
WDR18: Leveraging Evidence to Advance 
International Education

A Conversat ion w it h t he Im plem ent ers

October 24th, 2017

On October 24th, 40 representatives from NGOs, the United States Agency for 
International Development, and the World Bank Group met to celebrate and discuss 
the World Development Report (WDR18): LEARNING to Realize Education?s 
Promise. The Basic Education Coalition (BEC) hosted the event in Washington, DC.

Welcom e
Jerrold Keilson, Co-chair, Basic Education Coalition (BEC); Vice President, International Programs, 
Policy & System Change at the American Institutes for Research

This is a special day and a celebration for the Basic Education Coalition. The people in this room 
have spent a lifetime working in international education, and are grateful that the World Bank 
has explored this topic so deeply and comprehensively. Reading the WDR18, I am struck by the 
sense of urgency we should all have around this profound crisis. However, the report balances 
the enormity of the challenge with success stories. Our meeting today provides an opportunity 
to think about how to learn from and apply positive examples to create greater change. I 
encourage us all to think about how the WDR18 can be a call to action to influence USAID, the 
World Bank, and the donor community as a whole to effectively address these concerns.
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Overview : LEARNING t o 
Realize Educat ion?s Prom ise
Deon Rogers and Halsey Filmer, Co-Directors of 
the WDR18

Rogers: We present on behalf of a great team of 
authors who have worked throughout the 
world. The WDR18 was written in 
collaboration with the entire global education 
community, including many in this room. As 
this is the first WDR in the history of the report 
dedicated to education, we see it as an 
opportunity to highlight the good work already 
being done and reach a broader community.

[Rogers and Filmer presented an overview of 
the WDR18, summarized below.]

Main messages: 1) schooling is not the same as 
learning; 2) schooling without learning is not 
just a wasted opportunity, but a great injustice, 
and 3) there is nothing inevitable about low 
learning in low- and middle-income countries.

The crisis has three main dimensions. The first 
is the poor learning outcomes themselves. The 
second is its immediate causes: 1) children 
arrive unprepared to learn; 2) teachers often 
lack the skills or motivation to teach effectively; 
3) inputs often fail to reach classrooms or to 
affect learning, and 4) poor management and 
governance often undermine schooling quality. 
The third dimension of the crisis is its deeper 
systemic causes.

The WDR18 recommends three policy actions 
to address the learning crisis: 1) assess learning, 
to make it a serious goal; 2) act on evidence, to 
make schools work for learners, and 3) align 
actors, to make the system work for learning.

Rem arks
The presentation was followed by remarks by a 
panel of BEC and USAID representatives. BEC 
Board Members, John Gillies (FHI360) and 
Melinda Taylor (RTI), represented the 
implementers? perspective and Steve Kowal 
represented USAID. BEC Co-chair, Jerrold 
Keilson (AIR) led the discussion. This section 
provides a summary of their remarks.

Steve Kowal, Acting Deputy Director in the Office 
of Education within the U.S. Agency for 
International Development's Bureau for Economic 
Growth, Education, and Environment (E3)

I appreciate the clear, straightforward emphasis 
of the WDR18 on learning. In 2011, USAID 
deeply considered direction for the current 

USAID Education Strategy (2011-2015, 
extended through 2017) and focused in on 
learning. For USAID, it was a pivot, and we are 
still investigating how to accelerate and measure 
progress at the student-level. 

At the systems-level, children are still being 
marginalized due to disability, crisis, gender, etc. 
Reaching these kids is a challenge for us. For 
example, globally, only 1-2% of deaf and hard of 
hearing children receive instruction in sign 
language. USAID hired their first disability 
inclusion specialist only two years ago, so we are 
on the right track, but have a lot of work to do. 

We need to look further at these issues with 
partners, with a goal of collaboration. We are 
looking at how external actors like GPE and 
ECW are collaborating at the systems level. We 
also encourage collaboration at the technical 
level through partnerships such as the Global 
Book Alliance (GBA).

We recognize a need to look more specifically at 
some of the issues raised in the WDR18, 
regarding our own efforts and studies. We 
should embrace the idea of seeing education as a 
complex adaptive system. It can be a struggle to 
think of what that means. Practically thinking, 
when is the last time a USAID project required a 
political economy analysis? Few and far 
between. We may need to look at other sectors- 
health, governance, protection, to learn from 
each other about aligning systems.

John Gillies, Director, Global Learning, FHI360

It is great to finally see a WDR on education- 
forty years is a long time to wait! This report is 
effective at defining the specific challenges 
underlying the systemic issues that affect 
education. It explains that learning is not the 
same as attendance. It also emphasizes data that 
learning deficits start early, are cumulative, and 
magnify over time. We have known that for a 
while, but governments really struggle with it. 
They need to see the costs and outcomes of 
allowing these problems to magnify over time.

The impact of inequity and inequality, likewise, 
magnifies not only on the individual, but on 
society, and is harder and harder to remediate 
over time. I would have liked to see issues of 
inequity and inequality addressed with more 
gravity in the WDR18. Many people in the 
room are part of the Education Equity initiative, 
trying to address these issues. I do not believe 
we have 150 years in this global political 
economy to solve this negative loop. The 
WDR18 does a good job of describing the 
complexity of the education issues. But, I am 
wondering how slowly or how quickly we can 
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afford to make the necessary changes.

For the past few decades, the emphasis has 
been on basic education. It has been almost 
exclusionary of secondary levels. I encourage 
the World Bank to continue recognizing the 
whole range of grade levels, keeping a broad 
sense that these issues need attention across 
levels.

We do not have massive clear success stories 
and we are not learning as much as we could 
about how the international community 
engages to address this issue. I wonder, what 
role can outside actors play? What have donors 
and the implementing community learned 
about how to do better? 

Melinda Taylor, Vice President, International 
Education, RTI

It is wonderful that we are seeing a WDR on 
education. One headline particularly stood out 
to me: ?Schooling without learning is not only 
a wasted opportunity, it is also a great 
injustice.? The report does a nice job of 
illustrating that this is not only a crisis at the 
systems-level. It is an injustice to each and 
every child whose time is wasted attending 
school without learning.

I caution that we must not blame the teachers. 
The teachers went through the same education 
system in which they now work. Many are 
expected to teach curriculum that they never 
learned. We need to help teachers be confident 
and competent. We need to assess them in a 
way that is fair and respectful of their role. At 
the same time, we must be able to determine 
whether the teachers themselves are learning 
and improving. If we train teachers on skills 
that are far above or not well-aligned to their 
needs, then we are doing them an injustice as 
well.

It is great to see the WDR18?s focus on 
working at scale. As implementers, we are 
learning more about the challenges and 
best-practices of working at scale. We should 
continue to learn from the effective methods, 
mediums and positive deviance models 
highlighted in this report, and in our own 
work.  

The UNESCO GEM report came out this week 
and it focuses on accountability. I would like to 
know how these reports complement each 
other.

Keilson to the panel: If you had to prioritize 
one ?to do,? what would you take from the 
report?

Gillies: The data and information around 
learning- we need to ensure that all countries 
have usable tools to assess learning.

Kowal: Congress already gave us (USAID) our 
one to-do in terms of developing a 
comprehensive U.S.G. strategy. Also, on the 
idea that political and social issues can be as 
important as technical issues- all are necessary 
but none alone is sufficient to achieve systems 
change for learning outcomes. The next 
USAID Education Strategy should take 
differences of the systems into account in a 
more nuanced way. 

Taylor: We should use this report to shine a 
new light on the problems and potential 
solutions, and reinvigorate the conversation 
with a new sense of urgency.

Rogers, Filmer and Bendini, in agreement: 
Previously, the World Bank has picked one 
to-do and focused on it- at one point it was 
teachers. But without political support, it did 
not work. We cannot prioritize one thing 
above others. Our three key recommendations, 
assessing learning, acting on evidence, and 
aligning actors, are each absolutely essential.

 Quest ions & Answers
Question: Home learning environment and stunting 
during early childhood were cited in the WDR18 as 
underlying causes of  the learning crisis. How will 
USAID address these issues with pre-primary 
education? 

Kowal: It is difficult to cobble together 
funding and just start a new pre-primary focus. 
We want and need to be more intentional 
about the way we work with other sectors, 
especially our health colleagues. Most of our 
collaboration with health has been for 
adolescents- keeping girls in school and 
preventing HIV/AIDS. We need to talk to 
people in the health sector who are different 
from those whom were previously working 
with. The opportunity to create a new USAID 
Education Strategy and the WDR18 give us a 
clear entry into those conversations. 

Rogers: With a WDR, we hope you can reach 
audiences more broadly- health colleagues, 
Ministry of Finance people, etc. The severity 
of the learning crisis is covered in Chapter 3. It 
is intentionally stark and striking to draw the 
attention of people who have not previously 
been engaged in education. We hope this is a 
rallying call for multi-sector support of 
education, because the crisis cannot be solved 
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by the education sector, alone. 

Question: Regarding teacher motivation, we know 
that in many places, teachers are severely 
underpaid- they may have two or three jobs. How 
can we use the WDR18 to advocate more support for 
teachers? 

Filmer : We found a lot of heterogeneity 
regarding teacher pay. So, it is important to 
maintain a differentiated narrative. Some cases 
show that teacher performance improves with 
pay incentives- others show that it fades over 
time. In the WDR18, we emphasize the need 
for a holistic package for promoting and 
professionalizing the teaching profession. 

Taylor question to WDR18 Co-Directors: The 
WDR18 mentions 15 year olds who aspire to be 
teachers are lower-performing than their peers. I 
am wondering what inspires and attracts graduates 
into the teaching profession, and how gender 
dynamics play into this. A blanket pay increase does 
not solve the problem for current teachers, but could 
it help with new teacher recruitment?

Rogers: Salary increase for current teachers 
has shown zero impact on learning. We found 
no evidence that the when teachers receive a 
pay increase, they use their extra time to 
improve their skills. As a strategy for 
upgrading quality of instruction, pay increase 
is a thirty year strategy. 

Gillies: At the heart of the issues, programs are 
good at short-term strategies. We are less good 
at identifying long-term systemic influences. 
The social acknowledgement of the value of 
teaching is not something we measure, so it is 
not emphasized. The credibility of the Ministry 
of Education, coalition building, and societal 
recognition of the importance of education are 
not things we measure, either. It is a challenge 
for us to see and value long-term systemic 
change, because the pressure is on to see what 
we can accomplish in the short-term.

Comment: I did not see anything about the school 
environment and violence, specif ically. Yet, we 
know it is pandemic in many countries.

Filmer: There is a box about SRGBV and 
companion pieces will be published on the 
website. When writing a WDR, there is a 
temptation to be encyclopedic- this time we 
wanted something more focused, specifically 
on learning.

Kowal: The current USAID Administrator is 
prioritizing displaced populations and looking 
at how school can be a safe space for learning 
and a platform for protection. We are 

considering education?s role in a package of 
interventions to mitigate conflict and counter 
violent extremism, especially in crisis and 
conflict settings. USAID will be using a 
framework for all future projects and activities: 
Equity, Safety & Empowerment. Every 
education officer- gender, youth, democracy 
and governance, education, etc.- will be asked 
to look at and think about how to integrate 
and align these things. USAID is working on 
tools for that framework. There will also be a 
lot more on disability. 

Question: What changes in lending or grant and 
contracting processes would you recommend to 
better follow the recommendations of  the report? 
How will the World Bank use their clout to put this 
to practice?

Filmer : At the Bank, we already help with 
PISA and TIMS, and can help equip teachers to 
do formative assessment when they are 
properly motivated. 

There is an interest in getting money ?out? in a 
project- figuring out what can be spent 
quickly-  and that is often teacher training. 
However, we discovered that there has often 
been no attempt to find out if the trainings 
made a difference in learning outcomes. In the 
WDR18, we recommend more systematic 
follow-through about whether trainings 
actually change teacher behavior in the 
classroom. 

Also, the Bank could step up their formal and 
informal political economy analysis when 
designing projects, to help understand what 
will happen to inputs when they are pushed 
and pulled by their political ecosystem.

That being said, the report was not created for 
the World Bank?s purposes and we do not see 
this as an issue primarily of international 
actors, which is why they are not mentioned 
until very late in the report. Rather, the 
WDR18 is a tool to alert the development 
community to the urgency of this crisis and 
motivate change across sectors. All of us can 
help, but it has to be driven by domestic will 
and resources.

Kowal: For grants USAID puts out, we use a 
tool to capture a statement of objectives and it 
gives little freedom. Sometimes USAID has to 
do things a certain way, but when it is a 
question of political or social issues, we could 
be more open to a wider range of solutions. 

Question: Can the panel say more about solutions to 
lack of  materials? 
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Filmer : We heard from school principals who 
were worried they would not get materials 
again in the future, so they were protecting the 
materials they had been given by not using 
them. We must put more thought into how to 
manifest inputs in the classroom. 

Taylor comment to WDR18 Co-Directors: We have 
not yet really talked about costs. The WDR18 
recommends more school support and that incurs 
cost. We need to think about how to do cost 
accounting without it being costly.

Rogers: It is not likely we will be able to say 
anything across countries on cost- that is 
highly contextualized. Some of the changes do 
not have to be costly, or can be made with 
reasonable trade-offs. If something is not 
making impact, it needs to be changed. 
Improved measurement of the impact should 
help to make these decisions.

Question: The WDR18 recommends 
student-focused approaches to meet children at 
their level of  learning. Did you f ind positive 
examples of  these in specif ic countries?

Filmer: This does not come from a specific 
study, but Kenya and Indonesia were both 
successful. Positive examples show that 
teachers can adapt their instruction to meet 
students? learning level. Figuring out how to 
do that at a systems level, in a specific context, 
is a challenge.

Question: What are the most important responses to 
the rich-poor learning gaps? 

Rogers: We see this entire ?learning crisis? as 
an ?equity crisis? as well. We focused on 
documenting the shortcomings and we think 
of the best learning as shining a light on the 
gaps. We strongly argue for the building of 
coalitions, which we see as supporting learning 
for all. 

Keilson: This conversation has been a chance 
for different organizations, but in the same 
field, to get away from the nitty gritty and 
think big picture. It is exciting and stimulating 
to come together in this way and it reminds us 
of why we wanted to do this work to begin 
with. Thank you for sharing your comments. 

Breakout  Sessions
Participants split into 4 workings groups: 1) 
early childhood education, 2) education in 
conflict and crisis, 3) measurement of learning, 
and 4) advocacy. Through guided discussion, 
the groups considered the content and 

implications in of the WDR18 and generated 
actionable ideas for how to put WDR18 
recommendations into practice in the field 
and/or inform U.S. facing advocacy efforts.

Early Childhood Education
Katherine Merseth, Team Leader, Early 
Childhood Development, RTI

Magdalena Bendini, Early Learning Specialist, 
the World Bank, Co-Author of the WDR18

Bendini reviewed the recommendations of the 
WDR18 about early childhood. The report 
outlines the low level of investment in the 
early years at the household level and at the 
systems level globally, and the rationale and 
importance of correcting that low level of 
investment. In particular, the report makes 
three recommendations: 

1. Support very young children?s 
physiological development by 
investing in children?s first thousand 
days of life, starting at conception, and 
maternal health;

2. Promote cognitive stimulation and 
responsive care-giving in households 
and at ECD centers, and

3. Provide quality pre-primary education 
for all, with particular attention to 
process quality and program content 
relevance, as well as to continuity to 
primary school. 

Considering these recommendations, the 
group discussed several challenges in the 
sector. A few highlights include:

- As with UPE in the 1990s, there is a 
risk that the welcome global 
momentum toward universal 
pre-primary enrollment will come at 
the expense of education quality. For 
young children, low quality learning 
environments and experiences can 
have a particularly deleterious effect, 
so it is all the more important to 
maintain focus on quality while also 
expanding access.

- There are challenges of 
operationalizing cross-sectoral 
coordination through government 
agencies. There is not likely to be one 
single pathway in any one context. It is 
more likely that a variety of solutions 
and service delivery mechanisms will 
need to be engaged and coordinated 
across the sectors.

- Considerable progress has been made 
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on assessment of child development, 
particularly for very young children 
(0-3), but there is a lot of work still to 
be done to establish measures that can 
be used for cross-population 
comparison.

- The policy implications of 
neuroscience research are pushing the 
boundaries of the traditional role of 
government, which in many countries 
has been limited to basic pre- and 
post-natal care, health services for 
acute illness, and education beginning 
around age 6.

Education in Conflict & Crisis
Eileen St. George, Practice Area Director, 
Education in Conflict, Creative Associates 
International

Steve Commins,  Associate Director for Global 
Public Affairs at the Luskin School of Public Affairs 
at UCLA

The effects on education of different elements 
of fragility, conflict, and violence (FCV) have 
both immediate and long-lasting impacts on 
children?s learning, well-being, and prospects. 
When governments lack the capacity or 
commitment to support education systems, 
there are far fewer children in school, and 
when children are in school, there are often 
either no teachers or schools lack resources for 
effective learning. In situations where the 
education system contributes to different 
forms of conflict? ethnic exclusion, gender 
exclusion, language of instruction? there will 
be reduced access to schools for certain groups 
as well as potential exacerbation of existing 
conflicts. 

Given these complex challenges, session 
participants discussed approaches to address 
the learning crisis in protracted crises, keeping 
in mind:

- How can contracts encourage agility 
and allow the implementers to build 
relations of trust in FCV settings? 

- Must access be established first and 
then learning, or is there a way to 
align access with learning from the 
outset?

Recommendations for implementation in 
protracted crises emerged:

- Attention should be given to the 
systems that are already in place.

- Initial opportunities for learning 
progress should be identified.

- Contracts should encourage 

implementers to work alongside 
communities to ensure buy-in.

- Communities should be consulted 
about what they want and where to 
start, to build local networks of trust. 

- Funding mechanisms should allow  
flexibility and room for adaptation. 

- Students, teachers, and front-line 
providers should be provided with 
psycho-social support, alongside 
high-quality professional support for 
teachers. 

- Guidance should be created/provided 
about what constitutes meaningful 
progress in FCV contexts.

Measuring Learning & Taking 
Action
Hetal Thukral, Director of Research, STS 
International

Deon Filmer , Co-Director of the World 
Development Report 2018

Measurement is often seen as something that 
happens one time, at the end of a project cycle. 
The WDR18 and participants in this breakout 
session encourage reframing research and 
evaluation as continuous "learning" for all 
stakeholders. The challenge is figuring out a 
balance between the urgency of the learning 
crisis, as outlined in the WDR18, the pressure 
for timely implementation of donor funds, and 
the need for feedback loops and iterations of 
measurement tools that take time to develop. 

Nuances of the challenge were identified:

- A single indicator or data set is often 
sought to inform every level of an 
education system, but some data is 
only appropriate for examination at a 
specific level. 

- In many contexts, teachers are 
overwhelmed by an abundance of data, 
do not have the capacity to use the 
data to inform their practice, or do not 
feel empowered to do so within the 
school culture. 

- Data on students' performance often 
serves an accountability purpose, 
whereas understanding the challenge 
in delivering high-quality instruction 
requires learning to be the focus.  

- USAID has collected extensive data 
about progress towards global reading 
goals. But additional/ different data is 
needed to shed light on why the 
results are what they are. 

- In some cases, international data 
comparisons have motivated 
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low-performing countries to improve. 
In others, data has been used to justify 
firing entire units of education 
professionals. 

Participants suggested the following: 

- Regular reflection by the researcher 
community: "what data are we 
collecting and for whom?" so as not to 
lose the human aspect of the data. 

- Better approaches to upfront dialogue 
and negotiation with countries about 
expectations for data collection and 
use. 

- Conscious dissemination plans for 
how data will be used to inform policy 
and made public. 

- More flexibility and focus on 
outcomes in donors' measurement 
systems. 

- Increased inclusion of local input in 
the measurement design process, to 
increase buy-in and sustainability.

- New measures of fidelity of 
implementation may be needed. 

U.S. Advocacy
Stefany Thangavelu, Senior Development 
Officer, Juarez & Associates

Kevin Rachlin, Director of Government 
Relations, Basic Education Coalition

The WDR18 is meant to be a call to action for 
the broader international development and 
donor communities to focus on education. 
Practitioners and advocates working in the 
education, health, and nutrition sectors joined 
this breakout session to brainstorm how to 
leverage the WDR18 in U.S. advocacy efforts. 
They determined the following: 

International education advocates can seize 
this opportunity to:

- Recruit new champions in U.S. 
Congress, U.S. Administration, and 
the private sector.

- Mobilize key actors to implement the 
READ Act.

- Pass meaningful multi-sectoral 
legislation, such as The Global Agenda 
for Children and the International 
Violence Against Women Act 
(IVAWA), among others. 

To facilitate engagement of the broader 
development and donor communities, 
international education advocates should:

- Unify their messages, key statistics, 

and requests.
- Build and broaden constituent support 

by engaging a variety of actors beyond 
Washington, D.C.

- Consider a ?whole of life approach? to 
global education advocacy to engage 
the health, nutrition and other sectors: 
prepartum, pre-primary, primary, 
secondary, workforce development, 
etc.

Advocates should ensure USAID?s new 
Education Strategy is robust and well-received, 
by:

- Consulting on the Strategy, with and 
on behalf of implementers, before it is 
released.

- Communicating benefits of USAID's 
Education programs with a conflict 
and crisis and lens, to align with the 
current administration?s focus on 
global security.

- Organizing a Congressional 
Delegation to visit USAID programs 
in the field.

- Creating a READ Act implementation 
taskforce.

Closing Remarks
[Breakout session leaders summarized key 
takeaways.]

Keilson: In closing, the goal of this event was 
to generate actionable ideas for how to put the 
WDR18 suggestions into policy, advocacy, and 
practice. BEC will compose an event summary 
and engage in follow up conversations to 
propel these ideas forward. Thank you, again, 
to the World Bank, USAID representatives, 
and all of the BEC members for taking the time 
to engage so thoughtfully. This event has been 
a powerful statement to how we work together 
as a community. 
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Laura Zasoski School to School Intl

Crystal Chiglinsky School to School Intl

Hetal Thukral School to School Intl

Paul Frank SIL Lead

Jennifer Gerst URC

Alisa Phillips World Vision

Kevin Rachlin Basic Education Coalition

Bethany Johnson Basic Education Coalition

Steve Commins World Bank/UCLA

Magdalena Bendini World Bank

Deon Filmer World Bank

Halsey Rogers World Bank

Anna Roberts USAID

Steve Kowal USAID

Ben Sylla USAID

Lisa Blonder USAID

Laura Lartigue USAID

Brooke Estes USAID

Rebecca Rhodes USAID

Patrick Collins USAID

Linda Hiebert USAID
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