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Motivation, Outline 

§  ToRs very ambitious and complex 
§  What is un-stated is maybe even more complex than 

what is stated 
§  What are some practical ideas for getting done what the 

ToRs explicitly and implicitly want to do? 
§  Topics of engagement with ToRs 

–  What kinds of reform(s)? 
–  How to make “it” intelligible/doable? – A “bare-bones” approach 
–  Political economy issues to anticipate 
–  Implementation 
–  Generalizability 

= suggested theme for discussion 
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What kind of reform(s)? - 1 

§  Experiments with one or another form of incentive or 
pedagogical method are not system reforms* 

§  Even collections of experiments are not system reforms: 
a collection may not be coherent (and a given one may 
not be enough) 

§  But systems diagnostics and analyses a la SABER are 
perhaps too cumbersome for the poorest countries: 
reform everything?  With 100s of indicators? 

§  How to focus? 
§  ToRs have some suggestions. Can we systematize? 

*Defined for our purposes as a set of entities or (“boxes”) agents related to each other via control and information feedback 
mechanisms (“arrows”), with either explicit goal-seeking (objective function) or where goal-seeking is an emergent property of the 
rules of the game (rules of the game are the flows of information and control). 
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What kind of reform(s)? - 2 
§  A quick read of “structural” experiments (accountability, 

incentives, funding, alternative forms of delivery) 
–  Effect size IQR of 0.13 to 0.22, median 0.17 

§  A quick read of good “pedagogical” experiments 
–  Effect size IQR of 0.15 to 0.61, median 0.33 

§  à Focus systems reforms on the pedagogical? 
§  No: 

–  Structural experiments often “loose” (accountability may not be 
hard-biting) 

–  Pedagogical narrow, “tight” 
–  Pedagogical have some accountability elements (prof, supervision) 
–  Pedagogical unlikely to be sustained w.o. structural, as they 

challenge PE 
–  Therefore serious reforms do both 
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What kind of reform(s)? - 3 
§  How to make the learning goals sufficiently broad that 

reform becomes systemic (or at least systemic lessons)?  
§  Focus on results à implementers narrow down 

–  “Aware” implementers know what is needed: 1 or 2 SDs of 
improvement: can get closer by narrowing using very specific 
sub-systems 

–  So: good “proof” that systems needed to produce those goals 
can work 

–  But easier to produce narrow results 
–  And hard to maintain fidelity at scale if low accountability 

§  So, have to find a “sweet spot” in terms of focus 
§  And (recall complexity argument) the “just so” level of 

reform that does not require monitoring 100s of variables 
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“Doable” reforms – a “bare-bones” approach 

§  Based on our reading of: 
–  Both: 
–  The structural/incentives/accountability literature 
–  The pedagogical literature 

 
§  Emerging from experiments 
§  But attempting to make them cohere into a system 

–  The RISE documents (“we know what it takes” at the micro scale) 
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“Doable” reforms – a “bare-bones” approach 
1.  Ability (systemic) to set specific learning goals 

(quantitative learning targets) 
–  On areas limited but not too limited 
–  Curriculum (and lesson plans, and materials) “where the kids are 

at”  

2.  Monitoring, support and accountability for those specific 
goals 

–  Two-way accountability (WDR2004 mostly one-way): is system 
actually deliver the (most basic) inputs? 

–  Simple goals help with “bottom of pyramid” accountability 
–  For failing schools: scripted means of achieving goals 

§  System accountable for delivery, teachers accountable for using tools 

–  Accountability for simple leading indicators, not just outcome: 
§  Classical things like time and time use 

–  Simpler and bare-bones indicators, but thicker, deeper for each 
simple thing 
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Challenges and PE issues 
§  Technical challenges 

–  “Deep” or “thick” descriptions of a reduced set of indicators and 
process relations is not trivial; acting and supporting them also not 
trivial; that is why one needs a limited set; a broad but thinner set of 
indicators is easier… but unlikely to help… 

§  Attitude challenges 
–  UWEZO and ASER can shock, but not all are shocked: 

expectations are often low (demand issue, goals/standards) 

§  PE 
–  May be toughest issue 

§  Union leadership may oppose greater accountability 
§  “Access” agenda still carries more weight 
§  Locus of policy demand for more-skilled youth unclear, un-jelled 

§  Parents, business, have little incentive for collective action 
§  Ministries of Finance lack tools to monitor/engage 

§  Resistance to two-way accountability (that the system should be accountable to 
schools) 
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There are solutions to the PE issues 
§  Data, “shocking factoids,” used in adroit debate 
§  Standards communication 
§  Subsidizing transactions costs of those who would demand 

higher learning levels 
§  Actively preventing capture (e.g., capture of PTA by 

teacher orgs) 
§  Other (see other presentations, previous ones by L 

Crouch) 
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Implementation – Possible use of MeE 

§  “MeE too?” 
§  Crawl design space, crawl implementation space 
§  Is notion of a “bare-bones” approach consistent? 

–  Not entirely sure 
–  But two points: 

§  The “bare-bones” approach: so basic and fundamental that we wonder 
whether one needs to “crawl” something that basic 

§  (RISE vision documents support idea that there are some non-negotiables) 
§  The “crawling” can be around the details of the approach, and especially the 

“engage, then we’ll see” aspects of implementation (formulate, implement, 
reformulate, etc.) 
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Action Steps as per 
Pritchett et al	  

Applied MeE principle here, relevant to a systems reform	  
Reason back from a 
stated goal of a stated 
size	  

Clever implementers narrow goal to achieve success. Generalizability problem: 
success, but on a narrow front. What might be a valuable not-too-narrow goal? We 
would propose 2nd or 3rd grade reading and mathematics, as per the experience of 
Pratham, others, and to try to achieve effect sizes of 0.5 on a system-wide reform, in 5 
years.	  

Reverse-engineer to 
the instruments  	  

Minimum possible set of likely instruments (bare-bones) as noted.  Explore the details, 
commit, but re-jigger as one goes along both for technical and PE reasons. 	  

Design a project	   In this case, we mean design a reform as a project. This will require paying attention to 
both the “boxes” and the “arrows” in the bare-bones flow chart, and the PE and the 
conditions of institutionalization.	  

Design by crawling the 
design space, but also 
the implementation 
space	  

Systems reform: crawling the implementation space is what ultimately designs. To make 
the project evaluable in the judicial or “congressional-hearing” sense that we propose, 
the initial design or plan, the crawling, and the redesigns or re-strategizing that results 
all have to be extremely carefully documented. Crawling, in a systems reform, is not just 
about trying different technical approaches, but re-strategizing the alliances, the 
motivations, the systems tolerances to the change, etc.  

Specify the design 
space and select 
alternative designs	  

Not sure this is as important for a systems reform implementation project as for a 
“technical” project. In a system reform project, propose start with well-specified bare-
bones system, based on best current research on “pilot” projects, that we think can do 
the trick. The crawling, then, is around the details of implementation space and the 
political economy. 	  

Strategically crawl 
design space: Pre-
specify how implemen-
tation and learning will 
be synchronized	  

This strikes us as perhaps the most important aspect if one is to make the whole project 
evaluable using the judicial approach we propose. The crawling happens over time and, 
since how the options branch out is not foreseeable, at each junction the nature of the 
options, and the decision taken, has to be documented, for a judicial approach to 
establishing causality to work.	  
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Evaluation, Generalizability, Causality - 1 
§  From the beginning, a concern 
§  We can’t do RCTs of system reforms 
§  From 5 countries (N=5), but each with perhaps very 

different cases so N=1, how can we generalize? 
§  From country ‘experiments’ where within-country sample 

size is 1 and there is no counterfactual, what can we say 
about causality? 

§  How does MeE help?  
§  Perhaps trying to compare to RCTs or make it RCT-like 

is wrong approach? 
§  Perhaps more useful to think about approaches to “get 

at” causality rather than shortcomings vis-à-vis 
experiments 
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Evaluation, Generalizability, Causality - 2 
§  What are the hypotheses we could test? 
§  We’d propose 4, with different levels of difficulty: 
1.  Possible to design a framework to compare existing to 

effective (bare-bones?) approach. (Use or adapt 
framework under design.) 

2.  A systems reform to move towards “better” (in terms of 
the framework) can be purposively designed as a 
“project.” 

3.  Such a reform is locally implementable (with or without 
the CRT). 

4.  The reform led to improved learning outcomes. 
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Evaluation, Generalizability, Causality - 3 
§  How to test the hypotheses? 
§  Use approaches/conditions typical of cases where experiments are 

not possible. (E.g., Bradford Hill conditions, Julian Simon conditions, 
ex-ante policy modeling perhaps using Bayesian networks, etc.) 

 Bradford Hills 
Condition	  

Possible applicability to the project  	  

Strength	   Huge (1.5 SD vs 0.1 SD) impact (in conjunction with other factors noted here) harder to attribute to mere correlation.	  
Consistency	   Many contexts? Same as external validity problem in RCTs. Likely not-usable in RISE unless the CRTs propose 

similar designs. One could check for consistently large impacts across outcomes. Less likely causal if impacting 
reading but not math, in some regions but not others. 	  

Specificity	   One condition, one cause. It seems to us that this condition is not usable in a systemic reform causal 
evaluation, almost by definition.	  

Temporality	   Temporal factors are evident and relevant for a systems reform project. Were there pre-existing trends? Can 
one trace a causal path step by step over time? 	  

Dose response 
or biological 
gradient	  

If there is evidence of a gradient, rather than a binary response, the presumption of causality is higher. In which 
aspects of the reforms, and for which outcomes, one should expect this, should be explicitly laid out, ex ante, in 
the project definition and theory of change as per MeE. May not need to built into design.	  

Serious (e.g. 
cog neuro) 
pedagogical 
plaus., coh. 	  

Smokeàlung cells helps establish causality from correlational studies. Understanding pedagogy (start where 
kids are at) and cog neuro-science (some drilling ain’t bad) helps. In an education reform, the changes would 
have to be plausible in various ways. 	  

Experimentatio
n	  

This type of investigation means not simply taking advantage of natural variation, but instead carrying out 
purposeful and systematic experimentation, though short of using counterfactuals. It does not seem possible in 
a systems reform project, for the reasons noted above. Natural variation can be observed, recorded, and 
entered into the evidence stream, however, as noted above and in Pritchett, Samji, and Hammer (2013).	  

 
 



RTI International 

Evaluation, Generalizability, Causality - 4 
§  Ensure thorough measurement of results (learning), procedures, and 

above all document the “crawl” both ex ante and ex post 

§  But these (and the non-experimental list) depend on relatively fuzzy 
judgment, whereas t-tests not so much: “not ‘too many’ side conditions,” 
“all other ‘likely’ explanations ‘reasonably’ discarded.” Not “the t test 
implies p<.01.”  

§  Solution?: use procedure to judge causality similar to a jury or trial, but 
with caution. 
–  Relatively formalized procedures 
–  Peers read the “trace” of the “implementation crawl” 
–  Read all quantitative evidence possible (project should produce learning 

outcomes and process data, as much numerical as possible, but qualitative 
too) 

–  Key interviews 
–  Formal analysis and judgment 
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Call to arms?   

§  There will be scars (hard to do), but the battle can be 
won (we have a plan) 

 
‘He that shall live this day, and see old age, 
Will yearly on the vigil feast his neighbours, 
And say “To-morrow is Saint Crispian.” 
Then will he strip his sleeve and show his scars, 
And say “These wounds I had on Crispin's day.”’ 
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