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A B S T R A C T

International aid for education needed reform prior to the recent donor cuts. Reform is even more urgent now, as 
progress in education continues to be off track and the level of resources remains severely constrained. This essay 
proposes a different approach to systems change by recommending that support to countries’ educational 
development be channeled through regional and/or peer pooled funds.

International aid for education needs to change both in focus and 
modality. For over 50 years, there has been one international target date 
after another to achieve universal primary education, with each failure 
to achieve the target leading not to a concerted effort to fix the relevant 
structural factors that constrain progress but instead to a further post
ponement of the target date. By 2020, it was clear that the 2030 date to 
achieve SDG4 would be yet another missed target.

This was because tens of millions of children remained out of school 
and because most of those in school were not sufficiently learning. The 
disappointing level of results has resulted in an understandable increase 
in skepticism about the value of education aid. This was before the 
impact of the extended school closures in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic, which further set back global education; today, over 100 
million children of school age are not enrolled in primary school and 
over 70 percent of all 10-year-olds in low- and middle-income countries 
are unable to read a simple text. This global crisis in foundational 
learning disproportionately impacts marginalized groups, including 
girls, children with disabilities, those from disadvantaged socio- eco
nomic backgrounds and those affected by conflict.

Aid for education needed to change before the COVID-19 pandemic 
in order to accelerate progress and with the profound impact of the 
extended school closure on learning, particularly on the millions of 
marginalized children living in poor countries, the necessary radical 
changes are even more urgent. Aid must continue if low-and middle- 
income countries are to overcome the learning crisis, as on their own, 
even though they currently cover the bulk of the cost, national gov
ernments in low-income countries do not have sufficient financial re
sources to transform their education systems to work in a sustainable 
way. Despite this need, aid is currently decreasing, a trend that will 

likely continue in the coming years, in part because of general trends in 
overall aid and in part because of this increasing skepticism of the 
impact of aid for education. With this rapid change in the funding 
landscape, there is a greater need than ever to 1) maximize the impact of 
every dollar spent by focusing on evidenced-based interventions within 
countries and on the generation and dissemination of evidence inter
nationally; and 2) ensure effective coordination to ensure coherence in 
the approach to transforming education systems, particularly as there 
has been an increase in the number of external partners working in the 
sector.

Indeed, both the focus of education aid and how it is managed can 
change. The knowledge and evidence on ways to improve its effective
ness exist and there are many, mostly small-scale, examples of education 
aid’s effectiveness. There are also many collaboration commitments 
among donors and many examples of effective collaboration between 
donors and governments and among different donors. But these suc
cesses tend to be small-scale and do not effectively serve as the basis for 
fundamental reform of the sector.

A new approach to global education aid is needed, characterized by a 
dramatic increase in scale and ambition, despite the challenging broader 
funding environment.1 Aid for education should have the following 
three priorities: (1) provide support to countries; (2) finance global 
public goods; and (3) meet humanitarian needs in times of crisis. This 
essay focuses on the first and largest priority, though the proposed 
approach would be appropriate in certain humanitarian contexts. Our 
focus on country support does not, however, imply that we think that 
either global public goods or humanitarian aid are adequately and 
appropriately funded. We agree with Heyneman that these need greater 
priority but disagree with his recommendation to favor them over 
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country-focused support for education. At the country level, aid must 
focus on nationwide and systemic-level positive change, sequencing the 
assistance strategically, prioritizing and linking support to the national 
context including the level of domestic resource generation and alloca
tion to the sector (and the effectiveness of the allocation), linking short- 
term results to a longer-term horizon, and aligning the focus and type of 
engagement with the corresponding action-oriented policy-changes as 
outlined in collaborative approaches such as the RAPID framework.2

Promoting a stronger link between the level and focus of donor support 
with the national government’s policies and allocations; promoting 
policy coherence and greater sensitivity to political contexts are critical 
to improving aid effectiveness – defined as maximizing the impact of 
support on nationwide and systemic-level change. Country-based sup
port needs greater coherence and accountability among donors so that 
international stakeholders can better address the learning crisis and 
ensure sustainable, high-impact educational reforms. This proposed 
transformative approach aims to align national policies with donor 
assistance, ultimately fostering resilience and equitable learning out
comes globally

The knowledge and evidence exist to improve the effectiveness of 
education aid, so why has it not happened? Five factors constrain 
making the needed changes: 

1. Acceptance of the status quo: stakeholders have become resigned to 
accepting that poor performance is the norm and will not change - a 
perspective that has been fueled by repeated failure. Recognizing 
that the global and many country-level education targets are 
unachievable, there is a risk that this has led to reducing ambition.

2. A sectoral characteristic of education: that it takes time and sustained 
effort and approaches, both to educate children and also to transform 
education systems. Being among the largest public sector employers 
in many countries, the required changes take more time than the 
often-short-term tenure of education ministers or the average dura
tion of a donor-funded project.

3. The limited leadership to champion transforming education at scale - 
potential leaders, in both developing countries and donor agencies, 
are incentivized to be conservative by the potential of failure and 
also by the challenges associated with structural change as 

opposed to “quick win”, short-term, visible projects.
4. The failure to incentivize governments to devote more resources to 

education in a sustained way over the long-term, again linked to the 
emphasis instead on short-term approaches and budget cycles.

5. The limited accountability and resulting lack of incentives of the 
global aid and national-level planning and allocation systems, 
including inadequate monitoring of the level of effort and commit
ment to large-scale education reform at both the country and global 
levels.

Just as these predispositions and constraints to leadership and cur
rent incentive structures are familiar obstacles in change management, 
they can be modified through explicit attention and the adoption of an 
ambitious, transformative approach.

The way forward to improve the effectiveness of education aid to 
countries needs to be rooted in shifting decision-making “power” from 
global entities to country policy-makers, and to change donor engage
ment approaches and related incentives to facilitate a transformative, 
systemic approach based on an objective measurement of ‘performance’ 

of countries on key, evidenced-based metrics. Its essence would be to 
establish agreed benchmarks and to have groups of peer countries make 
allocations based on country performance. This would ensure a more 
transparent objective-based approach, empowering policymakers 
within each region. It would also link external support more directly to 
domestic resource allocation and support sustainable change as it would 
put national decision-makers at the center of the change process.

This proposed adaptation in the decision-making process regarding 
aid allocation is based on the recognition that 1) support needs to be 
coherent and tailored to each context; 2) the vast majority of resources 
for education come from domestic sources so the success of aid rests on 
its influence on the national allocation and related effectiveness; and 3) 
sustainable changes require that national actors “own” the necessary 
compromises and implications of policy changes.

External support needs to be both reactive to the national context, 
but also coherently proactive, focusing on sparking and incentivizing 
transformation (noting the dire state of education in many countries). 
Too often, international aid follows a one-size-fits-all approach, dis
regarding the unique political, social, and economic realities of each 
country and failing to sufficiently incentivize the compromises and 
prioritization necessary to transform education systems for all children. 
Context-responsive aid means aligning support with national priorities 
and adapting interventions accordingly. Transformative aid means 
tailoring approaches that are more likely to address root causes of 
educational inequities and ensure that reforms are both relevant and 
effective for the populations they aim to serve.

Secondly, while international aid can play a catalytic and trans
formative role, education is mainly financed from domestic resources. 
This means the real success of aid depends on its ability to influence and 
complement the level and use of national allocations to education. 
Donor support should aim to strengthen public financial management, 
including explicit resource generation for education; build national ca
pacity to plan and monitor education spending and incentivize increased 
and more equitable investment in education. Aid that complements and 
amplifies domestic funding — rather than substituting for it — can help 
build more robust, accountable, and sustainable education systems.

Finally, sustainable transformation in education requires national 
actors to “own” both the reforms and the difficult trade-offs they entail. 
Donor-driven policies, when implemented without broad national 
consensus, often lack durability and legitimacy. In contrast, reforms that 
emerge from inclusive dialogue among national stakeholders — 
including government, civil society, and communities — are more likely 
to reflect shared priorities and foster lasting change. Aid must therefore 
be designed to empower national leadership, support policy coherence, 
and build the institutional capacity needed for countries to lead and 
sustain their education development over time.

The proposed approach is based on the recognition that policy- 
makers and planners are influenced more by the actions of peers than 
by the potential benefits of adhering to international norms, which are 
perceived as being driven by powerful actors based in the North. 
Therefore, the proposed new modality for support to countries should 
involve a peer-based approach rather than a “North to South” dynamic. 
The key to the change will be to shift away from donor-specific, North/ 
South initiatives and instead to establish “peer” /regional pooled funds 
managed by policymakers in each respective peer- group/region. The 
“peer” grouping of countries would be based on the pre-existing regional 
groupings3 (such as the six regions established under the auspices of the 
Africa Union, the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 
(SAARC), etc.).

Policy-level and system-wide actions would be measured and sub
sequently incentivized as an outcome of peer monitoring. For example, 

2 The RAPID Framework was initially introduced to support education sys
tems in response to the COVID-19. The Framework was developed by UNICEF, 
UNESCO, the United States Agency for International Development (USAID), the 
United Kingdom’s Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO), 
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, and the World Bank. For additional in
formation and status of related indicators, see UNICEF and the Hempel Foun
dation (2023).

3 Countries that are currently facing a humanitarian crisis and/or are fragile 
should be supported, through an appropriate, humanitarian-oriented modality, 
to meet affected children’s basic education and related needs.
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regarding the promotion of foundational learning, proven actions such 
as the frequent monitoring of learning levels and supporting teachers to 
teach children at their respective level will facilitate the realization of 
transformative change. Peer monitoring of the level of action (or 
“effort”) would be the basis of resource allocation to countries instead of 
the current “situational indicators” like. learning levels and access or 
input availability indicators like funds spent and supplies delivered. 
Focusing the peer-review monitoring system at the level of actions/ 
effort would enable a substantive shift from donor-specific programs, 
projects and small-scale initiatives to large-scale, system-wide flexible 
disbursements in response to policy and system-wide.

Ideally, peer groups of developing countries would take the lead in 
all allocations and monitoring. In practice, this is not realistic as donors, 
who provide the funds, will not be willing to hand over total control to 
the peer groups. The role of the international community, especially 
multilateral organizations which generally have stronger analytic ca
pacities than bilateral ones, would be to engage with the regional en
tities to establish appropriate, context-specific regional benchmarks 
based on a consultative process informed by global evidence of the 
effectiveness of policies and nation-wide actions that enable impact- 
level, large-scale, transformative change. Once established, the inter
national community would also support the verification of the status of 

the agreed indicators to ensure their objectivity and accuracy. Mecha
nisms would also be necessary to ensure that aid flows where intended 
and neither substitutes for domestic education spending nor is subject to 
corruption; such mechanisms will be much more effective if they involve 
the peer group rather than just the external donor as is now the case.

In short, at both country and global levels, a systemwide change 
management approach can fix education aid and give the world’s chil
dren the basic education to which they have a right, this in turn restoring 
confidence that aid can work.
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