Partnership Schools for Liberia, a very private experiment
Unanswered questions — Putting the future of Liberian education at risk
In 2016, the Government of Liberia announced its intention to outsource its primary
and pre-primary education system to a US-based for-profit corporate actor, Bridge
International Academies (BIA).
There was considerable opposition to this unprecedented move. As a result, the
Government conceived a one-year pilot programme, Partnership Schools for Liberia
(PSL), where eight actors would operate 93 schools.
Lack of independent evidence
Despite claiming that PSL would be subject to a rigorous evaluation through a
Randomised Control Trial (RCT) and six months into the trial, the Ministry of Education
(MoE) decided to increase the number of schools to 202 in the project’s second year.
This was criticised by the RCT team, who questioned the government’s capacity to hold
providers accountable (Romero et al., 2017b).
Early claims of PSL ‘success’ were largely based on an RCT baseline report completed
four to seven weeks into the school term. (Romero et al., 2017)
Midline reports produced by four of the eight service providers show gains and
decreases in some areas of learning. However,
o Basic information on per-pupil spending is absent from all reports. This
information is essential when evaluating an intervention, especially when
certain providers are spending over 20 times the amount of traditional public
schools.
o The midline reports assessed students using Early Grade Reading assessments
(EGRA) and Early Grade Math assessments (EGMA). There is evidence that
service providers are basing their curricula on such assessments, potentially
resulting in teaching to the test (MoE, 2016; Rising Academies, 2017).
o Given the large increases in funding, resources, training, number of teachers,
and forms of monitoring/accountability, it is difficult to understand
which specific reforms are responsible for improved student performance.

The independence of these reports must be questioned particularly when they are
commissioned by the providers themselves and include partners that are invested in
their operations.
This concern is shared by a member of the government-appointed PSL evaluation team
who wrote that, in relation to the official evaluation, the Bridge report is completely
unrelated. Several operators have produced reports on their own performance, such
as this. We can't vouch for these claims.
Lack of transparency
The PSL schools in the pilot’s first year were not a representative sample of schools in
Liberia, but were generally more advantaged than other traditional public schools.
Recent PSL investment has led to increasing disparities between these partnership
schools and neighbouring schools, increasing inequalities around pupil access and
educational outcomes.
Reports have also noted that the government lacks the ability to properly monitor and
evaluate service providers and that parents have little say in what schools are taken
over and by which service providers. Furthermore, most PSL schools have simply taken
over the only public school in an area, denying pupils choice and any bottom-up
accountability (Hook, 2017).
There is also confusion regarding the commissioning process for all eight providers,
including how and why specific providers were chosen (most had no experience
operating primary schools in Liberia), and how schools and communities were involved
in the commissioning and implementation process (COTAE, 2017).
None of the eight current Memorandums of Understandings (MOUs) between the
service providers and the MoE have been made public. Indeed, the only released MOU
(BIA) has been considered null and void (Hook, 2017). In addition, few financial
documents have been released outlining costs associated with PSL and specific serviceprovider spending. In addition, the MoE appears to be seeking sponsorship for the PSL
from organisations that are previous or current supporters of BIA (Olmedo, 2017), the
government’s preferred provider of PSL.

Unsustainability
Another concern is that expenditure in the PSL project appears unsustainable in the
long term.
Providers are spending several times the amount originally discussed within PSL
documents.
For example, BIA is spending an estimated US$1,100 per student, 22 times the typical
amount spent in traditional public schools (Hook, 2017). An additional US$5.5 million
allocated to BIA staff who operate outside of the country. And the company is losing
an estimated US$1 million per month (Malkus and Hamilton, 2017), which raises
concerns about its sustainability and, ultimately, access to education for children in PSL
schools.
There appears to be no protocol, at least publicly available, for what happens when
and if providers fail. This leaves Liberian children at risk of no access to education
should providers fail and withdraw from the country.
The sustainability of the PSL project is also of concern for other reasons, among them
teacher resentment and low morale.
It was noted that teachers in PSL schools worked longer hours without increased
compensation and resented the longer workday (COTAE, 2017; Pilling, 2017); teachers
were forced to accrue extra costs to pay for provider resources (COTAE, 2017); while
some were not getting paid at all (COTAE, 2017).
It was also found that teachers in PSL schools had lower job satisfaction (Romero et al.,
2017), and were more likely to spend more time in passive instruction and classroom
management (Romero et al., 2017).

Unanswered questions
After its first year and facing a scaled-up second year, the PSL project still raises many
unanswered questions, such as:
o Who are the main funders of PSL?
o What do they see as the benefits of investing in PSL?
o How can independence and objectivity be ensured with such an imbalanced
network of external funders?
o What are the potential implications in terms of independent governance in
Liberian education?
o How much is each provider spending per child, where are they getting their
funding, and what are they spending it on?
o What are the contractual obligations and commitments between each service
provider and the MoE?
o How will provider accountability improve as PSL moves into more rural and
harder-to-reach areas in its second year?
o What will be sacrificed to enable for-profit providers to accrue profits in years
to come? Qualified teachers?
o Given the high costs associated with the PSL how can the government
guarantee its sustainability?
o Is the reliance on short-term philanthropic funding sustainable?
o How are school providers differentiating curriculum and pedagogy, if at all,
between students of different languages and abilities?
o Are communities familiar with issues affecting school choice and differences
between PSL providers?
o How have caps on class size and placement tests at certain PSL schools affected
student enrolment, attendance, and learning at both PSL and neighbouring
non-PSL schools?
o Are all children who are denied access to their local school assisted to access
another school?
o What aspects of PSL do teachers, students, and community members deem
most important and effective? Do these differ from the views of international
stakeholders?
o How is PSL impacting internal school ecologies (that is, the relationships among
school leaders, teachers, and students) in catchment areas? Are there
systematic differences between the daily practices (i.e., the internal school
ecologies) of PSL and non-PSL schools?
o How exactly are PSL actors working with the local community?

o What are the specific roles and responsibilities of private actors and the
government in education?
o How are non-PSL schools being engaged by the Education Ministry? Are they
receiving more or less government interest or engagement than in years past?
o What happens if and when service providers are unable to manage their
schools?
o Why has PSL been scaled up so fast and with so little input from community and
civil society members? To whose benefit is such a quick and drastic change?
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