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Over three decades ago, international donors declared that there was a learning crisis in
developing countries. In the years since, large investments have been made toward education, yet
there has been an apparent relative lack of progress in student learning. This book unpicks this
disparity, and explores the implications of evidence-based donor programming for quality
education. It undertakes an in-depth analysis of the interventions financed by the main donors in
primary education, such as infrastructure development, provision of instructional material,
teacher training, and community mobilization, and argues that the research undertaken during
this period was unable to provide answers. The author outlines an alternative model for evidence
generation that can assist in the design of relevant and targeted interventions for learning, to
ultimately inform and improve future education programmes. Timely and radical, this book is
essential reading for practitioners, researchers, and students in the fields of education research
and education reform.

Prema Clarke has twenty-five years of professional experience with international organizations,
including World Bank, Global Partnership for Education, UNESCO, and several bilateral donor
agencies. She uses her experience to construct a framework for research and project design that
can transform a system to enrich the learning of children living in developing countries.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83322-6 — Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries
Prema Clarke

Frontmatter

More Information

Education Reform and the Learning
Crisis in Developing Countries

Prema Clarke

S CAMBRIDGE

S UNIVERSITY PRESS

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83322-6 — Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries
Prema Clarke

Frontmatter

More Information

CAMBRIDGE

UNIVERSITY PRESS

University Printing House, Cambridge cB2 8Bs, United Kingdom

One Liberty Plaza, 20th Floor, New York, NY 10006, USA

477 Williamstown Road, Port Melbourne, vic 3207, Australia

314-321, 3rd Floor, Plot 3, Splendor Forum, Jasola District Centre, New Delhi - 110025, India

103 Penang Road, #05-06/07, Visioncrest Commercial, Singapore 238467

Cambridge University Press is part of the University of Cambridge.

It furthers the University’s mission by disseminating knowledge in the pursuit of
education, learning, and research at the highest international levels of excellence.

www.cambridge.org
Information on this title www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
DOT 10.1017/9781108973700

© Prema Clarke 2022

This publication is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception
and to the provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements,
no reproduction of any part may take place without the written
permission of Cambridge University Press.

First published 2022
A catalogue record for this publication is available from the British Library.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

~NaMEs: Clarke, Prema, author.

TI1TLE: Education reform and the learning crisis in developing countries / Prema Clarke

DESCRIPTION: Cambridge, United Kingdom ; New York : Cambridge University Press, 2022. | Series: Cambridge
education research | Includes bibliographical references and index.

IDENTIFIERS: LCCN 2022004137 (print) | LCCN 2022004138 (ebook) | 1sBN 9781108833226 (Hardback) |

ISBN 9781108973700 (eBook)

suBJECTS: LcsH: Educational change - Developing countries. | Education - Developing countries — Finance. |
Educational assistance - Developing countries. | Education - Developing countries - International cooperation. |
BISAC: EDUCATION / Educational Policy & Reform / General

CLASSIFICATION: LCC LC2605 .C54 2022 (print) | LcC LC2605 (ebook) | DDC 370.9172/4-dc23/eng/20220606
LC record available at https://lccnloc.gov/2022004137

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2022004138

ISBN 978-1-108-83322-6 Hardback

Cambridge University Press has no responsibility for the persistence or accuracy of
URLSs for external or third-party internet websites referred to in this publication
and does not guarantee that any content on such websites is, or will remain,
accurate or appropriate.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83322-6 — Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries

Prema Clarke
Frontmatter
More Information

CONTENTS

List of Figures, Tables, and Boxes
Acknowledgments

Introduction
References

The Learning Crisis

Funding for Education Reform

Global Compacts in Education
Education Sector Achievements
Measuring Learning

IDFI Support for Learning Assessments
Global Status of Learning

Conclusion

References

Donor Programming in Education
Financing Education Reform
Project Design

Project Design and Research
Assessing Donor Interventions
Conclusion

References

Best Practice and Research in Education
Large-Scale Surveys

Randomized Control Trials

Political Economy Analysis

Conclusion

References

Creating an Evidence Base for Learning

Micro and Meso Levels that Enable Learning

History, Milieu, and Mindset

page vii

viii

13

14
16
18
21
27
29
40
44
49

54
56
58
63
66
92
95

103
104
117
130
141
145

152

155
159

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment

www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

CAMBRIDGE

Cambridge University Press & Assessment
978-1-108-83322-6 — Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries

Prema Clarke
Frontmatter
More Information

vi | Contents
Building the Evidence Base 167
Examples of Evidence Generation for Learning 170
Donor Programming 179
Conclusion 187
References 190
Epilogue 194
Social Biography 195
Professional Insights 199
References 205
Index 206

@© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83322-6 — Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries
Prema Clarke

Frontmatter

More Information

FIGURES, TABLES, AND BOXES

Figures

1.1 South Asia: percent of students achieving minimum proficiency in

reading and mathematics page 42
12 Sub-Saharan Africa: percent achieving minimum proficiency in

francophone countries 43
1.3 Sub-Saharan Africa: percent achieving minimum proficiency in

anglophone countries 43
2.1 Expenditure on basic education by multilateral and bilateral donors 57
2.2 Expenditure on basic education by the UK, USA, and World Bank 57
31 Performance of teachers and students in mathematics and language 11
4.1 Micro level: infrastructure, people, and things 155
4.2 Meso-level cluster of educational domains 156

Tables

1.1 Annual aid to the education sector in USD billion 18
1.2 IDFIs’ achievements on education outcomes 22
1.3 PASEC scores (late primary): francophone sub-Saharan countries 35

1.4 SACMEQ distribution of students (full sample and low socioeconomic
status (SES)) across assessment levels: grade 6 language and mathematics 37

1.5 PASEC, SACMEQ, PILNA testing areas in numeracy and literacy 46
1.6 EGRA and EGMA subtasks and skills 48
2.1 Variables with potential and those that could be wasteful 67
2.2 Technologies and approaches to school construction in sub-Saharan

Africa 69
3.1 Teachers curriculum coverage in Sudan 117
3.2 IDFIs’ latest list on what works based on RCT's 129
3.3 Evidence generation and learning 144

4.1 Increases in learning in grades 1 and 2 in Kenya through the Tusome

program 176

4.2 IDFI priorities and objectives 180
Boxes

2.1 World Bank project design process 59

vii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83322-6 — Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries
Prema Clarke

Frontmatter

More Information

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I am immensely indebted to the many communities and individuals that
nurtured and enriched me throughout the decades of working in inter-
national education leading to the writing of this book. Exposure to the
challenges to good schooling started when I lived with Dalit communities
for three years in Chengalpattu District in Tamil Nadu, India, contributing to
a bottom-up mode of thinking. Much of this focus on schools and classrooms
was appreciated and cultivated through six years in graduate school. I am
grateful to the Harvard Graduate School of Education for enabling the
development of my knowledge but also for furthering my confidence and
my creativity. I thank my mentor Bruce Fuller who continued to encourage
and inspire my educational journey decades after he was formally done with
me as his doctoral student. He has accompanied me in the process of writing
this book for which I am extremely grateful.

I owe a debt of gratitude to the India World Bank team for their compan-
ionship and candid discussions, starting with our then team leader, Ward
Heneveld, and inspiring colleagues Susan Hirshberg, Shashi Shrivastava,
N. K. Jangira, Venita Kaul, Deepa Sankar, Kalpana Seethapalli, Vandana
Sipahimalani-Rao, Keith Hinchliffe, Sangeeta Goyal, Sudesh Ponnappa,
Anjali Manglik, and Renu Gupta. Conversations with the following Indian
educators during my time in India were rich, deep, and challenging: Jayashree
Oza, Vimala Ramachandran, Jyostna Jha, Subir Shukla, N. V. Varghese, Renu
Singh, Vyjayanthi Sankar, and Gurumurthy Kasinathan.

Working with staff from DFID, the European Union, UNICEF, UNESCO,
DFAT, and several developing country governments in South Asia, sub-
Saharan Africa, and the Pacific was especially critical to my formation as an

viii

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83322-6 — Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries
Prema Clarke

Frontmatter

More Information

ix |  Acknowledgments

educational professional as we deliberated together on what was happening
in the education sector. I am very grateful to all the education officials in the
developing countries that I visited who talked to me about their struggles with
learning and also allowed me glimpses of schools and classrooms in their
respective countries. I am grateful to the teachers in these classrooms who
allowed me to observe their teaching, even as many shared their stories
with me.

I was privileged to work at the World Bank under the leadership of Ralph
Harbison, Manny Jimenez, Julian Schweitzer, and Jee Peng Tan. I am espe-
cially grateful to my colleagues Michelle Welmond and Mamy Rakotomalala
for taking the risk to approve my analytical work in Cameroon, South Sudan,
and Sudan, which contributed significantly to my exposure to what really
mattered for learning. I also want to thank Shanta Devarajan for the oppor-
tunity to contribute to the 2004 World Development Report and Aaron
Benavot for the invitation to contribute to the 2017/18 Global Education
Monitoring Report on Accountability in Education.

Another organization that played an important role in the growth of my
knowledge of the education sector was the Global Partnership for Education.
I express my sincere thanks to Robert Prouty, Sandra Barton, and Paul
Coustere for tolerating my inability to “keep my head down” while at the
Partnership Secretariat.

I offer my special thanks to Will Smith, Senior Lecturer in Education and
International Development, University of Edinburgh, for his review of an
earlier version of the manuscript.

Rich discussions and encounters with the work of other educational
professionals have also contributed to the writing of this book: Kin Bing
Wu, Jacob Bregman, Xiaonan Cao, Sajitha Bashir, Kirsten Majgaard, Xiaoyan
Liang, Helen Abadzi, and David Letichevsky.

Four couples, who are also dear friends, were especially involved with
reading the proposal, discussing incipient ideas, and commenting on por-
tions of the manuscript: David and Drema McAllister-Wilson, Kiran and
Mrinalini Sebastian, John Chapin and Gabe Kelemen, and Anand and Megan
Varghese. Many friends have walked with me on this long journey, playing
the devil’s advocate, providing encouragement, or just being there for me.
I would like to name a few: Suresh and Shobha Reginald, Paul and Annie
Namala, Jack Kline, Mike and Leslie Fonner, Anita Walters, Seema Williams,
Manoj and Elizabeth Duraisingh, Sanjeevi and Sushila Rajasingham, Beverly
Mitchell, David and Corinne Scot, Bill and Mary Gibb, and Deenabandhu
Manchala.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press & Assessment

978-1-108-83322-6 — Education Reform and the Learning Crisis in Developing Countries
Prema Clarke

Frontmatter

More Information

X |  Acknowledgments

I would also like to mention my nephew Jacob Thomas who was especially
important in steering me in the right direction and my mother-in-law Clara
Clarke who cheered me on to the finish line. The support of the larger clan
including my siblings and their spouses (Shantha Bose, Thomas and Susan
Chandy, Mammen and Anu Chandy) and my husband’s siblings and their
spouses (Ramabai and Manoj Chacko, Amal and Renuka Clarke, Dayalan
and Vinodhini Clarke) was consistent.

I could not have completed this project without the loving support of my
two sons and their wives, Avinash and Sally Clarke, and Ashwin and Laura
Clarke. My grandsons Roshan, Naveen, Nikhil, and Teju and my grand-
daughter Neeva have sustained and brought me much joy throughout the
process.

I have to recognize the most important person in my life, my spouse of
forty-one years. This book would not have been written without Sathianathan
(Sathi) Clarke’s loving encouragement and meaningful dialogue with my
thinking and ideas. No doubt his profession as a professor of theology helped
him play a major role in sharpening this project.

Finally, my sincere thanks to Rebecca Taylor, Isabel Collins, Laura
Simmons and the copyediting and production team, especially Alice
Stoakley and Subathra Manogaran, at Cambridge University Press for work-
ing with me on this manuscript and helping to bring it to completion.

© in this web service Cambridge University Press & Assessment www.cambridge.org



www.cambridge.org/9781108833226
www.cambridge.org

