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Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m going to talk today about a crisis were all aware of, obvious solutions which failed, and a handful of Teaching at the Right Level evaluations which highlight the approaches transformative effect on children’s learning outcomes as well as a framework for how to think about applying these lessons to a new contexts and I’ll conclude with things we still have to learn and I’ll do that all in half an hour. 



Who is J-PAL? 



J-PAL’s mission is to reduce poverty by ensuring that policy 
is informed by scientific evidence
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J-PAL’s Global Reach: Over 940 evaluations
with over 230 completed or ongoing evaluations in education 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
943 evaluations.  8 sectors. 80+ countries. 6 regional offices.

This is just our work.  What we really care about is our impact….






Schooling for all and learning for few 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I am not going to preach to a room of education experts about the learning crisis you’re all well aware of. 



Focus on increasing schooling has led to high enrollment rates across 
Africa

PRIMARY SCHOOL ENROLLMENT LEVELS IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA, 1970-2014

“By 2008, the average low-income country was enrolling students in primary school at 
nearly the same rate as the average high-income country.” – World Development Report, 

2018
Note: Excludes high income countries in Sub-Saharan Africa; Gross primary or secondary school enrolment ratio is the number of children enrolled in a level (primary or secondary), regardless of age, divided by the population of the age group that officially corresponds to the 
same level
Source: World Bank: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.PRM.ENRR?view=chart

In 2014, 98% of children 
in SSA were enrolled in 

primary school

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As indicated by this graph children are in school – we have made remarkable progress at improving enrollment 



But learning levels remain shockingly low

7 x 9 = ? 

The PAL Network’s ASER-
type assessments find that a 
substantial portion of Grade 
5 students across Africa are 

not able to do basic 
arithmetic tasks 

Source: PAL Network Citizen-led Assessment for Basic Learning, http://palnetwork.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/06/2017_PAL_FourPager_Learning_EN.pdf 
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Presentation Notes
But have failed at getting all children to learn 

This graph highlights the large number of children across serval countries in Africa who are unable to do a basic multiplication sum in grade 5 



Inputs alone are not sufficient

Evidence suggests “business as usual inputs” are not enough to increase 
learning outcomes 

• Flipcharts in Kenya, flexible grants in Niger , libraries in India, text books in 
Kenya  and anticipated grants in Zambia and India all had no impact on 
test scores

• Extra teachers in Kenya which reduced the class size has no impact on test 
scores 

• Providing extra computers in Columbia and Peru had no impact on test 
scores 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
An obvious answer to this “in school but not learning conundrum” is providing schools with additional resources. Developing country classrooms across the world appear in dire need of resources. However, several evaluations by J-PAL affiliated professors on varying inputs : flipcharts, teachers, libraries, computer, flexibles grants all found that inputs alone have no impact on learning outcomes. 



Flipcharts:  
Flipcharts covering math, science and geography topic – could be used in multiple classrooms. 
Another study that also inputted text books 
Neither of these studies has any effect on learning outcomes. 

Libraries in India 
The intervention updated or replaced existing libraries with new facilities, and focused on equipping schools with books written at an age-appropriate level specifically designed to support the existing school curriculum

A hub of schools would be provided with one library. 

This had no impact on test scores. (Maybe because children did not go often enough) 

Extra Computers in Columbia 
Computers were purchased but they were never actually used. 




https://www.poverty-action.org/sites/default/files/publications/Retrospective_vs_Prospective_School_Inputs.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/parent-empowerment-through-primary-school-community-grants-niger
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/school-libraries-and-language-skills-indian-primary-schools-randomized-evaluation-akshara
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/sites/default/files/publications/148%20School%20Inputs%20AEJ%202013.pdf
http://web.stanford.edu/%7Epdupas/DDK_ETP.pdf
https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/use-and-misuse-computers-education-evidence-randomized-controlled-trial-language-arts


Input study reveals that education systems tend to serve top 
performing learners 

• Text book provision did not increase 
average test scores, or reduce repetition 
rates or dropout rates 

• Textbook provision did increase test 
scores for those in top 40% of the class 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But why?? 

One the input studies was a evaluation conducted by Michael Kremer and Sylvie Moulin on text book provision in Kenya unearthed a curious finding, while text books did not increase test scores on average they did increase test scores for the top 40% of the class. 




Education systems tend to serve top performing learners 

• Systems serve top performing learners  
• High stakes primary leaving exams 

• Teachers must target their lessons to large 
classes with wide range of learning levels

• Emphasis on covering official material 
rather than learning basic competencies 

• Top students receive the attention
• Parents and teachers focus effort on top 

students 

• Self-fulfilling prophecy:  kids who miss 
something early on never catch up

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Kenya textbook provision findings shines a spotlight onto under further investigation an obvious structural deficiencies within education systems their very design ensures that top performers are served well while the majority of learners are left behind. 

High stakes primary leaving exams 
Dense curricula 
And classes filled with children of varying learning levels, many first generation learners all encourage teachers to focus on the kids who can keep up and make it through to the final grade 7 exam on which they will be evaluated. 

Furthermore parents tend to focus their efforts on kids who they think will make it… further exacerbating the problem. 

Many children fall through  not the cracks but the gaping holes with no safety nets within the system to catch them. 



Schooling for all is on its way to being achieved, but what 
about every child learning? 

Note: Diagram of students (orange & gray) is illustrative
Source: For detailed figures on SSA student proficiency, see: UNESCO Institute for Statistics: Fact Sheet No. 46 September 2017 UIS/FS/2017/ED/46

This change seems obvious but is incredibly hard to bring to fruition in schools and systems across the world.

Small fraction of the 
student population is being 

well served
All children learning 

well

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So how does one move from systems which serve only fractions of the population to ones which serve ALL children



Schooling for all and learning for all



The Teaching at the Right Level Approach 

tarl.info 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The Teaching at the Right Level approach, pioneered by education NGO Pratham, aims to improve the learning outcomes of all children, within the classroom the approach includes oral one on one assessment, grouping children by learning level, and focusing on foundational skills through interactive activities, but the power of TaRL is derived from several interacting support components with weave together to ensure that all children learn well – strong implementation teams,  simple assessment, ever evolving and improving classroom methodology and thorough monitoring and measurement.

The approach didn’t begin this way… it has been refined and iterated on for many years ……



Moving from a “Schooling for all” mindset to “Learning for 
all”

Business as usual Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL)

GOAL Goal is to complete the 
grade level textbook.

Clearly articulated goals for basic reading and arithmetic. Goal is 
to ensure basic foundational skills for all.

TRAINING & 
MENTORING

Resource persons as 
trainers. Hardly any 
follow up after training.

“Leaders of practice” created via “learning by doing. Select 
Government cadre “practice” the approach for 20-25 days and 
taste “success”, then train teachers and provide ongoing on-site 
monitoring and mentoring.  

GROUPING Full class teaching at 
grade level.

Children grouped by level rather than by grade for instruction. 
Children move quickly from one group to next as they progress. 
“Teaching at the Right Level”.

TEACHING & 
ACTIVITIES

“Chalk and talk”.  
Textbook driven.

Simple framework of daily activities that can be adapted as 
children progress. (CAMaL – Combined Activities for Maximized 
Learning).  Activities in big groups, small groups and individually. 
Children learn to work in groups.

ASSESSMENT –
MEASUREMENT 
– DATA –
REVIEW

Pen-paper grade level 
test done at the 
beginning of a phase 
and at the end.

Simple quick one-on-one oral assessment used at start for 
grouping.  Similar assessment used periodically to track progress. 
Data discussion and review at all levels. Aggregate school or class-
level data used to propel program not child-wise data. 



For 15+ years, J-PAL and Pratham have collaborated to evolve 
a strong TaRL approach through experimentation and learning
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2001-2003
“Balsakhi” 
program; 
Pratham 
community 
volunteer “pull 
out” remedial 
program in 
urban schools

2005-2006
Village volunteers 
conducted community 
classes for rural primary 
school children 

2008
In-school one month 

gov’t teacher-led 
summer camp with 

support by rural village 
volunteers 

2012-2013
Teacher-led model; onsite 
mentoring by gov’t 
academic officials

2008-2010
In-school gov’t teacher-led 
learning improvement program 
& support by Pratham volunteers 
(rural)

2013-2014
“Learning Camps” in gov’t 
primary schools; led by 
Pratham teams supported by 
village volunteers 

2010

Proof of concept 

Scalable 
Solutions 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Over the last 15 plus years J-PAL and Pratham have worked together to disentangle the “in school but not learning” conundrum and craft a scalable sustainable solutions. 

There are 6 RCTs in 7 states in India have been tested. In addition to this, a

The learning journey began with a proof of concept and progressed to a series of studies focused on identifying scalable, sustainable TaRL models which worked through government systems. 

I wont go through the details of all of these studies but they are summarized both of the very exciting soon to be launched TaRL website, as well as the J-PAL website. I do however want to hightlight a few of these studies. 



Proof of Concept 

• Idea of targeted instruction found to be effective in different contexts 
through different implementation models. 

• Challenges of “take-up” running the program out of school

Aim to develop a model that can be implemented through government school 
system

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The series of studies in the first “Proof of Concept Stage” founded that targeting instruction to the level of the child did improve learning outcomes for children in different contexts.  However, afterschool, holiday or pull out programme were all faced with the challenge of low take up. Take up afterschool classes was low. One afterschool camp had as little as 8% of learners attend. 

And so began the search for more scalable and sustainable solutions 
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Scalable Solutions : Teacher led, during & after school 
Bihar and Uttarakhand, India (2008 -2010) 

• Teachers provided with TaRL Material (Bihar & Uttarakhand)
– Results: No impact 

• Teachers provided with TaRL training and material (Bihar & Uttarakhand)
– Results: No impact 

• Teachers provided with training, material and volunteers for two hours a day 
– Uttarakhand: adopted in school  no impact 

– Bihar: adopted afterschool  0.13 sd

Teaching at the Right Level is not just a teacher training program.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A set of studies provided teachers with different TaRL inputs to explore what would be required for teachers to effectively implement TaRL. 

The results were disappointing. Material, material and training and even material, training and volunteers did not improve learning outcomes as teachers simply did not implement the approach. The intervention which included volunteers, materials and training manifested differently in two different parts of India. In Uttarkhand volunteers assisted teachers during the school day and where often utilized for non TaRL related tasks. On Bihar, volunteers taught outside of the school day maintaining impact but failing to overcome the issue of take up. 





Impact looks low but is actually very high for the kids who came to the camps


CITATION: Banerjee, Abhijit, Rukmini Banerji, Esther Duflo, and Michael Walton. “Effective Pedagogies and a Resistant Education System: Experimental Evidence on Interventions to Improve Basic Skills in Rural India.” Unpublished Manuscript.

Read India: many interventions:
Summer camps: 0.08 SD increase in scores
Materials for teachers: no impact
Materials + training for teachers: no impact
Out of school volunteers in Bihar: 0.11 SD improvement, robust across subjects
In-school volunteers in UP: no impact because volunteers substituted for teachers

it was difficult for teachers to focus on students falling behind during the already busy school day

This study found that when teachers are provided with training and material for students who have fallen behind and asked to implement this during school time there is no improvement in test scores, as teachers feel overwhelmed with the curriculum and unable to incorporate additional aspects. However, if provided with additional time during school holidays they can effectively building children's foundational skills. 
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Scalable Solutions : Teacher led holiday camp 
Summer Camps –Bihar, India (2008)

• One-month holiday camp for children grades 3-5, organised by initial 
learning levels (Duflo et al 2010)  

• Approximately 40 hours of instruction 

• Special characteristics : 
• Teachers free from normal curriculum

• Dedicated time and space

• However, low take-up

• Result: 0.09 s.d. increase in Hindi despite only 23% student attendance 

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Impact looks low but is actually very high for the kids who came to the camps

Amongst this set of interventions was also a TaRL summer camp. For one  month teachers with assistance for volunteers grouped children according to learning level rather than age of grade and focused on basic skills.  Learning outcomes improved. What was special about the learning camp: 

Teachers were free of the normal curriculum 
There was a dedicated time for TaRL 

This allowed for a teacher-led TaRL model to attain impact ! However, it still struggled with the issue of take up. 


CITATION: Banerjee, Abhijit, Rukmini Banerji, Esther Duflo, and Michael Walton. “Effective Pedagogies and a Resistant Education System: Experimental Evidence on Interventions to Improve Basic Skills in Rural India.” Unpublished Manuscript.

Read India: many interventions:
Summer camps: 0.08 SD increase in scores
Materials for teachers: no impact
Materials + training for teachers: no impact
Out of school volunteers in Bihar: 0.11 SD improvement, robust across subjects
In-school volunteers in UP: no impact because volunteers substituted for teachers

it was difficult for teachers to focus on students falling behind during the already busy school day

This study found that when teachers are provided with training and material for students who have fallen behind and asked to implement this during school time there is no improvement in test scores, as teachers feel overwhelmed with the curriculum and unable to incorporate additional aspects. However, if provided with additional time during school holidays they can effectively building children's foundational skills. 



https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/read-india-helping-primary-school-students-india-acquire-basic-reading-and-math-skills


20

Scalable Solutions : Teacher led, during school   
Regrouping by ability not age –Haryana, India (2012-2013)

• For one hour a day students in grades 3-5 were re-grouped according to 
ability level not age and taught Hindi at their ability level. (Duflo et al 2013)

• 130 hours of instruction for language 

• Special characteristics:
• Intensive monitor training
• Dedicated time
• Grouping across grades 3-5
• Pratham provides training and additional monitoring

• Results: 
- 0.15 standard deviation increase in Hindi reading test scores 
- Gains were the largest for the weakest students

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Monitoring – very expensive

inspired by this Pratham and J-PAL partnered with the State government of Haryana. For one hour a day teachers in grade 3-5 grouped children by learning level rather than age and grade and focused on basic skills. LEARNING OUTCOMES IMPROVED? 

What was special about the model ? �
existing government officials became mentors for the programme 
There was a dedicated hour for the program and children were grouped across grades creating commitment device 

This is a model that is being scaled in India and piloted and scaled across a number of countries in Africa  

https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/improving-learning-outcomes-through-government-school-system-india

If you include monitoring your teachers can become effective! 

At endline 47% and 53% ( para and story) 

https://www.povertyactionlab.org/evaluation/improving-learning-outcomes-through-government-school-system-india
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Scalable Solutions: Tutor/Volunteer Approach
Pratham Volunteers provide short burst of TaRL tuition  –Uttar Pradesh  India 
(2013-2014)  

• The programmes took place for bursts of time ( two sets of 20 day bursts or 
4 sets of 10 day bursts for 3 hours a day during school time.) 

• 75 hours of instruction for reading and 75 hours of instruction for maths 
• Results: 

–Huge gains(0.7 s.d.in Hindi and math)

–Effect of “pure” TaRL model

–Cost effective (driven by huge gains)
• Special characteristics:

–Intensive camp model
–Dedicated time
–Grouping across grade 3-5

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sticking with Pratham staff and volunteers, but overcoming the problem of take was a camp model designed and tested in UP. 

The programmes took place for bursts of time ( two sets of 20 day bursts or 4 sets of 10 day bursts for 3 hours a day during school time.) 

It overcame the problem of take-up and saw astronomical gains in learning outcomes. 

24% at endline in the control 
48% at endline the control 




Sustainable & Scalable Models 

• Teacher can be effective implementers
– if provided with a dedicated time for TaRL lesson and a lot of mentoring and 

monitoring support 

– Material and teacher training is not enough 

– You may need to build in more time 

• Bursts of TaRL focused time throughout the year provided by volunteers and 
experienced staff can have a large impact on learning outcomes 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Scalable – effect large number of children 
Sustainable – can work through existing systems 

Teachers during the school day can be an effective way of improving learning outcomes at scale but 
Dedicated time
Strong long term mentoring and monitoring support – at the beginning this way require NGO support and thereafter you may need strong government systems in place. 

If strong NGOs exist bursts of tuition could be effective 
Strong NGOs working at scale 
Time during the school year where NGOs can move in with force
Long term funding  




New Contexts 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
How might one think about the TaRL lessons which were largely discovered in India in different contexts such as contexts in Africa? 



LOCAL  
CONDITIONS 
AND FAILURES

GENERALIZED 
LESSONS ON 
BEHAVIOR

LOCAL 
IMPLEMENTATION

LEARNING LEVELS 
RISE

1. Children in school but poor learning.

2. High variation of learning. 

3. Teachers focus on completing 
curricula.

4. Many children far below curricula.

1. Children grouped by learning levels 
for part of day or year.

2. Teachers teach to the level of  
group.

3. Children are assessed and move to 
new group when mastered a skill.  

1. Children learn faster when the 
level of instruction is at their level.

2. Teachers find it hard to teach 
across many levels in one class.

TaRL’s applicability to new contexts 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Rachel Glennerster and Mary Anne Bate wrote a paper on a framework to think through whether or not global lessons could be applicable to your context. The framework uses rigorous evidence, theory and process data to assess whether or not an approach/ intervention may be useful. 

A plethora of evidence show us that children learn faster when instruction is at their level and that teachers find it difficult to teach across different learning levels especially in instances where systems implicitly incentives teachers to focus on top performing students. This behavior is largely generalizable across contexts. 

But we also know that certain conditions need to be in place for TaRL to be useful/effective. So if you were thinking about TaRL in a new context you may want to ask yourself a series of questions 

Children in school but poor learning.
High variation of learning. 
Teachers focus on completing curricula.
Many children far below curricula.


Furthermore, we know that when TaRL needs to be well implemented to maintain impact, so you may want to pilot/trial TaRL in your context and collect some process data on local implementation 




Teaching at the Right Level (TaRL) Africa
Supporting partners working to address the learning crisis in primary 
schools in Africa through the evidence-based TaRL approach.

• Joint TaRL Africa central team to support across countries 
• Three types of country-level support

1. TaRL Africa country teams in select countries directly supporting governments 
2. Supporting partners working with governments 
3. Growing network of NGOs working on TaRL 

• Creating a platform for governments & other partners to share lessons across countries
• Building a learning agenda to support efforts and improve effectiveness



TaRL Africa support already spread to 10+ countries, some 
examples

NIGER 
JICA-led pilot within 

government system, in 
100 schools

UGANDA
Local NGO implementing 

TaRL pilot

CÔTE D’IVOIRE
50 school pilot, 

supported by TRECC. 
Discussion with Ministry 

for large scale

KENYA
Multiple partners being 
supported to apply TaRL 

in their programming 
contexts

ZAMBIA 
MoGE scaling to 1,800 

schools by 2020

NIGERIA
Teacher-led pilot in 

Borno, supported by 
UNICEF and PLAN now 
scaling in NE. Planning 

pilot in NW Nigeria

BOTSWANA
Young1ove to implement 

TaRL in 50 schools. 
Discussions for scale with 

Ministry

MADAGASCAR 
JICA-led pilot within 
government system, 

in 68 schools

MOZAMBIQUE
Local NGO implementing 

TaRL pilot

Key

Deep support to 
governments 

Support to existing 
players with 
platforms for scale 

Support for local 
actors like NGOs



Contextualizing TaRL
Working on getting the programmatic details right  

• In the classroom 
– Lesson preparation and structure 

– Class size and space 

• Support 
- The importance of the coach of the coach 
- Transportation barriers 

• Data, reflection and review 
- Data entry and flow challenges 



Learning agenda 



Learning topics
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Teaching 
Learning

Adapting TaRL to 
languages 

outside mother 
tongue

Grouping and 
transitioning 

between groups

Beyond TaRL –
higher and lower 

grades

Models and 
Design

Minimum 
number of hours 

needed

When and where 
to hold sessions 

(in-school vs. out-
of-school, etc.)

Leveraging 
technology

Mentoring

Frequency and 
duration

Practice class 
structure for 

mentors

Improving data 
flow and 

understanding

Long-term 
impact of TaRL

Impact in years 
beyond TaRL 

instruction

Impact on 
standardized 

tests

Spillover effects

Government
sustainability

Financial flows, 
systems analysis

Structuring 
technical 

assistance to 
lead to systems 

change

Effectiveness of 
TaRL at scale

Does TaRL have 
an impact at 

scale in a 
government-led 

model? 

Design features 
important for 
effectiveness

Programmatic themes Systems-level themes



Thank you 
amorrell@povertyactionlab.org



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Given this distribution, Kraft proposes a new set of benchmarks: an effect less than 0.05 standard deviations is small, 0.05-0.19 is medium, and 0.20 or larger is, well, large. It would be useful to see a similar distribution for studies in low- and middle-income countries, but this provides a useful guide. If an education intervention has an impact of 0.5 standard deviations, then it’s in the top 10 percent of US/UK interventions.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
n average, one standard deviation in learning is the equivalent of between 4.7 and 6.5 years of schooling. 
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