
children struggling with a second language.* (See Box 6.)

Box 6: WHOLE LANGUAGE APPROACHES MAY PROVIDE LITTLE TRACTION FOR CHILDREN

For children from illiterate and disadvantaged backgrounds, being taught through constructivist, self-directed

methods may actually add to their difficulties when they start school. A report from Vanuatu offers an example:

“In the Pacific a ‘whole language approach’is used, which has little or no instruction and children are expected

to learn by being immersed in literacy experiences. However, there are few books and little printed material for

children to immerse themselves in and few literacy experiences available in the home, pre-school, and school,

such as discussion of words, use of rhyme, teaching about different forms of writing, etc. Therefore, this approach

may be setting these children up to fail, especially in rural areas, which are poor literacy environments.”

Source: Hughes, Desma (2004) “Reflecting on Early Literacy Development in the Context of Vanuatu”, Contemporary Issues in

Early Childhood, 5(3) 2004, 349-361 page 357.

This recognition has led to a strong emphasis on phonics, decoding and
fluency. A school of thought currently espoused by some researchers and
education specialists suggests that attention to comprehension may be
irrelevant for poor children in low-income countries, and is something
that can be put off until they achieve fluency in de-contextualised words
and even nonsense syllables.” This view ignores the fact that children
are complex meaning-making creatures. For children with little exposure
to the pleasures of reading, working on de-contextualised skills may
fail to generate any enthusiasm. There is also, in fact, little evidence
of a link between these basic “building blocks” and the ultimate goal
of reading with understanding. Even children who successfully
acquire basic decoding skills may not go on to become skilled readers.
Comprehension, argues Catherine Snow, must be a focus of instruction
from the beginning.”! More grounded research is called for to explore the
modalities that are most effective in different settings and in the face of
different challenges.

Neither purely skills-based, de-contextualised approaches to reading, nor
unstructured whole language approaches, then, have markedly improved
children’s capacity to read with understanding in the early grades within
low-income countries. This failure translates into poor achievement
across the board as children move on in school without comprehending
what they read in any subject area.

In low-income countries, ‘“whole
language” approaches have too
often failed to result in strong skills
for children who lack the requisite
background in print rich, literacy

rich environments.
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A few studies from low-income
countries have pointed to the strong
success of programmes that provide
attention to both structure and

meaning.

Compensatory reading-aloud programmes for children who have
had less exposure to the printed word seem essential. This provides
familiarity with the printed word, exposing children to story
structures and to the greater complexity of written over conversational
language, and providing an orientation towards literacy. Children in
Bangladesh, for instance, whose newly literate mothers were provided
with storybooks to read to them, had increased vocabulary and verbal
skills, and a greater interest in attending school.”?

A few studies from low-income countries have pointed to the strong
success of programmes that provide attention to both structure and
meaning. The Australian-based Scaffolding Literacy approach, for
instance, provides a highly structured approach to meaningful texts. It
starts from an immersion in print and narrative, and moves from the
oral understanding of a text down to the understanding and mastery
of its component parts — rather than the other way around. This has
shown significant and sometimes astonishing results among indigenous
students for whom school success has traditionally been very low,
providing them with structured and supported means to actually catch
up to grade level, rather than remaining consistently behind even when
progress is being made.”

In Ghana, another scaffolding approach, Break Through to Literacy (BTL),
supported teachers in very specific structured approaches, similar to those
in Australia. Classrooms were print-rich environments, with “talking
walls” filled with reminders of past lessons, and with desks grouped for
cooperative work. Instruction was focused simultaneously on listening,
reading and writing, and there was a mix of whole class, group and one-
on-one instruction. When Grade 1 children’s reading skills were assessed
and compared to those of children in control schools, the BTL children
outperformed others on all fronts, with the most marked differences in
the advanced test sections on oral reading and comprehension.™

*  Numeracy: Many of the same issues apply to emerging numeracy as
to literacy. As Schoenfeld argues, “An exclusive focus on basics leaves
students without the understandings that enable them to use mathematics
effectively. A focus on “process” without attention to skills deprives
students of the tools they need for fluid, competent performance. The

extremes are untenable.”™

A number of priorities, both skills-based and process-based, are
increasingly agreed upon as important to the emerging numeracy of
young children. As with literacy, it is accepted that children are already
becoming numerate before they reach school,’ building up considerable
knowledge in the course of everyday experiences in such skills as sorting,
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matching and counting.” The Piagetian assumption that mathematical
concepts are spontaneously acquired by children is being called into
question, however, and there is growing emphasis on the critical
instructional role of the teacher.”® Yet teachers often underestimate the
knowledge with which children come to school, rather than building on
it.” The continuity of experience is critical for optimal gains, and many
children without responsive support from teachers may fail to make
connections between what they learn at home or in their play, and what is
taught at school.'” Activities should build on the strategies that children
have generated, rather than overruling or ignoring them, and should be
related to their everyday use of mathematical concepts.

There is wide recognition of the potential for concrete materials to aid
children’s understanding of mathematical concepts. Many teachers confuse
the recognition of written numbers with a capacity to understand their
meaning. In classrooms across the world there are children who recognise  There is wide recognition of the po-
numerals — the numeral 7, for instance — but are unable to count out seven  tential for concrete materials to aid

pebbles from a pile.””" Yet meaningful counting is critical in developing  children’s understanding of mathemati-
cal concepts. In this community-based
Grade | class in Bamiyan, Afghanistan,
AKF supports a young teacher with
training and relevant learning materials.

number understanding, and, especially in situations relevant to them,
children can use their counting skills to support mental calculation.'®

Controlled studies find that children supported through play to move into
more abstract thinking achieve higher scores in tests than control children
given only routine instruction in the same areas.'”® At the same time,
experts warn about the dangers of over-reliance on concrete materials for
understanding.'® Rose explains: “Children will not be able to rely forever
on the use of concrete materials to help them understand maths concepts
as these become more abstract or as they become more impractical to
demonstrate in a concrete way.”!% Simply understanding the conceptual
basis of what they are doing is not, as Rose points out, a substitute for
being able to move into abstract thinking; and work in oral math and
mental calculation should be a fundamental part of early grade activity.
This should not be confused with rote procedures and mental drill. ¢

There are important links between mathematical competence and
language. Children need to learn and internalise the language that
describes numerical concepts, in order to be able to move towards
abstraction.!” Scaffolding mathematics means providing children with
ways to describe and express the thought processes they are undergoing.
Talking about mathematics builds precision in thinking and in language
use. Sarama and Clements describe the many ways stories can be used to
support awareness of mathematical concepts; one of the best predictors
of children’s mathematical skill, they claim, is their ability to understand
and tell stories.'®
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Research indicates the importance to

children’s educational success of a strong
foundation in their first language during
the early years of school. Achieving real
competence in the mother tongue takes
longer than the first five or six years of
life, and children’s competence is likely to
be threatened if this language is dropped
when school begins. In a primary school
previously supported by AKF and the
EC, in Andhra Pradesh, India, children
work in small groups creating words and
sentences in their local language.
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Mother tongue

A critical component of children’s success is the language used in the
classroom. According to a World Bank report, 50 percent of the world’s
out-of-school children live in families and communities where the language
of instruction is rarely used.!® Those most penalised tend to be children
who are already most marginalised and disadvantaged. Children who
come to school unfamiliar with the language of instruction are challenged
cognitively, but also in terms of their confidence and sense of identity, and
are more likely to end up repeating and dropping out of school.!'

Research indicates the importance to children’s educational success of a
strong foundation in their first language during the early years of school.
Achieving real competence in the mother tongue takes longer than the first
five or six years of life, and children’s competence is likely to be threatened
if this language is dropped when school begins. While some may argue
that the dominant language should be learned early, in fact, according to
Bloch, there is no proven “critical period” beyond which it is less effective
to introduce a second language. In addition, the skills needed in the second
language to manage effective academic learning are estimated to take
several years to develop.!!! For children whose first language is not the
language of instruction, the amount of formal schooling in the mother
tongue has been found to be the strongest predictor of achievement in the

second language.'?

Although the benefits are clear, implementation of mother tongue
programmes can be complex. Practical issues include the absence of
suitable materials, the fact that teachers are often not proficient in the
local language, the presence of more than one language group in the same
classroom.!®* Sometimes minority children are excluded from what is
going on in the classroom because “sympathetic” teachers feel it is kinder
to ignore them than expect them to keep up.'*

The mother tongue issue is often framed as an either-or dilemma, presenting
a choice between the initial disadvantage of learning in a foreign tongue and
the long-term disadvantage of lacking facility in a language which opens
more doors. Numerous programmes, however, have shown the effectiveness
of a gradual transition to the use of a dominant language. There is also
growing evidence in favour of the longer term use of both languages for
best results, adding the dominant language rather than replacing the mother
tongue.'> A number of reports from Africa and Latin America describe
successful bilingual literacy programmes.!'® (See Box 7.)

Curriculum
Closely related to the language issue is the curriculum used in the
classroom which, in many countries, still reflects their colonial origins.
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Box 7: BILINGUAL CLASSROOMS IN SOUTH AFRICA

In the Battswood Biliteracy Project in the Western Cape in South Africa, researchers followed an experimental
class of Xhosa and English speaking children through six years of primary school. The Xhosa speakers came
from a print-scarce environment. One goal was to motivate them to want to read and write for personal reasons.
The class had both a Xhosa and an English speaking teacher, and both languages were used equally. An “emergent
literacy” approach was used. Stories were read to children in both languages (although it took some effort to find
sufficient and adequate Xhosa texts) and children learned from the start to write in both languages. By the end
of Grade 6, children were becoming enthusiastic and competent readers and writers, in both Xhosa and English.
Although some children preferred using one language, and some the other, they were able to perform confidently
in both languages. Their competence in English was not affected by the fact that much of their instruction and
learning had taken place in Xhosa. In contrast, an official government literacy assessment shows most children in
the Western Cape unable to read by Grade 6. They learn to decode but not to understand what they are reading.

Source: Bloch, C (2006) Theory and Strategy of Early Literacy in Contemporary Africa with Special Reference to South Africa, PhD
thesis submitted to Faculty of Education, Carl van Ossietzky Universitat Oldenburg.

Although there are impressive examples of curricula based on local
knowledge, skills and experience,"” no specific evidence has been
found comparing the achievement of children using more and less
locally relevant curricula.

Learning materials
The availability of basic learning materials has demonstrated effects
for children’s school achievement, most strongly felt in places where

material assets are low, both within schools and at home.!8

However,
the impact of materials is clearly mediated by their quality and the
way teachers use them. It is not uncommon, for instance, to find new
materials unused or even locked away in cupboards."”® A study in
Ghana points to the critical importance of adequately linking materials

with training for teachers on their use.!'?

Most of the materials-related research in low-income countries has
been on the availability of textbooks, which are in direly short supply in
many countries and especially in Africa.'?! The provision of textbooks
is widely considered to be fundamental to students’ achievement, and
a number of studies, especially from the 1980s and 1990s, pointed
to impressive gains in test scores when textbooks were made more

widely available.!?

21
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Less encouraging, however, is a more recent randomised controlled
study from Kenya of a programme supplying textbooks to rural primary
Grade 3 classrooms. Test scores rose for high achievers, but not for average
students, for whom the material was too difficult; also, the programme
did not reduce repetition or increase attendance.'” Research from India
has also pointed to the routine use of textbooks that are inappropriately
difficult for children.'”* Chabbott points out that in many countries,
reading curricula and textbooks may not provide sufficient access to
properly levelled reading material, or to the range of reading skills that
need attention.!*

In the studies on the language of instruction, cited above, the critical need
for reading material in local languages comes up repeatedly. An immersion
in print and the opportunity to be able to read for pleasure are seen as key to
the development of skilled readers. Yet in many low-income settings, almost
nothing appropriate is available.'?

Tutoring

Reviews of over 100 studies of individual tutoring programmes, primarily
in the USA, indicate that, while tutoring is not a guarantee of improved
learning, it tends to lead to gains in achievement, and to be most effective
in the lowest grades and in mathematics. Comparative studies suggest,
however, that tutoring is no more effective than other classroom-based
enrichment interventions.'?’

Box 8: BENEFITS FROM TUTORING IN INDIA

A frequently cited study on the effects of supplementary tutoring comes from urban India, where the Balsakhi
Programme provides government schools with a young woman from the community to work with low achieving
children from Grades 3 and 4. These young women have completed secondary school, and have received two
weeks of training. Typically they meet with groups of 15 to 20 children for two hours daily during school hours
and use a standardised curriculum that addresses core competencies. A randomised control evaluation found the
programme had significant effects for test scores, but not for attendance or drop-out. The average increase in
scores in the treatment schools was 0.28 standard deviation over two years, most of which was accounted for by
the increase of 0.6 standard deviation for the treated children. One year later, this gain had faded to 0.1 standard
deviation but remained significant.

Source: Banerjee, Abhijit V., Cole, Shawn Allen, Duflo, Esther and Linden, Leigh L. (2006), “Remedying Education: Evidence from
Two Randomized Experiments in India” CEPR Discussion Paper No. 5446.
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Few studies have looked at the effects of tutoring in low-income
countries, but these few offer valuable insights. Costa Rican research
found a tutoring programme in reading skills for kindergarteners to be
more effective than a family support programme or extra materials for
teachers and improved in-class instruction — although the combination

of interventions had the most sustained results.'?®

In urban India, group
tutoring for low-achieving 3rd and 4th graders also had significant

impacts for achievement.'? (See Box 8.)

A common phenomenon in developing countries is that of extra tuition
classes often conducted outside of school by teachers themselves, and in
many cases, more of a substitute for classroom teaching than a supplement
to it."® A number of observers have pointed to the destructiveness of
this practice, which can often involve teachers making it necessary for
families to pay for this extra service in order for children to complete the
curriculum.”!' Although students may do better as a result of the tutoring,
the practice is costly, it cuts into free time, it diminishes the value of what
children get in the classroom, and it penalises heavily the children whose
families cannot afford the extra help.'* For extra tutoring to be equitable
as well as effective, it should clearly take place within the context of the
school programme, and should not be entrepreneurial in nature.

Little research has been found on the benefits of peer support strategies.
In general, it is assumed that peer tutoring, like other forms of student
grouping, are dependent for their success on how effectively they are
planned and supported.

The physical environment of the school

It has long been recognised that the physical environment has
measurable effects for cognition (as well as social and emotional
development), both through its direct effects on such factors as
attention, behaviour, stimulation, exploration and comfort, but also
indirectly through its effect on social interactions.'** Considerable
evidence from high-income countries on school environments
points to relationships as narrow as the effect of noise on reading
comprehension,'** and as broad as the impact of school design on the
social interactions within that school.!*

There is relatively little research on this topic from low-income
countries, however, although it is clear that such factors as ventilation,
light, warmth, noise levels and comfort in classrooms will have an
effect on children’s capacity to pay attention wherever they are. One
arca that has received considerable attention is the role that adequate
sanitation plays in attracting and retaining girls. In Bangladesh, the
provision of a separate toilet for girls was also a significant predictor

One area that has received
considerable attention is the role that
adequate sanitation plays in attracting
and retaining girls. In Bangladesh, the
provision of a separate toilet for girls
was a significant predictor of higher

test scores.
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Large-scale school reform efforts
have been almost uniformly weak in
systematically addressing children's

learning needs in early primary.
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of higher test scores.'*¢ Fuller and colleagues also point to the indirect
effect that the quality of school facilities may have — for instance, in
encouraging parents to send children to school and keep them there,
and in attracting higher quality teachers.'?’

Whole school interventions

Most research on improved learning achievement examines the
effect of a particular intervention — textbooks, teacher incentives,
subsidies and so on. Yet there is broad acceptance of the importance
of an integrated approach to improved education, and of the difficulty
of taking successful interventions out of context. Many school
improvement efforts around the world started with attention to
teachers and teaching materials introducing active, child-friendly,
inclusive teaching/learning approaches. Work with head teachers and
School Management Committees was then highlighted because of
their crucial role in setting the school climate and ensuring healthy and
safe environments for children. Attention to increased engagement of
parents and community members was also emphasised. The fact that the
school is situated in a wider school system that can enable or prevent
positive change then came into sharp relief. This led to increased
emphasis on system reform. While it is essential for programmes to
give attention to the multiple levels which affect quality, education
reforms may have sometimes made too many assumptions about the
impact of these measures for children and their learning.'*® They have
also been almost uniformly weak in systematically addressing learning
needs and key issues in early primary.

Given the plethora of “whole school” and “child-friendly” programmes
and the numerous descriptions, there is remarkably little research
assessing their effects — especially on actual learning.

Research findings from the “Escuelas Nuevas” programmes in
Colombia and Guatamala, from a whole school programme in
Tajikistan and a child-friendly school programme in Nepal point to the
general success of these interventions. When compared to results from
control schools, these programmes demonstrate better retention rates
for children and higher academic achievement.!'*® The psychosocial
effects are also noteworthy. The Escuelas Nuevas children rated much
higher than control children in such non-academic areas as mutual
support and civic awareness. The Nepali children showed greater
resilience in the face of the tensions and hostilities related to the
country’s civil war. The Escuelas Nuevas research also looked at cost
effectiveness and the decrease in repetition was demonstrated to have
made the schools more cost effective.
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Broader Issues — Equity, Quality, Context

Access, retention and the Grade 1 drop-out crisis

Although this review is primarily concerned with learning achievement,
research regarding access and retention is also relevant, if only because high
levels of achievement for just the most advantaged and capable children
cannot truly be considered a success story. High rates of achievement
mean far less if many children have already been filtered out, or never had
access in the first place.

Better analysis of grade disaggregated data demonstrates beyond doubt that
the real crisis in education is right at the beginning of primary school.'*
In Uganda, one-third (32 percent) of those who enrol drop out during
their first year.'"! Even in Latin America, where good progress towards
the EFA goals has been made, 19 percent dropped out in Colombia before
completing Grade 1. Drop-out rates are highest in Grade 1'“? and usually
at least double those in Grade 2. Children in South Asia are three times
more likely to drop out of Grade 1 than Grade 4. In many countries, high
levels of drop-out are often combined with even worse repetition rates.
In Guinea-Bissau, Rwanda, Equatorial Guinea, Madagascar and Nepal
more than half the children who enrolled either repeat first grade or drop
out.'”® The implications for learning achievement are enormous. The vast
numbers of children who are in school for a year or less have boosted
enrolment figures but will clearly have learnt nothing that will be of use to
them. Of those who stay many more repeat classes and become established
in persistent patterns of under-achievement and leave school unable to
read fluently, calculate or problem-solve.

Some of the children who run the highest risk of exclusion are those with
disabilities, ethnic minorities, AIDS orphans or those in families afflicted
by HIV/AIDS, and children in urban poverty whose severe disadvantage
is often masked by higher aggregate enrolments in urban areas. School
enrolment rates in Dhaka, Bangladesh, for instance, are only 58 percent, as
compared to 73 percent for Bangladesh villages.'** The 2008 EFA Global
Monitoring Report reviews a number of factors that improve access,
including increases in education expenditure, compulsory education laws,
enrolment drives, the elimination of school fees and the availability of
non-formal programmes.

Exclusion extends well beyond who is and is not enrolled, and a number
of factors, economic, cultural, social and institutional, can conspire to
deny genuine inclusion.'” Despite generally encouraging global figures
on access and inclusion for girls, for instance, there is sobering evidence
in many regions of discriminatory teaching practices, and even harassment
and abuse.'*

A number of interventions have been
found to contribute to better retention
as well as better attendance. For girls,
the availability of female teachers
is helpful, especially if these female
teachers also share the status of under-

represented groups.
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A number of interventions have been found to contribute to better retention
as well as better attendance. For girls, the availability of female teachers is
helpful, especially if these female teachers also share the status of under-
represented groups. The presence of adequate and separate latrines, as noted
above, can increase both girls’ enrolment and their willingness to stay in
school. Exposure to early childhood programming can lead to dramatically
better completion rates.'*” Cash grants to families to pay for schooling costs
have also resulted in improved retention and attendance.'*® School feeding
programmes have been found to reduce both drop-out and absenteeism,'*
Many interventions that have been suc-

o , and de-worming has been found in Africa to be a most cost-effective way
cessful on a small scale with intensive

support may be more challenging to of improving attendance. Treatment for 30,000 Kenyan children resulted

implement and sustain more broadly. A i @ 25 percent drop in absenteeism, with the greatest increases for the

critical question is the degree of support  youngest children.!s
necessary for sustained success. This re-
mote Grade | class, supported by AKF
takes place in a mosque in Bamiyan,
Afghanistan. The use of sticks and other
concrete materials is indispensable to
developing basic math skills. learning anything.'

Students attending higher quality schools are also less likely to drop out."!
Even illiterate parents are aware of what schools are providing, and are
far less likely to keep their children in school when they feel they are not
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Repetition and automatic promotion

Highrepetitionrates, especially inthe lowest grades, are asignificant problem
for many low- and middle-income countries, increasing overcrowding and
raising costs. There is much debate, but little hard evidence, on the relative
benefits of repetition and automatic promotion. Those in favour of repetition
argue that it gives slower learners a second chance to master material, and
helps to maintain higher standards within school systems. Proponents of
automatic promotion argue that repetition has little effect in improving
achievement,'>* and that it may damage children’s self-esteem and increase
the probability of drop-out.!** Even if more hard evidence were available
on the relative benefits for individual students, it is clear that the issue of
automatic promotion cannot productively be taken up outside the context of
the system within which it occurs. Automatic promotion, as Motala points

out, is only workable when accompanied by other measures.'*

Sustainability, replication and scale

Many interventions that have been successful on a small scale with
intensive support may be more challenging to implement and sustain
more broadly. A critical question is the degree of support necessary for
sustained success. An ECD programme in Nepal, for instance, which
initially showed dramatic results for children when they started school,'*
demonstrated far less success several years later when the programme had
grown dramatically without an increased level of organisational support.'s’
Colombia’s Escuelas Nuevas, successful on so many fronts, also did not
do as well when taken to scale with World Bank funding during the 1980s.
This was attributed to teacher training days being cut, materials not being
delivered to schools, but most importantly to the fact that components
designed to be flexible and responsive to local conditions became codified
and rigid."*® The Guatemala programme, learning from the Colombian
experience, maintained the flexibility of the programme, allowing teachers
and communities to take greater ownership.'”® This experience points to
the importance of local involvement and control even in a centrally run
programme, if that programme is to retain relevance and vitality.

An effective programme that has successfully gone to scale is the Balsakhi
programme in India (described in the section on tutoring) which reaches
hundreds of thousands of children. Its success at going to scale is related to
low cost, simple pedagogy and the ease with which it can be replicated.'®

An interesting phenomenon is the potential for practical and effective
interventions to have a ripple effect. Where innovations are practical and
effective, there is some evidence that they can spread even in the absence
of support — and perhaps in a form that is more responsive to local needs
than if they were formally implemented.'®!

Where innovations are practical and
effective, there is some evidence that
they can spread even in the absence of
support — and perhaps in a form that is
more responsive to local needs than if

they were formally implemented.
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This partial picture, with all its ambiguities, is an important reminder of
the critical role of context, and the fact that there are no “silver bullets”
to solve the enormous problems faced by poorly resourced schools and
school systems. Effective solutions have to build on local strengths,
interest and involvement.

What emerges most clearly from the available research are realities that
come as no surprise — the fact that hungry, debilitated children are unlikely
to achieve well no matter how well they are taught; the handicap imposed
by a background of illiteracy and the imposition of a new language; the
failure of existing training to provide teachers with the skills they need;
the impossibility of achieving results in classes of 100 young children; the
critical importance of what takes place between teacher and student. Until
these issues are addressed in integrated and locally effective ways, real
progress is unlikely.

Feeding and de-worming children, where it is needed, is clearly a moral
and practical imperative — a cost-effective way to ensure that learning
is possible. High-quality early childhood programming remains another
imperative, indisputably cost effective over the shorter and longer term,
and a proven way to bring both children and parents more gently and
successfully into the realm of formal schooling.

Research on the use of children’s mother tongue for instruction deserves
close attention, given its implications for both their immediate capacity to
cope in school and their long-term cognitive development. Ensuring that
instruction can take place in both local and dominant languages throughout
primary school has shown promising results and has critical implications
for children’s success.

The reality of over-large early grade classrooms is a dilemma calling for
creative solutions. The effective use of para-professionals and community
people can have a significant impact. More work is needed to explore the
most productive ways of attracting, training and compensating committed
teacher aides.

Long-standing concern about the failure to provide children with basic
literacy and numeracy has resulted in the unsurprising conclusion that
what takes place within the classroom is most critical for success. Focused
attention to improve the teaching of reading and math in enjoyable,
systematic and structured ways can ensure success for children who often
may not come from literate contexts. Carefully structured approaches to
learning — going beyond both rote memorisation and open-ended self-
directed learning — offer real promise. There is a vast difference, however,
between structured methods that are meaningful to children and that enrich



their lives, and those that focus on de-contextualised skills. Such methods
require equally systematic training for teachers, with levels of support
that ensure their growing capacity to understand and adapt the underlying
principles in responsive ways.

It is critical that large school improvement programmes across the
majority world be re-conceptualized to give greater priority (both in terms
of time and resources) to addressing the crisis in the early grades. Focused
attention is needed both to reduce drop-out and repetition and to ensure
that firm foundations for learning are laid. This would include finding
ways to change the status of lower primary education, so that experienced
and capable teachers can be recruited and assigned to the lower grades.

Finally, it is clear that the policy routes to success within larger school
systems are too often drawn into a dichotomy between access, equity, and
inclusiveness on the one hand and quality, rigour, and achievement on the
other. Yet “quality” that is achieved by virtue of excluding or filtering out
the majority is not a true success. Equity may challenge quality, but there
is also considerable evidence that quality, when viewed in less mechanistic
ways, promotes equity, and that it is most often poor quality that leads
children to drop out of school. The analysis of school practices, suggest
Fuller and colleagues, “must be situated in a democratizing society’s
debate over how young children should be socialized, not only how policy
makers are to mechanically raise children’s test scores.”'®* A focus on
genuine equity for children — the chance not only to attend school, but to
achieve real competence — must be the basis for policy, but should also
drive the research agenda.

Conclusions
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