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Preface 
For the last ten years, the major focus of the global education community has been 
on getting children into school. And that effort has been a success: most of the 
world’s children live in countries on track to meet the Millennium Development 
Goal of universal primary completion by 2015. 

But behind that progress is a problem—one that grows with each additional child 
that walks through the classroom door. Some children in those classes are learning 
nothing. Many more are learning a small fraction of the syllabus. They complete 
primary school unable to read a paragraph, or do simple addition, or tell the time. 
They are hopelessly ill-equipped for secondary education or almost any formal 
employment. The crisis of learning is both deep and widespread. It is a crisis for 
children, too many of whom leave school believing they are failures. And it is a 
crisis for their communities and countries, because economic analysis suggests it 
is what workers know—not their time in school—that makes them more produc-
tive and their economies more prosperous.

School systems in many developing countries are chronically underfunded. Many 
are filled with undernourished children of illiterate parents and staffed by poorly 
trained teachers who lack mastery of the subjects they teach. But the crisis of 
learning is about far more than funding, training, or the socioeconomic status of 
students. It is about education ministries that have measured success on inputs 
such as budget, student numbers, teachers, and schools rather than outcomes such 
as students who can read. It is about parents and parliamentarians who demand 
schooling and simply assume learning will result. 

Fixing the learning crisis will take systemic reform stretching beyond the educa-
tion sector. It will take teachers, headmasters, and education officials with the 
mandate to focus on learning. And it will take those officials being held ac-
countable for learning outcomes by informed stakeholders including parents, 
parliamentarians, and employers. 

Assessment regimes are a central part of this reform effort. They can provide 
evidence on the scale of the learning crisis as a lever for reform. They can track 
progress on improvements and provide the evidence base for what works. They 
empower parents to demand better outcomes—or move their kids to where they 
can find them. 

This report of the CGD Study Group on Measuring Learning Outcomes suggests 
that implementing assessment regimes that allow stakeholders to compare across 



vi

schools, districts, and countries would cost a small fraction of current education 
budgets. It calls for international support for national assessment efforts including 
financial and technical assistance.

The Study Group includes funders, education experts, former education minis-
ters, and pioneers of independent learning assessment in the developing world. 
The group’s work builds on CGD’s sustained engagement in education, including 
research on a Millennium Learning Goal, aid effectiveness in the sector, and a 
focus on educational inclusion for girls, in particular those from minority groups. 

The report is being released as discussions about what should replace the Mil-
lennium Development Goals are highlighting education quality as an issue, and 
pressure is building from civil-society groups, employers, and parents worldwide 
to ensure schooling translates into learning. We hope the report adds urgency and 
direction to that pressure. 

Nancy Birdsall 
President 
Center for Global Development
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Introduction: Time to Focus on 
Learning 
In the last decade, many countries have made heartening progress on enrolling 
children in schools. To be sure, millions remain out of school, especially children 
from disadvantaged groups. Enrollment in pre-primary and secondary institutions 
remains a privilege of the minority in many countries. Nonetheless, every 7 of 
10 people live in a country that is on track to meet the Millennium Development 
Goal of universal primary education by 2015.1 And gross secondary enrollment 
in developing countries climbed from 50 percent to 66 percent between 1995 and 
2010. 

We want children to be in school because we think they will learn valuable les-
sons—from basic literacy and numeracy, to manners, workplace skills, and good 
citizenship. But learning requires more than a student’s physical presence in a 
classroom. Hunger and exhaustion can interfere with learning, and a lack of equip-
ment, knowledge, or motivation can prevent effective teaching. 

The development and education communities have long recognized the problem 
of failure to learn (see box next page). Even so, developing-country governments 
and donors continue to focus first on getting children to school, and second, 
on inputs such as staff numbers and materials. Rarely do the development and 
education communities focus on whether students are actually learning. Evidence 
is mounting, however, that learning is stagnating in developing-country school 
systems, as demonstrated by low levels of learning and small increments in learn-
ing across grades.

Learning stagnation is linked to educational institutions in developing countries: 
from teacher incentives, through syllabus design, to the structure of the education 
sector as a whole. Conditions outside of school, including household character-
istics, remain by far the best single predictor of student test scores,2 but this fact 
itself signals a widespread failure of the school system to level outcomes. In fact, 
learning stagnation is primarily a problem of political economy, where senior 
education officials and staff focus on inputs rather than the output of learning. 

The first step in systemic reform is to understand the problem: many students are 
learning close to nothing in school. And assessment can help shift the focus of 
citizens, businesses, parliamentarians, governments, and development agencies to 
maximizing outcomes rather than inputs. 
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Box: Learning as the goal for education

Article IV of the World Declaration on Education—an outcome of the 1990 
World Conference on Education for All—recognizes that actual learning 
should be the focus of basic education. It states:

Whether or not expanded educational opportunities will translate into 
meaningful development—for an individual or for society—depends ulti-
mately on whether people actually learn as a result of those opportunities, 
i.e., whether they incorporate useful knowledge, reasoning ability, skills, 
and values. The focus of basic education must, therefore, be on actual 
learning acquisition and outcome, rather than exclusively upon enrolment, 
continued participation in organized programmes and completion of 
certification requirements. 

According to the United Nations Declaration of the Rights of the Child, 
education shall “promote [a child’s] general culture and enable him, on a basis 
of equal opportunity, to develop his abilities, his individual judgment, and his 
sense of moral and social responsibility, and to become a useful member of 
society.” 

This report discusses evidence that learning—not schooling—drives broader 
development outcomes. It presents measures of the schooling-learning gap, notes 
the systemic issues underlying the gap, and outlines both the role of assessment 
and the limited reach of testing regimes today. 

To ensure systemic change, engagement in reform must extend beyond educa-
tion ministries and teachers’ unions to a broad range of stakeholders, including 
parents, employers, parliamentarians, and taxpayers. This report urges the educa-
tion and development communities to greatly expand national and international 
assessments. Expanded assessments can not only measure progress, but can 
motivate broad engagement for reform to improve educational outcomes in the 
developing world.
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Education, Learning, and 
Development
Worldwide, education is a sizable economic sector. Public education expenditure 
accounts for 5.4 percent of gross domestic product in Brazil and the United 
Kingdom, and 5.5 percent in Ghana and the United States. In Kenya and Uganda, 
education accounts for around 15 percent of government expenditure.3 Even 
some of the poorest people worldwide spend a considerable proportion of their 
private income on education. The poorest urban households in Pakistan, which on 
average spend less than $1 per person per day in total, spend more than 6 percent 
of that on education. In Indonesia, the proportion reaches nearly 9 percent.4

Parents and governments expect a return on this investment. Parents send their 
children to school in expectation of improved employment opportunities, income, 
status, and quality of life. Ministers and parliaments hope that expanded education 
will lead to economic growth, improved health outcomes, and nation building.

In some ways, schooling appears to meet these expectations. Micro studies often 
report high returns to years of schooling in developing countries—7 percent in 
Ghana, for example.5 Children with mothers who went to school are more likely 
both to survive childhood and to attend school themselves. 

But at the same time, evidence suggests that expanded educational opportunities 
do not translate into improved economic performance. At the country level, the 
average Kenyan over the age of 15 in 2010 had more years of schooling than the 
average French person in 1985. Sadly, Kenya’s 2010 GDP per capita was only 7 
percent of France’s GDP per capita in 1985.6 Kenya represents a trend: massively 
increased enrollments even where incomes have stagnated in recent decades. 
More broadly, the link between schooling and economic growth in cross-country 
analysis is fragile at best.7 

Drawing on Lant Pritchett’s analysis, figure 1 suggests three reasons why higher 
average wages for workers who have spent longer in school are not always associ-
ated with higher economic growth in countries where school enrollments have 
risen rapidly.8 First, educated workers may move into socially unproductive jobs. 
Second, there may be limited demand for educated workers. Third, education may 
produce little human capital because students acquire little useful knowledge. 

International evidence suggests that actual learning is more closely related to 
subsequent economic performance than school attendance. Eric Hanushek and 
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Figure 1. Explaining the gap between higher wages for educated workers and 
the limited growth impact of education

Source: Authors’s construction based on Lant Pritchett, “Where Has All the Education Gone?” World Bank 
Economic Review 26 (3).

Problem Mechanism

Schooling creates little 
human capital

Education is a signal of 
productivity and 
ambition, but schooling 
adds limited valuable 
learning

Where there is limited 
adoption of innovation, 
there is limited need for 
more educated labor

Demand for human 
capital is stagnant (and 
wages don’t respond to 
increased supply)

Educated workers find 
highest private returns in 
rent-seeking activities

Human capital is 
primarily used in socially 
wasteful activities

Ludger Woessmann of Stanford University and the University of Munich suggest 
that average test scores on international assessments and initial gross domestic 
product per capita between them are associated with as much as 73 percent 
of the variation in economic growth outcomes across countries between 1960 
and 2000.9 This association is not proof of a causal relationship, but it suggests a 
potential economic payoff to quality education.10 What explains the evidence of a 
learning payoff on the one hand and the limited evidence of a schooling payoff on 
the other hand? The schooling-learning gap.
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The Schooling-Learning Gap
Recent direct measures of the schooling-learning gap suggest that official literacy 
statistics significantly underestimate the scale of the problem. In several develop-
ing countries, many of the students who were enrolled in six full years of primary 
education were unable to answer questions about a simple paragraph or solve 
simple math problems. This suggests a dismal rate of return on years of school 
enrollment. 

In India, national survey evidence reveals that only about one-third of children in 
grade 5 can perform long division, and one-third cannot perform two-digit sub-
traction.11 Nearly one-half of grade 5 students cannot read a grade 2 text and one 
in five cannot follow a grade 1 text.12 Sixty percent of Indian children enrolled in 
grade 8 cannot use a ruler to measure a pencil. Only 27 percent of Indian children 
who complete primary school can read a simple passage, perform division, tell 
time, and handle money, although students should master each of these skills by 
the end of the second year of school.13 These statistics compare starkly with the 
official 81 percent youth literacy rate reported by the United Nations Education, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO).14 

Similar findings have emerged elsewhere.15 Data from both Early Grade Reading 
Assessments and the Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring 
Educational Quality point to serious quality gaps across the region (figures 2 and 
3).16 Uwezo surveys show that in Tanzania and Uganda, less than half of all 10- to 
16-year-olds possess even basic literacy or numeracy skills.17

A flat learning trajectory through successive school grades is reflected in low test 
scores among older students. Using several sources of recent data from India, the 
Center for Global Development’s Lant Pritchett examined the number of repeat 
questions that fourth, sixth, and eighth graders answered correctly. For language, 
the percentage climbs from 51 to 57 percent between fourth and eighth grades. 
For math, it climbs from 36 to 53 percent. This suggests that it would take 32 years 
of schooling for 90 percent of all students to correctly answer a language question 
that more than half of all fourth graders already correctly answered. India is hardly 
unique in its flat learning trajectories. Studies of the impact of education on learn-
ing in Bangladesh in the 1990s found that three additional years of schooling had 
no appreciable impact on learning achievement.18

At higher levels, results are perhaps even more worrying. Internationally compara-
ble mathematics tests under the Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS) suggest that the average eighth grader in Ghana has a test score 
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that would place her in the bottom 0.2 percent of US students. Even in consider-
ably richer developing countries, the learning gap is large: the average Chilean 
student would be in the bottom 6.4 percent of US students, based on TIMSS 
scores.19 Figure 4 presents average TIMSS scores for a range of developing coun-
tries expressed as a percentile rank on Danish students’ TIMSS performance.20 

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Kenya

Zimbabwe

Mauritius

Namibia

Zambia

Malawi

Desirable Minimum Below Minimum

percent

Figure 2. Percentage of grade 6 pupils reaching reading proficiency levels—
Southern and Eastern Africa Consortium for Monitoring Educational 
Quality

Source: Sacmeq 2010 data available at www.sacmeq.org/reports.htm.

Figure 3. Percentage of students who cannot read a single world of a one-
paragraph story after two years in school, based on Early Grade Reading 
Assessments data

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

Senegal, end grade 3, French

Guyana, start grade 3, English

Liberia, end grade 2, English

Ethiopia, start grade 3, Orromifa

Gambia, end grade 2, English

Mozambique, mid grade 3, Portuguese

Nepal, mid grade 2, Nepali

percent

Source: A. Gove and P. Cvelich, Early Reading: Igniting Education for All. A Report by the Early Grade Learn-
ing Community of Practice (Research Triangle Park NC: Research Triangle Institute, 2010).
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Performance for disadvantaged groups within developing countries is even worse 
than these averages suggest. Deon Filmer of the World Bank reports that in Chile, 
the gap between students in the richest and poorest quintiles on Program for 
International Student Assessment (PISA) test scores is greater than 100 points, or 
one standard deviation.21

Himachal Pradesh, India
Tamil Nadu, India

Panama
Peru

Qatar

Brazil
Colombia

Tunisia
Indonesia

Jordan
Argentina

Miranda, Venezuela
Malaysia

Costa Rica
Trinidad and Tobago

Mexico
Thailand

Mauritius

Chile
United Arab Emirates

Uruguay

0 10 3020 40 50 60 70 80 90
percent

Source: Lant Pritchett, The Rebirth of Education: Schooling Ain’t Learning (Washington DC: Center for 
Global Development, forthcoming).

Figure 4. Developing-country average Trends in International Mathematics 
and Science Study (TIMSS) score as a percentile rank on Denmark’s TIMSS 
score distribution
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Without Learning, Do We Want 
More Schooling?
In an environment of limited learning opportunities (especially for disadvantaged 
students), continued schooling can be a net negative to household wellbeing. 
Deon Filmer and Norbert Schady’s analysis of a Cambodian scholarship program 
found that it increased school enrollment and attendance by 25 percent, but 18 
months after the scholarships were awarded, children did no better on math and 
vocabulary tests than they would have without the program.22 Absent the scholar-
ship, then, many parents and children made what appears to have been a rational 
choice to not go to school at all.23

Until school systems can guarantee that students will learn while sitting in class, it 
may even be counterproductive to encourage longer periods of universal educa-
tion.24 In fact, expanded enrollments can actually harm overall learning outcomes if 
quality cannot be broadly maintained. While grade 8 enrollment in India increased 
from 82 to 87 percent from 2006 to 2011, ASER tests suggests the fraction of grade 8 
children who could do division fell from 70 percent to 57 percent. This suggests that 
fewer school-age children actually learned division, despite climbing enrollments. 

The disconnect between schooling and learning highlights the wisdom of the 
1990 World Declaration on Education for All and the Declaration of the Rights of 
the Child. Both declarations emphasize free and compulsory elementary educa-
tion, not merely schooling. The right to education expressed in the Declaration of 
the Rights of the Child is more than the right to sit under a school roof for six or 
eight hours a day. It is a right to learn something while sitting there.

The Schooling-Learning Gap Is a 
Systemic Issue
Why the gap between education inputs and learning outcomes? There are 
numerous causes and unknowns linked to the many prerequisites for learning. 
Nonschool factors play an important role, but even within schooling systems, sev-
eral factors must coalesce for students to learn. Schools are needed, as are teaching 
materials, utility services, and other inputs. Students must be present, motivated, 
and able to learn. Teachers must be present, motivated, and able to instruct. That 
many of these requisites are often missing is a function of systemic issues in educa-
tion delivery more than a simple lack of resources.
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Lant Pritchett concludes that even considerable and costly improvements in 
inputs can often only marginally affect learning outcomes in developing coun-
tries.25 He examines the impact of physical school infrastructure; teacher-pupil 
ratios; teacher qualifications and training; and learning inputs such as chalk, 
pencils, paper, workbooks, and computers. Based on evidence from four studies 
of learning impact in the developing world, he calculates the impact on testing of 
increasing all of these input variables to the maximum plausible. The results are 
disappointing, ranging from 10 to 20 percent of a standard deviation of student 
test scores compared with a learning gap at least five times as large. The learning 
deficit, therefore, is perhaps one-fifth a lack of resources at the classroom level 
and four-fifths other issues. Evidence from India appears to confirm the relatively 
slight impact of increased resources on learning outcomes. Between 2007 and 
2011, India increased expenditure on elementary education by 80 percent, but 
average learning outcomes reported by ASER surveys have slightly declined.26 

Inputs do have some effect on outcomes. Paul Glewwe and colleagues reviewed 
9,000 studies of educational intervention impacts on learning outcomes in 
developing countries. They conclude that a number of basics do matter. Improved 
roofs, walls, and floors; school furnishings such as desks, tables, and chairs; and 
a school library all help students learn.27 However, inputs only lead to notably 
better outcomes if the broader environment is conducive to using those inputs 
effectively. In many countries, it appears that the binding constraint on learning is 
not resources, but other factors related to the broader environment.

For example, according to Glewwe and colleagues “the most consistent results” 
in improving learning outcomes “reflect having teachers with greater knowledge 
of the subjects they teach, having a longer school day, and providing tutoring. . . . 
It makes a difference if the teacher shows up for work.”28 Teacher absenteeism 
a significant problem; on an average school day, 11 percent of teachers are ab-
sent in Peru, 16 percent are absent in Bangladesh, and 27 percent are absent in 
Uganda.29 Even when they are present, teachers may make limited efforts to create 
a friendly learning environment. ASER’s observation of rural education practices 
in 1,075 classrooms across five Indian states reveals that in only about a quarter 
of classrooms was a student witnessed asking a question. Other child-friendly 
practices—joking with students, displaying student work, encouraging students 
to work in small groups—were even less common.30 

Direct methods to improve teacher attendance and effort have improved test 
scores with mixed results,31 as has the use of contract teachers.32 The importance 
of systemic issues is demonstrated by the fact that interventions that successfully 
improve teacher performance in one system can fail when applied elsewhere. For 
example, Paul Atherton and Geeta Kingdon show that students taught by contract 
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teachers in public schools in Uttar Pradesh learned about twice as much per year 
as those taught by civil service teachers.33 At the same time, an attempt to scale 
contract teachers in Kenya revealed that contract teachers only influenced test 
scores when hired by a nongovernmental organization, not the Kenyan govern-
ment.34 A randomized study in the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh suggests that 
bonuses for teachers based on exam results can improve outcomes.35 In Kenya, 
however, teacher performance incentives related to test scores increased student 
learning only in the short run.36

Whether a school-level fix for the learning gap is effective depends on the broader 
environment for learning and the incentives offered to principals and government 
ministers. This may be why private schools (which respond to very different 
incentives) sometimes considerably outperform public schools in the developing 
world even if spending less per student.37 The Center for Global Development’s 
Justin Sandefur and colleagues found that in Kenya, private school students score 
an average of 290 on the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education exam, compared 
with a national average score of 247. The gap remains evident even when account-
ing for the fact that more able students are more likely to attend private schools. 
The difference in scores is considerably larger than the impact of any tested 
intervention on raising performance within public schools.38 

Publicly financed school choice has also made a significant difference in test scores 
in some settings.39 An analysis of the random distribution of vouchers covering 
half of the costs of private secondary schooling across all municipalities in Colom-
bia found that voucher recipients were 10 percent more likely to have completed 
eighth grade and scored significantly higher on standardized tests.40 

This is not to argue that the solution to the schooling-learning gap is mass privati-
zation of education or widespread voucher schemes.41 Free primary education is 
a right enshrined in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights,42 and there are 
cases where it appears that private or charter schools do not provide a dramatical-
ly better education once household characteristics are taken into account.43 There 
is insufficient evidence suggesting mass voucher programs would work in educa-
tion sectors across different institutional environments and levels of development. 
Certainly the experience of school choice in Chile, where the average student 
PISA score has improved but remains at the 17.8th percentile for Denmark, sug-
gests that choice is not enough on its own to significantly improve results. 

Instead, experience with private education suggests that empowering motivated 
parents with information, choice, and responsibility can stimulate change when 
matched with school managers with the flexibility and incentive to respond to en-
gaged and informed stakeholders. Achieving this match requires systemic reform 
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that would enhance the long chains of accountability from education ministries 
to voters, and the shorter chains of accountability from headmasters and district 
education officials to parents.44 

Accountability reform would make teachers and headmasters more directly 
responsible for the quality of education in their classrooms, and would give them 
the freedom and tools to teach in ways that maximize learning. To achieve ac-
countability, governments require the tools to monitor and reward quality and 
value added in teaching, and to intervene to fix failing schools. Furthermore, ac-
countability would equip parents with knowledge of learning outcomes in schools 
and the tools to secure better results for their children. Accountability requires 
that parents and government know how much students are actually learning in 
school and can use that knowledge to change outcomes.

It is perhaps not surprising that there is a gap between schooling and learning, and 
that education reform is difficult. Schools and education systems are about a lot 
more than learning. For students, schools are also about signaling innate intel-
ligence, status, and social networks. For parents, they are also a form of daycare. 
For teachers, they are a stable source of income. For governments, schools are 
also about socialization, employment, and rent generation.45 A complex story of 
political economy lies behind the schooling-learning gap.

Given the complex political economy of systemic reform, and the considerable 
diversity in existing educational systems around the world, solutions to learning 
stagnation will vary immensely across countries. As a starting point, however, 
countries should focus on the right problem—learning—so they can design 
effective solutions. 

A Role for Student Assessment in 
Reform?
The role of classroom assessments as a tool for enhancing teacher performance is 
uncontroversial. Black and Wiliam note in their 1998 synthesis of over 250 studies 
on classroom assessment that “[t]he gains in achievement appear to be quite 
considerable, and . . . amongst the largest ever reported for educational interven-
tions.”46 Examinations also play an important role in selecting and certifying 
students both for employers and for higher levels of education. 

But learning stagnation and its systemic underpinning suggest that assessment’s 
most important role may be as a tool for leveraging reform. Barbara Bruns and 
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colleagues suggest three accountability channels through which information such 
as assessment could affect learning outcomes: choice (evidence for parents about 
the quality of education across schools), participation (a motivator for action), 
and voice (a tool to lobby for reform).47 When combined with a policy framework 
that allows for choice, engagement, and reform, testing can have a significant 
impact. Systemically, assessment can help stakeholders understand the scale of 
the schooling-learning gap. With this understanding, they can push for change, 
recalibrate expectations and syllabi to reasonable expectations of performance, 
allow targets and incentives for improvement, and facilitate experimentation.

In particular, assessment can move dialogue towards the right issue, from the 
well-understood act of going to school to the less widely appreciated question of 
learning while there. In the last 20 years, the push for universal access and enroll-
ment has led to a widespread understanding of what going to school entails. Even 
illiterate rural mothers in India know what this means. The growth of enrollment 
is testament to the fact that governments knew how to improve access and parents 
knew how to improve enrollment. 

In contrast, there is no universal understanding of “learning.” Assessments 
play a vital role in demonstrating to parents and governments the basic learn-
ing they should expect (in that tests should cover the skills of reading, writing, 
and arithmetic). Assessments also focus parental and political attention on the 
right problem (learning stagnation) rather than on education sector inputs and 
measures of enrollment that are at best only a partial solution. Assessments are a 
powerful tool that stakeholders outside the education ministry can use to improve 
outcomes. And given the systemic nature of the schooling-learning gap, outside 
actors will be vital for reform.

Absent assessment information, parents may be satisfied with very poor educa-
tional services. Figure 5 compares the percentage of adults in three East African 
countries who report that the government is addressing educational needs “fairly 
well” or “very well” with the proportion of children in standard 4 who passed 
standard 2 numeracy and English literacy tests. In all three countries in 2008, two-
thirds or more of adults were broadly satisfied with the government’s performance 
in education. Yet the Uwezo results three years later suggest that less than half of 
standard 4 children in Kenya, less than a third in Tanzania, and less than a fifth in 
Uganda passed standard 2 tests in literacy and numeracy. The considerable major-
ity of children in these three countries are not learning what they should be. Yet 
the considerable majority of adults profess satisfaction with the education system, 
perhaps because they do not fully grasp their children’s actual level of learning.48 
Hopefully, by demonstrating the schooling-learning gap, public assessments such 
as Uwezo can foster demand for higher quality education.
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Assessments might also help recalibrate syllabi over time with realistic expecta-
tions of what the median student (or even the advanced student) in the average 
classroom actually knows. A national syllabus that demands teachers complete 
lessons in algebra or make students read long history texts places teachers in an 
impossible situation if the majority of their students still cannot do basic arithme-
tic or read a simple paragraph.49 Assessments can also focus attention on learning 
gaps within countries—between girls and boys, rich and poor, and minority 
language groups and others. Reformulated syllabi can ensure that all students 
benefit from completing basic education rather than the lucky few who can keep 
up with over-ambitious curricula.

Repeated assessment allows governments and the international community to set 
goals for improved learning outcomes to spur reform efforts. Although the world-
wide rates of improvement in test scores suggest these goals should be modest and 
long term, assessments can help hold leaders to account. In the right institutional 
setting, they can also form the basis for incentive payments; schools, districts, 

Figure 5: Satisfaction and results in Education (East Africa)

Percentage of adults suggesting the government is addressing educational needs 
“fairly well” or “very well” 2008 (Afrobarometer)

Percentage of children in standard 4 who passed standard 2 literacy and numeracy
tests in 2010 (Uwezo)
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Source: Uwezo, “Are Our Children Learning? Numeracy and Literacy Across East Africa,” 
mimeograph, Dar Es Salaam (Uwezo, 2011) and Afrobarometer surveys available at www.
afrobarometer.org.
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or countries that meet goals might receive additional resources from national 
governments or donor agencies. In particular, specific goals and incentives might 
encourage progress in schools or districts furthest behind.

Finally, assessments allow for wider experimentation on what works in education, 
inside and outside the classroom, applicable to specific country circumstances. 
This experimentation is clearly required given the limited progress we have seen in 
improving outcomes to date. 

There is some evidence that testing and assessment as tools to leverage systemic 
improvement can boost learning. Cross-country analysis suggests that students 
in school systems that have an external exit exam combined with local autonomy 
perform better on internationally comparable tests. However, performance is actu-
ally worse if there is autonomy without testing, which suggests that only informed 
demand from parents can make a real difference.50

At the country level, Brazil has simultaneously expanded schooling coverage and 
learning over the past 15 years. The country’s national assessment, benchmarked 
to PISA, has shown considerable improvement since 2000. Gains are particularly 
impressive since 2005 when the national assessment began testing every student, 
and the government, media, and civil society groups began actively publicizing 
the results. The Basic Education Development Index, introduced in 2005, al-
lows parents to compare school achievement and promotion on a 10-point scale 
aligned with the country’s PISA scores. Brazil’s average PISA scores in reading 
improved from 396 in 2000 to 412 in 2009. In mathematics, scores improved from 
356 in 2003 to 386 in 2009. In science, Brazil’s scores improved from 390 in 2006 
to 405 in 2009. 

Alongside reforms in school funding, educational requirements, and teacher pay 
and bonuses, Brazil redesigned its curricula, promoted longer school days, and 
mandated 11 years of schooling. These reforms have driven greater accountability, 
especially in some of the poorest states. Ceara, in the Northeast, has implemented 
an incentive program that provides additional resources to the schools that make the 
most progress on the Basic Education Development Index. Ceara improved from 
one of Brazil’s worst performing states to 14th out of 27 states in the 2009 Index.51 

Despite continuing problems with unequal outcomes, Chile has seen similarly 
impressive gains; along with Brazil and Latvia, Chile improved student learning at 
the fastest rate worldwide between 1995 and 2011. The country has combined a 
robust system of publicly funded, privately managed voucher schools and teacher 
assessment matched by rapidly rising salaries, with its own national all-student 
assessment testing regime.52
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Assessment Is Not a Silver Bullet
Although assessment can play a positive role in improved outcomes, it is far 
from a foolproof or stand-alone remedy. Mexico has had standardized national 
all-student testing since 2006, with considerable data published on the results. 
Nevertheless, opposition has grown and returns in terms of improved policies 
and student outcomes are limited, in part because results were not accompanied 
by guidance or additional school resources.53 Pratham’s ASER has documented 
declining scores since it was introduced. Similarly, the vast majority of participat-
ing countries have progressed slowly over time in PISA and TIMSS scores. 

Assessments can only improve outcomes as part of a broader effort.54 Chile and 
Brazil, for example, have highlighted education as a national issue. Even so, testing 
and school reforms are likely to only narrow the gap between learning outcomes 
around the world. A range of factors that are completely beyond the control of 
education ministries—including family circumstances and home language—also 
help determine learning.55

Assessment Systems and Their Cost
The many roles of assessment, and the need for pressure at the national, district, 
and school level for improved performance, point to the importance of an assess-
ment system –repeated, independently verified national assessments of different 
grade levels. Assessments should be comparable across schools, districts, and 
time. They should also be comparable to internationally comparative tests. 
International assessments like PISA and TIMSS can play an important role in 
motivating national politicians and major employers to advocate for reform, but 
assessments that allow comparison at lower levels may be the key to engaging and 
informing parents and state and local representatives.

At a minimum, a representative sample of children in both public and private 
schools should be assessed every year. Preferably, all children should be tested 
regularly. And it should be possible for parents and stakeholders everywhere to 
compare school performance with results that allow for evaluation of value added. 

Assessments are affordable. Reviews of the cost of testing and assessment 
programs in the United States and Latin America suggest that costs in no case 
amount to more than 0.3 percent of the national education budget.56 Across Latin 
America, the cost for all-student school testing programs ran from $2 to $25 per 
student in 2007. At $4.4 million, Chile’s grade 8 tests were the most expensive 
in the region.57 This suggests that the cost effectiveness of assessment in terms of 
improved learning, even absent systemic change, is many multiples of the returns 
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to increased teacher pay or expenditure on inputs. If assessment plays a role in 
fostering systemic change as well, the ratio of benefits to costs of an assessment 
system would be multiples higher again. 

The scarcest resource in many developing countries may be the people needed 
to manage the assessment process, not the funds to pay for it. In those circum-
stances, tests can be outsourced to private or civil society providers approved by 
government-appointed public/private committees. 

The Patchy Record of Assessment
Despite low costs and potentially high returns, few developing countries outside 
Latin America even approach a full assessment system. The ASER exercise in 
India and Pakistan, Uwezo assessments in East Africa, and emerging work in West 
Africa are welcome initiatives to help fill the assessment gap with national profiles 
and comparative data across schools and districts. The Early Grade Reading As-
sessment used in 44 countries is also a promising development (see figure 6). But 
testing to create school, regional, or national learning profiles remains the excep-
tion rather than the rule in many developing countries. Fewer than half of the 
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Source: J. van der Gaag and A. Adams, Where is the Learning? Measuring Schooling Efforts in Developing Coun-
tries (Washington DC: The Brookings Institution, 2010).
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countries in sub-Saharan Africa conducted a single national learning assessment 
between 1995 and 2008.58

The internationally comparable statistics with the widest coverage may provide 
little insight into whether students are actually learning. Widely cited literacy 
statistics are based on years of schooling, not actual tests of learning.59 Some 
middle-income countries have progressed significantly in enrolling students into 
higher level international assessments. Nonetheless, only 28 developing econo-
mies administered the last round of the TIMSS grade 8 mathematics and science 
assessment, which is the most comprehensive international assessment in terms of 
country coverage at higher levels. (The next round of both PISA and TIMSS will 
cover more developing countries.)60 

Clearly there is a significant gap in measuring learning outcomes in developing 
countries. There is enough assessment data to suggest that learning stagnation 
is widespread in the developing world. But, except in a minority of developing 
countries, the level of assessment is too limited to allow for a detailed analysis of 
the nature and causes of that stagnation. Assessment data is insufficient to lever 
reform and experimentation to improve overall learning outcomes. Given the 
small cost and potential impact of improved assessment systems, this low level of 
assessment is a considerable failing of the global education community.

Policy Recommendations
There are alternate uses for the resources governments spend on schooling—
life-saving vaccination programs that cost tens of dollars per person saved, for 
example. If schooling does not deliver learning, it is hard to justify all the money 
that is spent on schools. The schooling-learning gap is, therefore, an issue not just 
for education ministries, teachers, parents, and students, but for finance minis-
tries, parliamentarians, taxpayers, and aid agencies.

The immediate role for expanded assessment is to sound the alarm about a 
widespread stagnation of learning at very low levels despite a dramatic increase 
in school enrollments and education expenditures. It is clear that the main cause 
of the schooling-learning gap is not lack of classroom inputs, but the political 
economy of education. However, it is not clear that we know the answer to the 
learning challenge, or that there is one answer. The correct or practical responses 
to the learning stagnation will vary by country, and doubtless within countries. 
An expanded national and international regime of learning assessments will 
be invaluable in the search for those answers and in creating pressure for their 
implementation. 
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As part of a broader focus on improving learning outcomes—a focus that high-
lights learning for all—government, civil society, donors, and the UN system all 
play a unique role. 

Governments, particularly in developing countries, should prioritize the develop-
ment and rollout of assessments targeted to measure learning performance of 
cohorts of children from early grades through high school. 

•	 Assessments should allow comparison at the national, district, and school 
level, as well as over time and internationally. Countries with low measure-
ment capacity should prioritize local and domestic learning goals, and 
assessments linked to those goals. 

•	 Assessment results should be public and allow for an understanding of 
the value added by schooling as well as the sources of variation in learning 
outcomes across schools and socioeconomic groups. And they should 
cover an increasing number of topics.61

The nature of learning stagnation and its roots in a complex and country-specific 
dynamic of political economy suggests that the primary force for successful 
change will be domestic and grassroots, engaging parents and other stakeholders 
in the struggle for reform. This suggests a vital role for civil society. 

•	 In some countries in South Asia and East Africa, nongovernmental organi-
zations are leading assessment efforts. 

•	 There is an additional vital role for civil society in interpreting and dissemi-
nating assessment results to create pressure for change. 

The role for outsiders—and aid agencies in particular—will be secondary. 
Perhaps the greatest contribution the international community could make is 
Hippocratic: “doing no harm” by ending support for broken systems that focus on 
education inputs to the exclusion of learning outcomes. 

•	 In extreme cases, donors might consider ending support to school systems 
where children fail to reach a minimum standard of learning (or where 
there is no assessment at all) until there is a plausible and systemic reform 
program in place to improve outcomes.

•	 Donors can support rigorous experimentation and generation of evidence 
of what works. They can also support the development of national assess-
ment institutions and the rollout of assessment. 
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•	 USAID could scale up its support for Early Grade Reading Assessments 
across more than 40 countries. Donors can also support civil society 
groups implementing assessments or using assessment results to push for 
improved learning outcomes. Selected living standard measurement sur-
veys might include modules for testing children in surveyed households.

•	 Donors can incentivize learning and assessment by linking financing to the 
creation and results of an independent, verifiable, and public cohort assess-
ment regime using cash-on-delivery aid (where budget support is provided 
on the basis of achievement of pre-agreed, independently verified progress 
in development outcomes).62 The United Kingdom’s Department for Inter-
national Development is financing a pilot program in Ethiopia that will pay 
the government for each additional student who takes a grade 10 exam and 
for each student who passes that exam, with results independently verified 
by a monitoring agent.63 In Tanzania, the independent agency Twaweza is 
working with the Government Commission for Science and Technology 
and others to test a “local” cash-on-delivery education program in which 
teachers receive a fixed payment for every child who can read and count at 
the appropriate level in grades 1 through 3.64

Multilateral bodies and the UN system have an important role in setting global 
norms and standards.

•	 The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development and the 
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement 
have considerable experience in supporting the rollout of assessment 
regimes, and could support implementation.

•	 The World Bank’s new education sector strategy focuses on learning. The 
World Bank is supporting the rollout of national assessment systems as 
part of a broader focus on sector reform that increases accountability. 

•	 UNESCO could assist in the development of international “chained” 
assessments that allow comparison across education systems with con-
siderably different capacities. As the UN agency charged with education, 
UNESCO can play an important role in fostering the norm of repeated 
national assessments. 

Finally, efforts are underway to frame a concrete learning goal for all children, 
endorsed by UNESCO and potentially added to the new round of goals that 
will frame the development agenda after the 2015 deadline for the Millennium 
Development Goals. It is clear that an overall focus on learning rather than years 
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of schooling is the correct approach for any such goal. A learning goal might spur 
improved data on educational outcomes, from basic literacy and numeracy to 
more advanced competencies related to successful participation in an increasingly 
globalized economy. 

The post-2015 development agenda should prioritize global efforts to measure 
student learning comprehensively, in all countries and across key grades, skills, 
and competencies. Countries should carry out their measurement efforts system-
atically over time, so they can measure and analyze progress in a robust way. And 
measurement outcomes should be globally relevant, enabling even the smallest 
and poorest countries to map their progress against their regional neighbors and 
global leaders. An increased focus on worldwide assessment is key to ensuring that 
children everywhere enjoy their human right to education—a responsibility we 
all share.
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Endnotes
1.	 Thanks to school building programs over the past 50 years, school completion is no longer limited 

primarily by access. Indeed, Deon Filmer (2007) estimated that if a school was built right next to every 

household in 21 low-income countries, it would raise enrollments by an average of only 1 percentage 

point. In Ghana and Tanzania, 92 percent of 15- to 19-year-olds have completed at least one grade of 

school. In India, that number is 85 percent (Pritchett fortchoming).

2.	 Household conditions certainly contribute to the learning crisis. Data from the ASER Centre in India 

(2011) suggest that 46 percent—or close to half—of mothers with children currently enrolled in school 

in rural India have not been to school themselves. Eighty-two percent of children do not have any read-

ing material at home other than textbooks. For a quarter of the children, the language of instruction at 

school was different than the language spoken at home. Together, these conditions lead to low or no 

learning support at home. Similarly, testing results in East Africa suggest that a mother’s education was 

a far more powerful predictor of learning outcomes than a school quality indicator based on class size, 

pupil-teacher ratios, and pupil-toilet ratios. Household wealth and private versus public schooling were 

also more important than school quality variables.

3.	 Development Initiatives, “Budget 2012: Is East Africa Spending Where It Matters?” June 20, 2012, 

www.devinit.org/budget-2012-is-east-africa-spending-where-it-matters.

4.	 Banerjee and Duflo (2011).

5.	 Psachariopoulos and Patrinos (2002); cf. Rosenzweig (2010).

6.	 Data is from the Barro-Lee Educational Attainment Dataset at www.barrolee.com.

7.	 Pritchett (2001).

8.	 Pritchett (2001).

9.	 Hanushek and Woessman (2008, 2009). The 2009 study includes openness and a measure of property 

rights.

10.	 Similarly, the relationship between simply sitting in school and other quality-of-life measures may be 

weaker than assumed. For example, the relationship between girls’ education and child health outcomes 

may reflect intrahousehold decision making as much as the impact of what girls learn in school. At the 

same time, a number of specific learning interventions around issues such as hand washing and open-

field defecation do suggest a high payoff to health knowledge transfer (Kenny 2011).

11.	 ASER (2010).

12.	 Since 2007, the Pratham organization’s Indian Annual Status of Education Report has collected 

nationally representative survey data comparable over time on literacy, numeracy, critical thinking, 

and everyday calculations for schoolchildren across India. The literacy evaluation tests letter and word 

recognition as well as comprehension of first- and second-grade texts. The numeracy evaluation tests 

recognition of one- and two-digit numbers and two-digit subtraction and division.

13.	 Pritchett (fortchoming), using data from Educational Initiatives India at www.ei-india.com

http://www.ei-india.com
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14.	 This measure is the self-reported ability to read and write a simple paragraph.

15.	 In Togo, only 60 percent of adults who reached grade 5 could read and write with ease when tested 

(Terryn undated). Only one-quarter of surveyed 15- to 19-year-olds in Ghana could answer more than 

half of a set of math questions that involved four one-digit arithmetic questions, where questions and 

answers both involved only cardinal numbers between 1 and 10 (such as “5 – 2 = ?”) and four two-digit 

problems (such as “17 X 3 = ?”) (Filmer, Hasan, and Pritchett 2006).

16.	 Terryn (undated).

17.	 See Uwezo (2012). Note this includes both children who have and have not attended primary school.

18.	 This uses ASER (2010) data. See also Wagner (2005). The percentage of children who can read a grade 

2 story climbs from 31 to 44 percent in the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh between grade 4 and grade 5. It 

is worth noting that the fourth and fifth grade curricula are designed with the assumption that students 

have mastered basic literacy. This suggests that much of the material presented during the school year is 

incomprehensible to the majority of students who have not yet mastered reading. Again, less than half 

the students who have been in school through eight grades—up to high school—can perform division. 

This is a skill that should have been learned in grade 2, according to the curriculum (Pritchett fortchom-

ing). Uwezo’s survey in East Africa suggests that at the most basic level of literacy and numeracy, a full 

course of primary schooling might deliver for a great majority of students. A representative survey of 

learning outcomes in Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda focused on one- and two-digit math questions and 

comprehension of a simple paragraph in standard 2 tests. In Kenya, 94 percent of standard 7 children 

passed the standard 2 English test, 95 percent passed the Kiswahili test, and 88 percent passed the 

numeracy test. In Tanzania, progress was slower from a lower base: 51 percent of standard 7 children 

passed the English test, 68 percent passed the numeracy test, and 81 percent passed the Kiswahili test. 

For Tanzania, linear extrapolation of the data suggests that 11 years of schooling would be sufficient to 
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