TO THE AUTHORS OF THE WORLD BANK’S
WDR 2018 CONCEPT NOTE
Brussels, 28 April 2017

Dear Sirs,
Education International welcomes the fact that education is the theme of the World Development
Report (WDR) 2018, Realizing the Promise of Education for Development . It was high time, after nearly
40 years of publication and extensive policy and lending advice on education, that the World Bank’s key
analytical report featured education, a fundamental trigger of development. Education sector workers
across the globe – rich with experience and first-hand knowledge of education systems, the reality of the
classroom, and learners’ needs – are willing and able to contribute to making the report relevant and
useful, reflecting the issues we face daily. Under difficult conditions, we are fully committed to getting
education right and that commitment entails getting the WDR 2018 right, too. To achieve that, we want
to share preliminary thoughts and concerns about the WDR 2018 concept note and refer you to research
evidence and the experiences of teachers and education support personnel around the world. To this
end, you will find attached to this letter both specific points related to the report as well as a list of
relevant research that would strengthen it.
While we share the World Bank’s concern with improving learning our concerns are broader.
Decades of prescriptive test-based reform and the ensuing fatigue from educators across the world
demonstrate that the simple use of summative assessments does not equal quality. School and
classroom-based formative assessment is a cornerstone of quality education and supports the learning
process of students in a way that summative assessments can never do. In fact, the classroom should be
the primary site of assessment.
Additionally, we are worried that the WDR concept note seems to largely bypass the issue of
access and completion. This is of particular concern to us, as there is ample evidence that access for all
has not yet been achieved and completion has stagnated. In fact, progress in enrolment has stalled since
2007 and one of the key obstacles to the realisation of the Education 2030 agenda is reaching the most
disadvantaged and marginalised children. Many children and youth cannot hope to break the poverty
cycle without free access to and completion of quality education.
With regards to Theme 1, “The promise of education”, we agree that “the promise of education is
corrupted when the quality of service delivery perpetuates, rather than reduces, broader economic
inequalities; or when it exacerbates social exclusion, because the education system favours students from
certain groups over others”. It is precisely for this reason that national governments are responsible for
offering free access to the best possible education for all citizens, whoever they are, wherever they are.
While there is strong Bank support for so-called “low-fee private schools”, research shows that these
schools take students from public systems that could be strengthened, add additional barriers to poor
families, and make their profits by cutting corners at the expense of students' wellbeing. Similarly, there
is increasing evidence that other manifestations of privatisation such as Public-Private Partnerships
(PPPs), school grants, or voucher systems often exacerbate rather than reduce inequalities – reducing
inequality should be one of the Bank’s priorities.
As for theme 2, “The learning crisis and learning metrics to guide reform”, we fully share the
importance of taking urgent and comprehensive measures to ensure that “schooling leads to learning”.
However, the concept note makes numerous, largely uncited references to research that we believe
would benefit from greater validation. When we shared some of the assertions with teachers and
education support personnel in two countries you noted, they were surprised to learn that such claims
were made.
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The Bank’s emphasis on learning metrics is well known and documented. Many Bank projects
have spent millions of dollars putting learning assessments in place. While opinions may vary about the
validity and usefulness of such metrics, one thing is certain: test results are not enough to improve the
efficiency of an education system. Unless we build the capacity of the education system’s actors, at
central and local level, to reflect on the metrics and to understand the causes of inadequate performance,
national assessments do not provide “value for money”. The test score is just a snapshot and a
comparison of schools’ test scores is not sufficient to understand what contributed to those results.
Learning metrics alone are too narrow to "set priorities and guide experimentation" that is relevant. The
concept note is correct when it says that “education is not the panacea” to the eradication of poverty. In
the same vein, learning metrics are not the panacea to improving education systems. What learners need
is a system that understands their strengths and weaknesses, in other words, a system where there is
effective planning and collaboration among all key actors, at central and local level.
The concept note indicates the report will “document proximate causes” to the learning crisis,
and refers to school entrants who already fall behind, students who lack family support or motivation,
high rates of teacher absence from schools and classrooms, low levels of teacher subject knowledge,
ineffective pedagogy, principals without management skills, unused or inappropriate materials, and
programmes teaching unmarketable skills. If the report is to be useful in providing guidance to
governments on how to tackle these “proximate causes”, it will need to go beyond a mere description of
the symptoms. To be a game changer, it must do what has not been done in the past, that is, to try to
look at the root cause, for example, of teacher absenteeism. Does it have to do with the fact that, in
countries that accepted Bank loans and its conditionalities, the caps on salaries and investment in public
education have undermined the attractiveness of the profession? Are the materials unused or
inappropriate because they were printed in a foreign country? In short, if the WDR aims to offer effective
guidance to “policymakers who want to improve learning outcomes”, it needs to look beyond the surface
and reflect on the real causes of the learning crisis, bearing in mind that, without effective dialogue
between key stakeholders, metrics are just a costly exercise.
With regards to theme 3, “Promising approaches to improving learning”, we welcome the
authors’ caution about the mere replication of policies. We share the view that “context is crucial” and
that “evidence cannot translate directly into programs for application in a new setting, but it does offer
the most promising starting points for local innovation”. Nevertheless, the concept note seems to resort
to a limited number of studies before concluding that “countries spend a large amount on teacher inservice development, but there is little evidence that most of this is effective”.
In reality, various issues affect teacher in-service training, and it is worrying that the WDR seems
to jump to conclusions. First, it is not true that countries spend substantial amounts on in-service
training. In a study conducted by Education International in ten countries, the lack of in-service training
was identified as one of the key causes of ineffective teaching. We ran focus groups with professionals
who had never attended any training since the beginning of their career. Secondly, when the concept
note indicates that “no amount of teacher training will substitute for teacher effort”, we would argue that
no amount of teacher effort will substitute for inadequate teaching conditions. Who can be an effective
teacher in an overcrowded, poorly lit classroom? The conditions in which learning occurs in most of the
countries that are struggling and suffering with the “learning crisis” are far from optimal. When the WDR
concept note hints that “approaches that build on teachers’ intrinsic motivation and that recognize
performance in a more holistic way show promise”, it severely undermines its credibility, not just because
there is extensive literature that proves otherwise, but because the reality in the classrooms of Africa, for
example, is proving this claim wrong every single day of the school year.
Lastly, with regards to theme 4, “Learning at scale”, we welcome the recognition by the WDR
concept note that “it won’t be enough to identify effective interventions and then multiply them across
thousands of schools”. Education system reform is not simple and recipes, especially foreign ones, are
often doomed to fail. Nevertheless, we are deeply concerned by the contention that “funding for teacher
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salaries often absorbs over 80 percent of education budgets in low-income countries, leaving little room
for spending in other areas that could perhaps be more effective at the margin”. What is the policy
proposal that will flow from this? To further reduce teachers’ meagre salaries in low-income countries?
How is that going to attract new and bright entrants to the profession? An Education International study
showed that poor working conditions and salaries, which are often much less than those of professionals
with comparable qualifications in other sectors, contribute to a decline in teacher status. If the World
Bank is serious about wanting to create systems that are “successful at recruiting high-quality
candidates”, we hope that the WDR recommendations will reflect this.
It is concerning that the Bank says that teacher salaries take up 80 per cent of a budget and
thinks that the problem is not the insufficient budget, but that teachers’ salaries are high. In fact, in most
low-income countries, teachers live either below or just above the poverty line. Perhaps there is a dearth
of knowledge in the “knowledge Bank” about education, even after 55 years of promoting education
reform around the world. To contribute to your deliberations and amendment of the concept note, we
submit the attached ten recommendations and research for further reading. And, in the spirit of
continuous improvement and informed dialogue, we underline our commitment to staying engaged so
that the WDR 2018 exceeds expectations.
Sincerely,

Fred van Leeuwen
General Secretary
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ANNEX 1
The World Bank Consultation on the 2018 World Development Report: Ten Crosscutting Issues and
Recommendations

R1 Reaffirm education as a basic human right and public good. In line with the UN human rights
treaties and the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the WDR should reiterate the
obligation of all governments to guarantee the right of every child, youth, and adult to free
quality public education, and ensure that primary and secondary education is free, and quality
early childhood education and tertiary education are accessible to all. In line with Article 13 of
the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, it should remind
governments of their commitment to make post-secondary education progressively free and
accessible to all. The Report should reiterate the need for governments to strengthen public
education systems at all levels. Furthermore, where private actors exist, governments should
regulate their activities and ensure that national accreditation, performance and quality
requirements and standards are met by all private actors. Non-state actors in receipt of any
level of government funding, directly or indirectly, domestically or extraterritorially, must be
not-for-profit/non-commercial in character.
R2 Urgently increase free access to quality education. However, 263 million children, adolescents
and youth remain out of school; universal completion of primary education only will be realised
in 2042 (GEM report, 2016). The report should, therefore, stress the importance of long-term
planning that takes access, quality, and equity equally into account. While there is an increasing
interest from private providers in filling and profiting from this gap, private actor involvement
needs to be treated with caution as it may weaken public education systems, exacerbate
inequalities, undermine the right to education, and fail to ensure quality. Furthermore, there is
increasing evidence on the pitfalls of Public Private Partnerships in terms of financial risks and
power imbalances between resourceful corporations and governments.
R3 Reject the disproportionate focus on learning metrics. While data is key for the further
development and strengthening of education systems, we are concerned about the concept
note's failure to acknowledge the controversies around learning metrics and specifically the
global indicator on learning. The assumption that learning metrics foster "healthy political
engagement and better service delivery" has yet to be proven; in fact, there is no conclusive
evidence of the policy benefits of large-scale international comparative assessments. At the
same time, there are numerous examples of the negative impacts of high-stakes testing, both in
terms of the narrowing of curricula, reproduced inequalities across systems, and reduced
professional autonomy of teachers. Moreover, learning metrics tend to be based on children in
school (see GEMR, 2016, p.196). The most marginalised are often excluded from standardised
assessments. As for data and systems strengthening, the thematic indicators under the
Sustainable Development Goal 4 will provide meaningful insights into the quality and equity of
education.
R4 Reject results-based financing based on test results. The concerns around the limited use of
learning metrics are aggravated by references to financing "aligned towards learning" and
results-based approaches linking "resources to results […] rather than to inputs". There are
manifold examples of how value-added measurement and results-based financing linked to test
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results have contributed to underinvestment in the most marginalised schools, fostered a
culture of mistrust and competition, and encouraged teaching to the test. It would be extremely
important to highlight examples of teachers, students, parents and employers working
collaboratively to enhance and ensure quality, without relying on standardised, high-stakes
testing.
R5 Align the report with the Sustainable Development Goals. The report must respect the
Sustainable Development Goal 4 on quality education and its Framework for Action as the
roadmap for education and development over the coming 15 years, as adopted by all the
world's governments. The World Bank must not undermine their commitment to quality
education by promoting narrow measurable learning outcomes. Knowing how to read and write
is not a guarantor for an individual's economic prosperity and not enough for creating just and
sustainable societies (e.g., the Global North and its major impact on environmental pollution,
increasing inequalities and economic exploitation). A whole-child approach to education
through, for instance, peace education, global citizenship education as well as, for instance, the
availability of psychosocial support should receive similar attention as reading and mathematics,
particularly in conflict-affected areas. While learning is a central part of quality education,
education refers to the broader process and includes the social and societal aspects of going to
school and learning alongside classmates.
R6 Make equity an absolute priority. The concept note states that “the learning agenda is
fundamentally an equity agenda” and we hope that the final report will critically analyse barriers
and challenges faced by various categories of marginalised groups, including girls and boys,
women and men, refugees, migrants, the disabled, children with special educational needs, and
those in rural and other under-served areas. As correctly stated in the concept note, it is
important to expand the provision of Early Childhood Education for all children, and especially
for the most marginalised. In addition, it needs to be further stressed that state interventions
are needed to balance the playing field through effective provision of school meals,
implementation of school health programmes, and the introduction of subsidies in other
services (like transportation). Legislation and concerted interventions to address social barriers
like racism, child marriage, untouchability, and child labour are key to ensuring that students
can make the most of the learning opportunities provided. Furthermore, geographical distance
between schools, instruction in an alien language, absence of materials in students’ mother
tongue, and lack of attention to the culture and history of students in the curriculum all act as
barriers to student learning and quality education. To ensure equity, it is also important to
prioritise ways to attract and retain well-trained and professionally qualified teachers in general
as well as in rural and other disadvantaged communities.
R7 Invest in trained, qualified, motivated, and well-supported teachers and education support
personnel. It is impossible to ensure quality education without a quality education workforce.
As correctly stated in this consultation, it is important to attract high-quality candidates to the
profession. However, reducing teachers' salaries and accusing teachers of absenteeism and a
lack of effort will not make the profession more attractive. While the concept note claims that
this report will be about “getting education right”, decades of education reform efforts funded
by the World Bank have undermined the attractiveness of a career in education. By imposing
salary caps and reduced investment in the public sector, the World Bank has largely contributed
to the learning crisis. Investing in the education workforce entails scrutinising the structural
factors impacting directly on the work of teachers, such as large class sizes, lack of training, low
salaries, or the need for teachers to leave their schools to collect pay in the nearest city or town.
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Interestingly, this issue is also mentioned in the World Banks's lending project reports. Here, the
World Bank, contradictory to its policy advice, is more supportive of a professionalisation
agenda and places greater importance on activities aimed at improving teachers’ training,
assuming that the source of the problem is not the lack of effort but rather the inadequacy or
scarcity of teacher training.1 Furthermore, the availability of adequate teaching materials and
infrastructure, as well as the inclusion of the workforce in decision-making, have an impact on
teachers' and education support personnel's opportunities to provide quality and equitable
education.
R8 Ensure social dialogue. As correctly stated in the concept note, it is important to “effectively
guide reform” and it is only through effective policy dialogue that data generated through
learning or other assessments can be put to good use. We hope that the report will stress that
governments must deliver on their commitment to decent work for all and ensure
institutionalised social dialogue with teacher unions. The scope of social dialogue should be
broadened to include the full remit of Education 2030, including the development,
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of education policy. In the words of the Education
2030 Framework for Action: “teachers, and their organizations, are crucial partners in their own
right and should be engaged at all stages of policy-making, planning and implementation” (2015,
p.1). However, the World Bank has an alarming track record of undermining the role of
education unions in improving education systems, and we encourage affiliates to share and
highlight examples of the positive role and contribution of education unions in strengthening
education systems and enhancing equity and quality. For example, in The Gambia, the teachers’
union entered into an agreement with the Government to pay teachers through its Cooperative
Credit Union, thus solving the problem of ‘absenteeism’ related to a structural issue (teachers
having to travel long distances to receive their salary). Through the International Summit on the
Teaching Profession and Quality Educators for All programme, Education International has been
working with governments to strengthen the teaching profession, teacher competences, and
teaching and learning within and beyond the OECD.
R9 Include a focus on financing. Domestic investment in education needs to be increased to meet
the agreed targets of at least six per cent of GDP or at least 20 per cent of the national budget. A
precondition for successful domestic resource mobilisation is ensuring progressive tax policies
as well as the closing of tax havens; combatting tax minimisation, avoidance and evasion; and
ensuring that companies pay their fair share of taxes. The WDR should also assess and analyse
ODA commitments to education, and the need for development partners to meet the target of
0.7 per cent of GNI and to ensure that at least 15 per cent of ODA goes to education.
Furthermore, the WDR should promote cost-efficient and equity-driven policies such as
copyright exceptions for education and open licensing policies (i.e. open access) for educational
materials and academic publications that were paid for with public funds. It will also be
important to discuss how to improve the allocation of funding through, for instance, increased
budget transparency, social dialogue as well as putting in place legislative safeguards for whistle
blowers.
R10 Caution against "increased flexibility, innovation and adaptation". "Flexible approaches that
allow for innovation, experimentation and adaptation" must be carefully evaluated in
consultation with the education community. They must not contribute to the irresponsible and
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Verger, T. & Fontdevila, C. (2015) The World Bank's doublespeak on teachers: An analysis of ten years of lending
and advice
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decontextualised spread of ICT and increased private sector involvement detrimental to the
working condition of teachers and education support personnel and the quality of education.
The term "innovation" is increasingly abused by private actors that are driven by profit rather
than the quest for quality education.
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