
Stories like Darweshi’s are commonplace in poor countries. It is

clear that education is important and that improving it should

be a part of the global development agenda of the next U.S.

president. But while aid for primary education has always

appealed to U.S. policymakers and the public and is consistent

with American values of expanding opportunity for all, U.S. aid

for education has languished in the past two decades. Aid for

health has increased six-fold while aid for education has grown

by only a third.1 The next president should consider

announcing U.S. support for a big international push to expand

quality primary schooling in low-income countries so that all

children have the chance to learn.

Achieving primary education for all
Poor countries have made education a priority and are

achieving remarkable progress. From 1991 to 2004, the

percentage of children completing primary school in low-

income countries shot from 66 percent to 74 percent;2 many

countries are progressing more quickly than today’s rich

countries did at similar levels of development.3 And the gender

gap is closing, too, with eight girls now enrolled in primary

school for every ten boys.4

But major challenges remain: how can schooling be expanded

to reach the poorest and most marginalized groups? Among

the children receiving no education, three-quarters of the girls

are “doubly disadvantaged,” excluded due to ethnicity, language

barriers, or rural isolation in addition to being female.5 Two out

of five children who are out of school suffer from disabilities.6

Reaching these children will be harder and more costly than

achieving the initial broad expansion of enrollment.
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What is needed to get children to school?
On the supply side, significant external funding will be needed

to build schools, buy textbooks, and train teachers.7 But

spending on supply is only one piece of the puzzle. On the

demand side, measures such as conditional cash transfers or

school lunch programs are known to increase attendance by

compensating families for the costs of such things as uniforms

and supplies and for the lost labor of children who may have

had jobs or assisted in domestic or agricultural tasks.8

What is needed to get children to learn?
Getting children to school is only the first step; making sure

they learn is harder. Almost half of third- to fifth-graders

surveyed in Andhra Pradesh in India, for instance, could not

count the three kites shown in a picture.9 Competency tests

show very low levels of learning in many poor countries in

every region.10

Why are children enrolling in school yet learning so little? A host of

reasons exist:poorly trained teachers with high rates of

absenteeism and moonlighting, particularly in rural areas;curricula

that focus on memorization of facts; lack of materials;poor

attendance or failure to do homework because of house or field

work at home;and hunger or health problems that go unaddressed

and keep children home or impede their concentration.11

Low-quality education is linked with high dropout rates, even

where initial enrollment is universal.12 But what can be done

to actually improve the quality of education? Doing so can be

costly as well as politically difficult in many countries since

powerful teachers’ unions sometimes oppose initiatives to

Darweshi, age six, goes to primary school in his village in Tanzania. His teacher often shows up three hours

late or does not come at all. When he does come, he is one of only two teachers in a school with seven grade

levels, so the students spend most of their class time practicing on their own. With few books and many

students, studying usually means copying notes from an outdated textbook—for those students who have

notebooks—and then memorizing facts that the students do not understand. Darweshi hopes to go to

secondary school but knows that only seven or eight of the twenty students in his class will do well enough on

the exam to get in.
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The White House and The World
Each day brings fresh evidence

that Americans’ well-being is

linked to the lives of others

around the world as never

before. Accelerating advances

in technology and the creation

of new knowledge offer

undreamed-of opportunities.

Yet global poverty, inequality,

disease and the threat of

rapid climate change

threaten our hopes. How will

the U.S. president elected in

November 2008 tackle these

global challenges?

The White House and the

World: A Global Development Agenda for the Next U.S.

President shows how modest changes in U.S. policies could

greatly improve the lives of poor people in developing

countries, thus fostering greater stability, security, and

prosperity globally and at home. Center for Global

Development experts offer fresh perspectives and practical

advice on trade policy, migration, foreign aid, climate

change and more. In an introductory essay, CGD president

Nancy Birdsall explains why and how the next U.S.

president must lead in the creation of a better, safer world.

The White House and the World Policy Briefs present key

facts and recommendations drawn from the book in a

succinct form designed for busy people, especially senior

policymakers in the executive and legislative branches of

government. This brief is drawn from “Aid for Education:

More Bang for the Buck” by Kate Vyborny and CGD

president Nancy Birdsall.

The White House and the World Policy Briefs were made

possible by the Connect US Fund of the Tides Foundation,

by Edward Scott Jr., the chairman of CGD’s board, and by

others whose unrestricted funding makes such

collaborative and cross-cutting work possible.

improve student achievement that might increase the burden

on their often under-prepared and under-resourced members.13

Lack of information about what works to improve quality is also

a factor. For example, teacher literacy and attendance are

strongly related to student scores, but would introducing a

particular training program for teachers or increasing their

salaries or monitoring their attendance necessarily improve

student scores?14 More and better impact studies are needed to

test the effect on learning outcomes of specific interventions,

including teacher training and community participation.

The tools to improve learning will differ from country to country;

one role of U.S. aid can be to support countries’ systems for

evaluating their own attempts to improve the quality of

education. And that requires improving data, which is very

patchy in low-income countries, particularly data on learning

outcomes and data that are comparable over time.15 This

problem limits not only the ability of governments and outside

researchers to evaluate efforts to improve education but also

the ability of civil society, communities, and parents to push for

such improvements. U.S. education programs could provide

leadership in focusing on data systems, management

information, and evaluation.

Another issue, often overlooked in U.S. and other aid programs,

is reflected in this statement from an official in a low-income

African country: “Donors will support building a school but not

the road to the school. They will fund a health clinic but not the

power plant to power the clinic.” The reality is that many factors

entirely outside the control of education officials and

institutions matter for delivering good education. In rural areas,

improving roads might increase access more than building more

schools. U.S. aid should better reflect the limitations of narrowly

directing funds to specific activities such as building schools,

training teachers, and buying textbooks.

U.S. aid for education: unpredictable,
wrapped in red tape, and under-evaluated

U.S. aid for education amounted to almost $800 million in 2005,

about a tenth of the world total. About a quarter of this went to

Afghanistan and Iraq.16 So in terms of spending, the United

States is only one player among many in aid for education. But

by spending our money wisely, we can multiply the effects not

only of our funds but also those of other donors.

Unfortunately, U.S. funding is typically short-term and

unpredictable. This is especially problematic in education, where

almost 90 percent of costs are recurrent, such as teachers’

salaries.17 Hiring thousands of new teachers when funds could



dry up after three years is a risky proposition. To improve results

in education, U.S. aid needs to be more predictable. It also needs

to come with less red tape: congressional earmarks and other

restrictions on how U.S. aid money can be spent leave recipients

with little flexibility to fund their most important needs.

Finally, U.S. aid, like that of most donors, is seriously under-

evaluated.18 Aid agencies frequently assess the success of an

intervention—such as a teacher-training program or curriculum

reform—only on the basis of how many hours of training were

conducted or whether reform regulations were promulgated,

instead of measuring the effect on school attendance or learning

outcomes. Where final impacts are evaluated, it is often without

any information about what was happening before the program

began. Careful evaluations need to include collection of such

baseline data and, where appropriate, can include techniques

like randomized evaluation, in which individuals or communities

are chosen randomly to receive an additional or an earlier

service, over and above a standard package of services received

by a “control” group.

Recommendations for the next U.S. president
The next president should consider supporting a big

international push to expand quality primary schooling in low-

income countries so that children everywhere have the chance

to learn. And he should adhere to three practical principles to

maximize every dollar of aid for education: (1) collaborate for

predictable, manageable funding, (2) innovate and evaluate to

scale up what works, and (3) manage aid for outcomes and

long-term systems.

Collaborate for predictable, manageable funding. A major

international effort, the Education for All—Fast Track Initiative

(FTI), has the potential to cut down the red tape in education

aid, but it needs more commitment from the United States.

Under the FTI, donors work together to fund education in

countries that have developed credible education plans. FTI

donors commit to providing long-term, predictable funding for

educational needs identified by the countries themselves, and

they jointly vet the countries’ plans to avoid costly duplication.

The president should take the lead in supporting the FTI,

contribute to its dedicated funds, and work with it more

effectively through U.S. bilateral aid.

The president must also take farther-reaching steps in order to get

more bang for each buck of aid for education and other purposes:

exercise leadership with Congress to streamline the aid system,

make more long-term agreements with recipient countries like

the compacts used by the Millennium Challenge Corporation, and

allow countries more flexibility to use funds for their priorities and

needs rather than impose restrictive earmarks.19

Innovate and evaluate to scale up what works. Conditional

cash transfers—the innovative idea of paying parents to send
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Rates of completing primary school vary widely from country to country

The Millennium Development Goal (MDG) for education is to ensure that all schoolchildren will be able to attend and finish

primary school by 2015, but that goal is more easily attainable for some countries than for others. The graph above shows the

completion rates for selected countries in 2006 (as a percentage of school-age children).

Source: World Bank, World Development Indicators 2008 (Washington, D.C.).



their children to school—overcame much skepticism through

rigorous evaluation of Mexico’s PROGRESA (now called

Oportunidades) program; similar mechanisms have since been

adopted in other developing countries, and even in New York City.

Such innovative approaches are needed and welcome, but only

evaluation can identify and generate knowledge about what

works and which interventions work best in different settings.

The governments of Kenya and Mexico, as well as NGOs like

Pratham, a grassroots educational organization in India, have

conducted exemplary rigorous evaluations to assess the impact

of educational interventions, thereby helping to ensure the

political sustainability and scaling up of successful initiatives.20

High-quality evaluations generate knowledge that can be used

to improve not only U.S. aid but also aid from other donors.

Most importantly, it can inform poor countries how they can

best spend their own money—this is crucially important,

because most poor-country governments spend more of their

own money on education and health than all foreign donors

put together. And after all, improving how countries

themselves tackle development challenges is the real prize on

which development assistance should focus. The important

question is not how to spend our money on bits and pieces of

what is needed in the short term, but rather the long-term task

of building the institutions for poor countries to provide

education to all their citizens.

The United States can boost such impact evaluation efforts by joining

the International Initiative for Impact Evaluation, a new organization

that will fund the independent evaluation of development

interventions. In addition, the president should dedicate 1 percent of

all U.S. aid funds to evaluation, and catalyze learning about

education interventions by promoting the improvement of

education data, particularly on learning outcomes.21

The president could also kill several birds with one stone by

taking the lead in establishing an “innovation fund” in the FTI,

of which a set percentage would be dedicated to evaluation.

This would promote learning from innovations, support the

FTI’s collaborative approach, and reduce administrative costs—

all with a single commitment.

Manage aid for outcomes and long-term systems. To reduce

red tape and micromanagement, the president should push

the aid bureaucracy to manage for and measure success by

outcomes, such as higher literacy rates, rather than inputs,

such as building schools or buying textbooks. Education and

aid experts Deon Filmer and Lant Pritchett have proposed a

“Millennium Learning Goal” to focus international attention on

the outcome of quality primary education.22 The president

should demand that aid administrators report on their

progress toward meeting this goal and other outcome

indicators. Innovative approaches, such as “Cash on Delivery

Aid,” have great potential to reduce restrictions and push for

results (see box).

Conclusion
These recommendations are concrete suggestions for how the

next U.S. president could make our aid for education more

effectively support learning in developing countries. More

broadly, they provide an example of how the principles of

better spending could be applied in other sectors as well.

Supporting education in poor countries is not about finding all

the answers for each country and programming them into U.S.

aid; it is about finding ways to support countries in developing,

implementing, and evaluating solutions. That is a lesson that,

applied to U.S. aid for education, health, or any other purpose,

would help us get more bang for the buck.

CGD Policy Brief

Cash on Delivery Aid for Universal
Quality Primary Education
One simple, progress-based measure proposed by CGD that

the United States could adopt would be to pay poor

countries a set amount, such as $100, for each additional

child completing a quality primary education.23 Countries

would agree to publish data on school completion and

reading and math test results and allow independent

verification of these results through random field visits

and sample re-tests. Instead of receiving funds channeled

through contractors or organizations chosen by the United

States, the countries would receive the funds directly and

would have complete flexibility to decide how to spend the

money. This would strengthen the ability of countries to

manage their own education systems.

This Cash on Delivery (COD) approach would give countries

more flexibility and autonomy while holding them

accountable for results both to donors and to their citizens.

It would automatically make available a wealth of

information that could be used to develop “school report

cards” for parents and others to pressure governments and

to push for improvements at the local level. Furthermore,

the clear link to progress and the lack of waste of the COD

approach would make it easier to command congressional

and public support for increased U.S. funding for education.
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